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BEHTED THE / SGFNE /
by Grehem Stene

When I originally wrote this article, Science Fiction Monthly was
sti11 a geing concarn, and therefera it dealt with the feature "The Sei-
ence Fiction Scene™ ag if it would be running indefinitely, as indeed it
was as far as I knew. Hut the magazine was discontinued frem the 18th
(February 1957) issue, sc now I need not to tell you sbout what plone I
have for the future but just what I did end vhy in the few momkths of the
deportment 's existence.

Sixteen pages is a fair amouut, especially in a 112-page publication
—- no ather science fiction magezine hrs ever devoted so much of its
space to reviews ond commentary on the science fiction field in general.-
Being put in charge of such a fesature was a responsgibility and an opport-
unity of ne mesn order. It was n chence to do esomaething useful for SF
in a neglected field, end I moan theat in more waye than cne. ¥For aone
thing, while planty of magazines have had resders' departments and help-
cd the more vocal frns carry an their warious activities, end thera has
boen 2 folr amount of factusl matter, same of it vory good, an scionco
feptured in ecme magnzines -- Astcunding end Gelexy have £ paorticularly
fine recard -- and there heave been book review departments, geod and bzd,
es a regular thing for yenrs, +there has been very little nttempt to fill
in the background of the field for new readers, discuss themes and the-
ories and provide miscellanecus infarmatian. Then, taa, although we seas
current British science fiction in fustrelia, it does not have as aoxtens—
ive a circulstion as you might think. Science Fiction lienthly, like at
least some previcus ventures in Austrnlie, had e circulation several
times that of any British megnzine in Australia. Whether it reached
more now readers I wouldn't want to guess, but it undoubtedly renched
many more readers regularly. Sa, in short, it wes an unusnel opperiumn-
ity,

Who read it, or rether, what kind of people read it? We don't knew.
What the menegement of the magazine thought, I hesitate to soy. We can
sey for certnin that comparatively few of them had proviausly road very
much seience fiction. There was r wonderful apening there for a defin-
ite editorinl policy ta develop e new merket for genuine seienca fiction.
Instaad, +the time-hanoured Austrnlinn "nesr enough" system gave bs o
magazine without & trece of character and with a pretty pear level of
vwriting and spaculation. Fth the best intentions in tho warld, nchady
can understand anything sbout a complex field like science fiction with-
cut taking an imterest in it and making a study of it, and the Atlas org-
anisation was =0 aexception, In time, I think it wculd have been a lot
better: but it ==an't given time. Between the fietion content of the
magazine and the viewpoimts expressed in the "Scene" there was a gulf
which brocught s mmber of commants, to which all T can eay is that as
far ns the fiction was concerned, I was not conmsulted. NKind you, it
could beva heen a lot worae. They made a fair attempt on the problem,
and it is unlikely that anyone but a scientifictionist will de batter.



The object af the "Scene" was, briefly, +to illuminate and inter
pret the science fiction field. I assumed that 1 was writing for peo-
ple with a reasonable level of genaral intelligence, curionity, mentel
flexibility and awarenees of the changes the world is undergeing -- for
1f thay didn't have these characteristics what would they be doing
reading a science fiction magezine? ~- otherwise a mixed group. I as-
guned that on the whole they had nof read much SF until fairly recently.
To say enything useful ahout the way the department was conducted we
must go back a little. Not to the origine of acience fiction (no ad-
equata accourrt has been written yet, and this is not the place tc bo-
gin) but te my own experience of it.

