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THE ROUGH GUIDE TO SCI-FI MOVIES: INTRODUCTION l

INntroduction

Like most people of a certain age, | became
enraptured with science fiction film one summer
day in 1977 when, as an eight year old boy, |
flopped myself down at the local movie theatre,
saw the words “A long time ago in a galaxy far,
far away...” fade onto the screen, and felt the
blast of John Williams’ Wagnerian score to Star
Wars blow me back into my seat. Then | saw
the space ship — which | would soon learn was a
Corellian blockade runner -~ followed by another
space ship. A much larger space ship. A space
ship which just wouldn’t stop scroliling across the
screen. An Imperial cruiser.

Just imagine how I felt about the Death Star.
Dazzled, I was, at Star Wars, and the new sort of
movie it introduced my eight-year-old self to:
The Science Fiction Film. Little did I know that
what seemed so new, fresh and amazing to me
was actually a summation of decades of previous
work in the genre. Star Wars was built like a Flash
Gordon movie serial from the 1930s, which in
its time borrowed from the science fiction films
of its own era (literally, in the case of some of
its sets, borrowed liberally from more expensive
films). It stole design notes from Fritz Lang’s 1927
classic Metropolis, whose look and feel would be
mined by other science fiction films as well: Blade
Runner, Dark City and The Matrix, each of which
would be cannibalized by other science fiction
films. Its sound and visual design was influenced
by director George Lucas’s own earlier THX-

1138, a dystopian tale whose 1971 release coin-
cided with a run of dystopic science fiction films
like A Clockwork Orange and The Omega Man.

Star Wars, in short, was state-of-the-art science
fiction film history — and through its immense
success an entire new chapter in science fiction
film would be written.

This is the grand secret of science fiction
film: the films of the genre almost always take
place in the future, but the films themselves are
in constant conversation with each other, looking
to the past for inspiration and laying the ground-
work for the science fiction films to come. Few
film genres have sustained their own narrative as
well as science fiction has, from the first silent
moon-traveling fantasies of Georges Mélies in the
early 1900s to the lushly designed and computer-
animated space operas of George Lucas, which
finally came to a close with The Revenge of the Sith
in 2005, more than 100 years on. It’s a narrative
that’s still going on — and given the financial clout
of science fiction at the global box office, it’s a
narrative that shows no sign of stopping.

The Rough Guide to Sci-Fi Movies is designed
to help you get a grip on the century-long,
world-wide narrative of science fiction film. It'll
also take you back to Ancient Greece to find the
fantastic roots of science fiction literature, rocket
you forward through time to see how science fic-
tion blossomed in the mind of men (and women)
through to the early 20th century, when it found

vii
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its first expression in film. You’ll go decade by
decade through the history of science fiction cin-
ema, and you’ll see film trends and fads rise and
fall and rise again.You’ll see how every decade of
science fiction film feeds into the ones that fol-
low, and how each decade adds something new,
from mad scientists to “bullet-time”.

This book will take you around the world,
to discover how science fiction films are made
not only in Hollywood and the UK, but in
France, Spain, Japan, Italy, even Bollywood and
South Korea. You’ll explore favourite science fic-
tion film locations here on Earth and on other
planets. You’ll come face to face with the icons
of science fiction film — both moviemakers and
their creations — and meet some of the people
who could very well shape science fiction film
into the 21st century. And, to round it all off, this
book presented the best of science fiction culture
beyond the movies: TV, video games, literature
and fandom.

And at the heart of this book, you’ll discover
the Canon — 50 science fiction films you have
to see, that is, if you want to understand the full
scope of the science fiction film genre over the
last century. We fully expect The Canon to be a

viii

source of controversy among devotees of science
fiction film, many of whom may look at this list
of 50 and be incredulous that their favourite
science fiction film — whatever it may be — was
somehow left out of our list, in favour of some
film they find utterly ridiculous. This is fine with
us. The Canon is not the end of the discussion
for science film: we hope it is just the begin-
ning. And to that end, we’ve packed in a couple
hundred shorter reviews of other science fiction
films from the last century. See them all, and mix
and match until you find the formula that suits
you the best.

Indeed, the goal of this book is to give you
enough grounding in science fiction film that
when you’re done with it, you’ll realize just how
much there is to see in the genre, and that you
will — to borrow from a certain successful science
fiction film series — boldly go and explore the
strange new worlds that are briefly touched upon
in this book. There is much to discover. We’re
happy to be your travel guide for this journey.

