












































stir the sanguinary libido. A vil-
lain of perfect blackmess. Loyal
robots. And finally, in the
Force, the triumph of the will of
the hero over mass-energy reality
itself.

Whether the specific imagery you
plug in is the spaceships and aliens
of space opera, the barbarians and
wizards of sword and sorcery, or the
dragons and deities of high fantasy,
the fimctional elements of the genre
formnula are the same, which is why
they can now all be published under
the "sf” logo.

This, of course, is not fiction
about how things really work, it is
fiction about how our power-fantasies
work, or more unpleasantly, fiction
designed to masturbate same.

And while it is getting us off
on guiltless Disneyland violence and
making us feel like godlike herces,
it is telling us that our own will
can conquer the laws of science.

In the science fantasy version,
this ultimate egotrip is cumningly
concealed in the seamless blending
of scientific and technological im-
age-systems with Jungian and Freudian
logic. Here magic and science are
portrayed as exactly the same thing,
which means that things work however
the genre imperatives want them to
work to fulfill the archetypal power
fantasy.

This fits into certain hungers
in a rather large audience like a
key in a keyhole guarding a money-
bin, The rejection of what so many
see a5 the spiritual sterility of the
universe as we scientifically per-
ceive it. The spreading adolescent
alienation from troubled personal
reality which is scorned as mundane
and into a more colorful universe of
role-playing games, electronic games,
computer games and mind-cult games.
The struggle of the superior being
we all know ourselves to be to make
its rightful place of glory at the
top of the world.

And of course, an Osterized blend
of science and magic, mirroring the
blurring in the macroculture, as epit-

, for example, in the success-
ful formula of OMNI, where space act-
ivism is advocated cheek- -by-jowl with
UFQlogy, and the “spiritual sciences"
are handled continuously with bio-
chemistry and medicine.

What can I say? In ruthless,
bottom line, amoral terms, there is
no better way to design "sf"' to sell.
This, ultimately, is what genrefica-
tion means -- to science fiction and
to any other literary mode. You find
the buttons, and you push them in
the proper sequence and the targeted

reader gets off, and you maximize
proﬁt, and the story that gets told
has no moral that bears examining.
Like a good professional, not a deb-
utante, you don't give the trick
what you think he needs, but what
you know he wants.

Given decent demographics {which
the sf genre has), you can sell a
large volume of product by saturating
a genre with a lot of interchangeable
genre-tailored books, as witness the
stunning success of Harlequin romanc-
es.

Of course you do lose an orptlon
in the process. When your line is a
brand name for literary Big Macs, you
lose the ability to exploit the ex-
ceptional novel, the one that can
make you as much money as a couple of
months worth of business as usual.
You've got to sell a lot of Chevies
to add up to cne Rolls Royce.

It seems to me that if B-book sf
genre publishing is going to continue
to exist and even thrive, each house
is going to have to decide which way
0 go as a conscious decision. You
can't have it both ways.

If you adopt rigid genre format
packaging ala Timescape Books, you
find, as David Hartwell did, that
you can't keep potential mainstream
sf novels like THE VAMPIRE TAPESTRY
and TIMESCAPE in your line. You can
not keep them because you can't pack-
age them as what they are, namely
science fiction novels accessible to
the larger audience for mainstream
sf. Both TIMESCAPE and VAMPIRE TAP-
ESTRY did better as middle-list main-
stream paperbacks than they ever
could have done as genre-packaged
Timescape line-leaders.

On the other hand, you really
can't package a high volume of form-
ula product on a book-by-book basis,
since what you are selling is the
genre format itself on a consistent
basis, not any one episode.

Will it preve impossible for amy
genre sf line to maintain what in
golden oldies was euphemistically
called a "balanced 1ist"? Balanced,
that is, between editorial idealism
and the bottom line, between novels
of high literary and/or high sales
ambition, and the bread-and-butter
need to churn out X number of books
a month.

When we look at publishing in
general, the answer seems to be no.
No,books published in any genre for-
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mat breals through the package into A
seller status. The more rigid and
segregated the format and package,
the more impossible this becomes.

But science fiction is somewhat
unique. Its unpackaged imagery can
proclaim its identity loud encugh.
These days there can hardly be a sub-
literate person in the United States
who doesn't know what a starfield or
a rocketship or a robot or a ringed
planet means. You could package a
line of bogks with covers consisting
entirely of standard lettering over
a full-color starfield and no one
would mistake them for nurse novels.

You don't need a logo or a
aging style to identify a line of sf
on the racks, You can use cartoon-
drawing, movie-poster realism, astro-
nomical photographs, NASA picture
handouts, Daliesque surrealism, or
any other visual style, and it does
not matter because science fiction
cover art identifies the product by
imagery itself.

So you can hire one or two art-
ists to do your regular B science
fiction line in a consistent style,

which is to say their consistent
painting style, period. And then
you can simply use different artists
to package your A science fiction
novels in mainstream sf style using
the same imagery. As long as the A
and B books are not tied together by
consistent packaging, you can do
both to maximum effect in the same
line, and alsc regain the flexibility
to do justice to the vanishing mid-
dle-list book, the monthly leader.

As to how this all affects what
is written and the people who write
it, there is nothing new in the exis-
tence of a dialectic between art and
comerce, of the conflict and inter-
play of artistic and economic imper-
itives, of moral ambiguities along
the in(erface.

Formats sell. They sell because
they were designed to sell and noth-
ing else, with all the cunning and
all the morality of the television
commercials that spawned their pres-
ent dominance.

Bestsellers, A books, the main-
stream mosaic of house leading books,
have their own genre parameters by
and large these days. For the most
part, the A novels that best fulfill
the A novel formats of their genres
will be the biggest hits, because
they will be perceived so by their
publishers and pushed accordingly.

In the microcosm as in the macro-
cosm. The best sellers within the
genre sf universe will also tend to
be those novels which best fulfill
their genre format.

This is a fact of life in amy
genrefied literature. And it is al-
so a fact of life that what makes





















































































































