When I was born (Jenuary 1926) the first issue of pmazing Stories
mugt have been in the proof stage. I did not make dits acquaintance for
tha best part of thirteen years, however, and by that time I had a
certain smount of background for it. I didn't ever "beccmo interested"
in gelentifictional idems: it's ma matter of a general attitwude to 1life,
you either have it or never will have it. Either you naturally ask
"what next?" once ycu have e clear picture of how things stand, or you
don't, never will, and won't understand when you're toald. You might as
well be decad in the latter case,

1 don't remember for sure what T first read thet you could call
SF. 1 roed what we called "comice" then:; newspeper—sized affeirs, some
mastly pictures for very young children learning to read, othaers peges
of infimtesmal type with one or two tinmy illustrations, printed on
dirty pink or green newsprint. Na doubt there were stories there with
an imaginntive angle, but memory fails. Then there was ancther group
of publicetions with no mccepted name -- they scmetimes called them-
selves "story papers" -- 32-pege 8" x 12" weeklies eimed =t older
roadars, from kindargarten up to the teens. Theso tended to have
definite editorisl policies and glante. A few like the Gem end Magnet
specislised in thet ebyswal bhottom cf juvemile fiction, the school
etory: most of them ran e varied selection of mdvemture, sport, de-
tectivo and historical fiction. I read those by the gross, particul-
arly the Chempicn and Triumph which went in for lost worlds swarming
with dinnersesucers, mad sciantists threatening the world and the like.
I locked cut for such stories ard tracked down miselng instslments at
e pretty early age. I missed the infemous Scoope, which was in this
class but was alsc a ganuine if primitive science fiction publication.
The lest ong of the field T kept any interest in was the modcrn Boy,
which was well on the way thera.

I muat have been only seven when I resd Wells' "The Invisible
¥an"; ¢ brillient chject leaaon in develaping a new idea and making it
intelligible to an unprepared audience; and “The Food of the Gods™
which goen further, showing a world transformed by a new frctor. These
two books that happened to be arcund started a search for more bocks
with somothing to say, and in the next few years I dimcovered and read
e fair pmount of Verne, Haggerd, Burraughs. Then there were ntories
in ndult British magazines of the time, 1ike Fegrson's end The Strand
~- g little known field for surgrisingly goad &F.

It wos in 1935, I think, that the Flash Gordan strip started



running in wvariocus Australian newspagpers. The Adelaide Mnoll produced
a handout anncuncing it =-- a broadsheat with a lot af sales +nlk and
some scenes from the first fow episocdes. I was delighted: at first,
But I followed the series, as much irritated es thrilled by it, far
years with acecasionel lapses, I wert ottt of my way to see the £ilm
version, a crude end mediocre serinl, a couple of years later. There
were other imnginative flickers too -- Myetery Iiner, Sem of Kong (I
missed King Korg until it wee revived not so long age), serisls like
Jungle Mystery and The Vaniehing Shadow. I miesed Thirgs to Como by
being on the mave -~ in Adelaide when it wes showing in Sydmey, and
vice versa. It tack me years to catch up with it at a ravival.

Then there was Buck Rogers, in his nattily uniformed £nd musele-
bound glory. I missed the first of the sani-annunl books, but Ne. 2
wms just what I had been waiting for. By thet time, though I didn't
have a name far it, I knew what I wanted. Buck's 25th century of gnd-
gets and interplanetary daings wrs most acceptable.

Wall, that's hov i1t went. Nobady made it ensy for us then. Tha
ycurng fan todey hng a very different kind of experlence. His world
hae charged redically in the 1last generation, and the chenges worae
50 cormonly prediected dn earlier science fiction that the field has
geined o sort of precarious respectebility through its natordety. A1l
about us we have abundant aevidence thet the people in the 'thirties
who thought (1f yau could ecall it thinking) thrt things were going to
stagger on as they were indefirditely were idictically wrong; and tho
mrnpopuler minority wha could see plainly what was coming were marely
aeeing the ohviocus. Taday atcmic energy is one of the mast important
facts of our exigtance and spece flight is imminent. In the ‘thirties
public opimlan had scarcaly heard af tha ntomic thecry, and privntely
thought thao warld wes probahbly flat.

Where today 2 lot of bims have got in on the act end we are in-
undated with corrupted science fictien, m generation age the orgonis-
ed field of the magnzines was 8a feeble that it tock a 1ot of finding.
I would bave rend Amazing, Wonder end Astounding at the time T was
reading Buck Regers if I had known they existed, 1 did not suspect,
and I found then by accidemt in the end. How it happened was this:
In 1937 I started humting for imaginative bocke in ecrnest, and found
plenty af them,, ineluding Beynon's 'Flanet Plane", the stupidly named
hard covered edition of "The Space Kachine" or "Stowawny to0 kars”, It
was the cbvicus sequel to this novel, "Sleepers of Mars", which pert-
iculnrly interested me in issue No. 2 of Tales of Wonder whon I hap-
pened to see it. From there it was an cbvious step to lock for other
iasues, and to find the American magazines in the process.

I hope you don't mind my running on like this. Talking atout
cneself is alweys pleasent, ien't i1t? But I do want o get over the
peint that +things have changed, science fiction not the least, since
prewar days: so changed that 1f ell you know sbaut science fiection
is the field of the middle 'fifties you are missing a great deal,



In fect, you are miseing &0 much that you cannct he said to be well
ncquainted with science fiction me & whele. Modern megazine SF has
suffered through 1te popularity bacause ta make it more mcceptable to
the public its freedom af spaculeticn haa been sevarsly limitad. It
had to be simplified ta let newcomars undargtand it. Ae I indiented
before, prewar fans read widely in +the amrlier speculative baocks
fairly often, theay were interested 4n SF in epite of oppcsiticn and
they didn't mind m few difficulties. On the other band, today a great
part of the importemt beckground 4s pretty well known, You can learn
all you want to know about space flight, far instance, from innumerable
sources bafore you lack into SF for its consaquences., That's good. Bui
while it has been possible to dispense with much of the laharicus dis-
cussions of tha theories involved, tha process has bean extended to
cut cut discussion of matters far less well understood and lass scund-
1y besed. A set of conventione has grown up, by which all kinds of
postible future developments arc mssumed with the most casual descript-
ion or nona at mll. This wasn't just ta please the new reader, indeed
it can hardly de that: it happened becauvee SF had accurulated a huge
fallowing of pecple wheo had been reading it for long encugh ta know
211 the explanaticns by heart,

Some of these conventions have heen badly abugsed., The thearotical
possibility af movement fester than light is the cutstanding example.
It +tskas vus tack to the dark nges by the back door by mnking ather
solar-systems accessible, Now it is unusuel to sae amy atteangt to work
out the prabable conditions an a postulated planet -- in many stories,
Asimov's novels for instance, planets are trested 1ike neighbouring
towns; +their different enviromments are blissfully ignored. It's not
what we used to think of as science fictian, Yet it didn't start as
pure fantasy: there were once arguments to justify many af these con-
verntions, and in prewar SF we can sse their origins.

Quite a few once femiliar themes have vamished campleately in
madern science fiction. Often this ig good. I wouldn't want tc sce
the imto-the~atom plot resurrected. But timo ‘travel, end geometrical
fourth dimensione usod to be common, for instance.

Well, in "Scene" I put a fair amount of onphasis en the histarical
angle because of this. I tried to shaw the comtinuity of the tradit-
ion to some extent. In particulsr, I kept up two lines of appreoach:
in the regular "Twenty Years Ago" and alsewhere, I pointed out the
changes that have taken place and how far some features have persist-
ed through these changes ~- while on the other hand I kept pointing
out the topical interest of +the important early writers.

It should te peimted out, though, that "Scene" included far mcre
matoriel en ecarly SF then I would have preferred. There wes a dif-
ficulty sbout waterial. I wrote as 1little of tha dopartment es pos-
sable, prefarring to give space ta other wditers and hava mare pecple
roprosented. But only & very few of the meny Australian fans I em in
touch with resporded to my roguest for comtributions. Several of them
ddd write to discuss propased articles, and in a few more issues no



doubt these would heve gone in., Vol Molesworth gave ma gome ravl ews
and beceme the only Australian comtributor sctually appearing in the
department. And where werae the athar five hundrad?

Qne point neeads mgntion. A lot aof readers thought that morae
space shauld have heen given te current affairs, with news about
what was going on ngw and in the immediate future. Well, there was
not much I could dn_;’ang these lines because of the time lag betwaen
the preparatian of the department and ite publication. The intarwmi
was three manths at best =- copy deadline wes the last day of each
manth far the issue released ahout the heginning of the faourth menth
follewing. Seo there wasn't much scope far topiecal matarisl, Incid-
entally, the copy for imeues 19 and 20 hed heen sent in befara
the decision ta end with MNa. 18 was made. Those issuss would have
included +twe more instalmerte of +the "Creastures of Tmaginatian" sar-
jas and the beginming of a long article an the awlution of £ictianal
sgaceships by Arthur C. Clarke.

The general pattern of the depariment was worked cut bafare 1%
began, and followed fairly generallyi: +the features "Twerty Years aga"
and "Scene on the Screen" +ta run regularly, and the rest of the space
divided haetween reviews and sgpecial articles. The introductary piece
in ipeue No. 12 was all the general imiraduction I propased to write.
Getting puitable material was m problem, though it was never a2 seriaus
ane to get encugh in time. Though ss I gald before 1 was disappoint-
6d with the rate of lacal comtributions, I knew that among the vasot
amount of non-prafessional writing on SF there wes planty that was
good enaugh to use and gtill of interest. I leafad through many hun-
drods of gpublicatians in mearch of likaely items, and contacted the
writers £nd publishers wherever I cauld. I may as well state here
that I alspyes appended acknowledgments for anything that had bean
published before, even in game breken-down fen sheet with nothing
else to reccmmend it in its ehert life: but ebout half the Hme, they
didn't eppear iao the magazine., , The printers, or morae correctly the
comps =ad prcofreaders, left a lot to be desired. More silly rdstakes
went in +han you could sghake a stick et, particularly misspellings
of nsmes. I once refearred to Buck Rogers reminiscently as a batile-
acarred vaterarn. WMot a very brilliant pun perhaps, but that'e what T
wrotes but it came through as the conventional bhattle-scarred kind,
TIn No. 17, the block on p. 110 belongs on p. 101, while the black
appearing there belangs with the obituary on Fletcher Frati, since sl
i1lustrates "The City of the Iiving Dead",

forrest J. Ackerman of course comtributed the film features but
he did much more than that. He located and sert over dozens cf art-
icles, some of vhich went imto the later issucs — Bat Qlsen's "This
is Sclence?%, Glen Daniels' commentary on "0dd John", E. L. Ware's
"Space Flight Soon?".

In the firet iseue of the department, I task the repart of
Arthur C. Clarie's visit to the Futurien Scoiety of Sydney which I
had already raduced from a helf-hour tape for the ald Mux’ia.n.Soc—
jety News and extracted the more interesting bits. Of the reviews,
Y, you knoz, the others were from Ingide &.S.F. Advertiser and
from Walter Gillinga' fine Science-Famtasy review, in my opinicn



the mast useful fan publicatian thare hss heen.
authars in the issus were an afterthought, ane thet was comtinued in
moet iseuas thareafter. Tt was always a last-minwuta job af hurting for
informrtion, end the results wars usually fragmemtary. But better than
nothing: it was an attempt to provide mome badly needed persanality for
the magazine itself.

In. No. 13 was the debunking article an “Uncharted Continents" —~
it would be interesting to know who wrote it, I found it in an 0ld fan-
mag signed with s pen neme too silly to perpestuste., ¥oet af the reviews
rhould have been acknowledged as from Ineide &S,F. Advartiser, that of
"The War of the Worlds" from Sam Sackett's Fantastic Worlds. Incident-
211y, this reviev eeemed to me particularly valuable in its approach
4o Welle' work far tcdzy.
SF to appreciate it, far it ie still ve-y much mlive. Through many
years pecple have gone an reading him, and his mara popular books are
rarely hard to buy in recemt editions. Yet in the last few years I have
bteen amazed ta maet yaung fans wha have never read even such basic books
as "The War of the Worlds" and “The First Men in the Mcaon". It saems
pretty silly to read current magazines in preference to these and
claim to sppreciate science fictian.

In Na. 14 +there wers twn shert articles of general charactaer,
Carelyn Gaybterd'e an adventure SF end David Rifkin's on Martiara. In
the review departmemt I loocked aver the SF Boak Club record, and also
reported on Yaframov's "Steries", an unusual item. I irmtended to
write a series af articles an the secience fictlan movements in wvarlous
ather ¢nuntries, but only thet on Germany materialised in time. The
naxt to be trested would have been kaxlca

Na. 15 was I thought the most sucessful sa far, There was Fox's
tranchant pttack an the naver-never trend in maodern SF represemted by
the “"humancid™ cancept.Then thera was o festure on Welle —-- beginnming
with the 1899 interviaw in which he talked gbaut Ms own ideas on his
work, incidentally giving a very differenmt angle from what he said
in the 'thirties abaut it which is mare familiar; the pheta of the
ycung Wells wes a chenge from the familiar elderly gentleman; the
contemporary illustration was appropriate to the atmosphere; then
a streight review of "When the Sleeper Wakes", follewad by Arthur L.
Joquel's analysis of the revisions in the later versiaon revealing
the aothor's mind. There was the feature on German SF, and +the Rav.
Rlchardsen's wistful piece on vunknoyn enimsla, In place af the usual
£4Im colunn was Ackerman's repert an last year's yegt Comst Conference
w= the only time "fan" activity as such was reparted on in the de-
partments though No. 19 would have carried a write-up cn the 1956 New
York Convention and later issues plugs for this year's Warld Conven

tion

In No. 16 a distinguished conmtribirtar appeered in Dr. Thomas §.
Gardner: his "Does Seience Rule the World?" was I thaught a valustls
piece, particularly as offsetting the vacucus optimism se cammen in
BF.

Ho« 17 had the obituary article on Fletcher Pratt. It wes ne-
cidental that the interview with Edgar Rice Burroughs was in the seme

The paragraphs shaut

Yau don't have to be interested in histarical



igsue, giving it too much emphasis an the past and on parsanalitiaes-

No. 18 had verheps the best comtributian in the seriaes, +the late
Bob Olsen's "This is Science?", which taack a lack at what time and
papulerity have dene toc science fiction in recent years. There is al-
g0 a classic misprint on ¢. 102, col. 2, end af par. 1: ‘“wtrong" for
"wrong", a near-cpposite that neatly garhbles the sermtence. On the next
page there is ancther, three lines frem the end: "mo imterest” should
read "an interest", And an p. 112, fifik line, "immoral" should read
"jmmartal®., Perhaps they did in on purpocse. Then there was the first
ingtalment af "Creatures of Imaginatiaon", a feature I thaught had pos—
sibilitiesy +the piece debunking the meisor-collision fallacy, 'Mare
Space, Loss Heed"; Ackerman and Tucker on films with diffaramt approach
from the usual column,. T thought this iast iesue of the departmant
wne an the whole the best,

locking beck on the "Scene", it is hard to say how much was ac-
complished. There was very little material I regret using, and I think
that a lot of wvnlusble infarmation and discuesian wee presemted. The
ravid degeneratiaon of the ficticn comtent of the magazine coincidental
with it wms regrettable, however. The gap between the "Scene" and the
appalling rubbish f41ling the preceding 96 pages was such that i1t is
hard ta imegine many pecple reading both. The faults Beob Olsen found
cbvious were amply 3l1lustraeted in the same issue.

Perhaps the "Scene" wae addressed 44 a more literate reader than
it was destined to reach mainly. This is the difficulty with any such
material in a magazine of large circulation and popular appeal, and
there has to be a decision 0 ajm high or law. T made the only decis-
ion I thought justifiables; I mddressed the dopertment to a person with
net much knoaledge of science fiction, of anly moderate education and
probably a teen-ager: I was not prepared to assume that he wms an
idict.

And whet now? Well, perheps we shall have mare attempts at an
Australian science fiction magazine. In time perhaps even e satisfact-
cry one, We probably shall net have such aa mltruistic project es
"The Science Fiction Scene” again. Yy own efferts on behalf of
science fiction go on, restricted to SCIENCE FICTION MNEWS and less cb-
trugive activities. And there you have it: No matter whnt hspoens ta
speculative writing in the hands of emtrepreneurs, study and apprecimt-
ion comtinue. The field will survive all effarts to reduce it to the
level of modern general fiction as long as it hes & minerity in ite
audiance +taking an informed interest in it.

~= G« S.



AFTERWORD

Fifty years later, this article needs little interpretation. Evidently
written about the end of 1956 with some other place in mind (I have no
idea what) and the last paragraphs rounded off, its account of the recent
venture is still fairly clear.

Atlas Publications of Melbourne lasted anly a few years and produced
miscellaneous popular reading, extending naturally enough to some
imparted science fiction. Their Science-Fictian Library novel series was
a good idea wasted, using mediocre English wark that had already been
available in English paperback form. Science-Fiction Monthly used
stories from various American SF magazines, usually having most of the
content on one original issue issue. It began well with content from the
slick Science Fiction Plus from Gernsback and Moskowitz, then drawing
on Hamling's Imagination and the short-lived Cosmos. The last seven
issues, of interest to us, were from Planet Stories and pretty bad.

Its overworked editor Michael Cannon did his best but had no
background in the field. However, he was impressed by what I was doing
in the first series of Science Fiction News enough to offer me sixteen
pages an issue to fill with reviews and stuff. It wasn't easy. I selected a
variety of work from fan sources but otherwise wrote much of it myself,
working to a monthly deadline which wasn't easy. I was paid a "retainer”
of fifteen pounds 2 month which of course was a Iot more money then, I
think it was about a week's pay.

The early draft of autobiography is just about as I would write it now.
Though it is surprising that I didn't mention Edgar Rice Burroughs. The
shopfront rental library from which I read (ugh) Planet Plane had some
Wells, other odds and ends, and a shelf of Burroughs. At random I read
The Gods of Mars, then in order the rest of the Mars series, a dozen so
Tarzan baoks, the Inner World and Venus series and more. It was years
before I found any more Burroughs ta read. But you know, even then he
wasn't quite right, I knew his extra colors in the Barsoomian spectrum
were utter nonsense. Also just about what I would write now at greater
length is the quick overview of what SF fifty years ago was about and
how it had got that way. Today masses of wordage has been printed



abaout its history but its evalution is still as clear as mud

1 was warking at a distance, with na idea what Cannan was doing with
the magazine, and nat seeing proofs. Thase errars ... with mare
experience I say yes, they did do it an purpase. Typesetting is dull,
maonatanaous wark, and sametimes they put in deliberate errars to test the
praofreaders. Nathing easier than ta change wrong ta strong and see if
it was picked up. Referring ta Wells' The Time Machine, I recalled haw
in his visit ta a desolate scene under a reddened sun millions of years
ahead, the time traveller “finds manstrous crabs taking an interest in
him." Sa the typesetter made it "taking no interest”. Writing of The Blue
Spot, a little-develaped shart serial by Jack Williamson which few wauld
have remembered in 1956, I was made ta say "... the ultimate extension
of the pawer-mad dictatar: an immaral dictatar spending millions of
years at the job." Well, I wanld ga along with the judgment that he was
immaral. For one thing, he bred his wretched subjectts inta a number of
distinct species for varicus tasks. But I wrate was immortal

And yes, we did have more attempts at an Australian science fiction
magazine, a fairly safe prediction. But it was not to be while the virtnal
embargo on most imparted SF existed, when praducing a local magazine
made a Jot os sense. The next try was Vision of Tamarraw in 1969
campeting against everything else being published, plns other handicaps.

GS.
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