John Scalzi
2005
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The Origins:
science fiction

Iterature

Before there were science fiction movies, there was science fiction literature — a
genre that filmmakers could draw upon (or outright steal from). And it was by no
means a new phenomena - within the history of Western literature, recognizable
science fiction themes have existed for centuries.

But it would help things to know, first of all, what
science fiction is. Ask a dozen difference science
fiction scholars and you will get a dozen different
answers. However, for the purposes of this book,
we’ll say that something qualifies as science fic-
tion if at least one of the following rules apply:

It takes place in the future Or, more specifically,
what was the future, at the time when the

work was produced. Or the story resides in an
“alternate” timeline in which certain historical
events took a very different course (for example,
Nazi Germany wins World War II).

It uses technology that does not exist Or did
not exist when the work was created — such as
faster-than-light travel, time machines, etc.

Events are, by and large, rationally based
Though important events, situations and
characters may in themselves be fantastical,
science fiction assumes an explanation based

on a logical universe. This is opposed to fantasy
works, and some horror, in which such ideas are
described through magic or whims of the gods.
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THE ORIGINS: SCIENCE FICTION LITERATURE

Greek science fiction ... and beyond

Whatever one wants to call it, science fiction
has been around very nearly as long as sci-
ence itself and, indeed, some of the first sci-
ence fiction writers were the philosophers and
natural philosophers (as scientists used to be
called) who dabbled in the logical mysteries of
the world.
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Plato ... perhaps the first sci-fi writer

One of the very first examples of speculative
literature, if not directly of science fiction, can be
found in ancient Greece, where Plato produced
The Republic, a treatise on the nature of society.
In it, he imagined a society whose rulers (the
“aristocracy”) lived communally and in poverty,
used planned breeding to improve the quality of
the ruling class, featured equality between the
sexes (at least for the ruling class) and proposed
universal education.

Forward a few hundred years to the second
century AD, and we meet the Greek satirist
Lucian of Samosata, who wrote two tales
involving space travel. In the first, the classical
hero Ulysses and his ship are shot to the moon in
a waterspout; there he finds a war raging between
the kings of the moon and the sun over rights to
the planet Jupiter. The second, Icaromenippus, has
the hero travelling to the moon by way of wings
made from birds. These tales remained popular
through the ages; no less a figure than 17th-
century astronomer Johannes Kepler translated
the first tale from Greek to Latin in order to
popularize it.

Kepler, More and others

This wasn’t Kepler's only involvement in science
fiction. Inspired by Lucian of Samosota, Kepler
wrote his own science fiction novel: Somuinm, in
which a man is launched to the moon, assisted
by his mother, a witch (echoing an element in
Kepler’s own life — his mother was tried, but
not convicted, of witchcraft). Kepler used scien-



tific reasoning to imagine story elements such
as the crush of gravity during launch and also
the weightlessness that would follow between
moon and earth. Although the tale was written
in the first decade of the 17th century, it wasn’t
until after Keplers death that it was published,
in 1634.

Kepler was not the only Renaissance thinker
attracted to speculative writing. The most famous
example is Sir Thomas More, whose 1516
treatise on the ideal society, Utopia, gave such
societies their name (the word literally means “no
place”). More’s Utopia included religious toler-
ance — ironic since he who would lose his head
for refusing to acknowledge King Henry VIII as
the head of the Church of England.

One hundred years later, in 1638, two English
writers speculated on who lived on the moon
and how one might get there. The first was
Francis Godwin, Bishop of Hereford, whose
posthumously-published The Man In The Moone
had its hero visiting the moon (quite uninten-
tionally) by goose-pulled chariot only to discover
that it was inhabited. This is generally regarded
as the first science fiction tale written in English.
The second writer was John Wilkins, brother-
in-law of Oliver Cromwell, who wrote the
exhaustively~titled The Discovery Of A World In
The Moone, Or, A Discourse Tending To Prove That
"Tis Probable There May Be Another Habitable World
In That Planet. The third edition of this book
also featured Wilkins’ thoughts on space travel,
inspired by his reading of Godwin’s work.

In 1668, women joined the ranks of specula-
tive writers when Margaret Cavendish, Duchess
of Newcastle, published The Blazing World, a
utopian work which included the idea of out-
of-body travel, and in which Cavendish herself
makes an appearance traveling to the moon and
beyond. In addition to being the first female sci-

THE ORIGINS: SCIENCE FICTION LITERATURE

Speculative fiction

Along with science fiction, fantasy and horror
come under this title. Fantasy differs from science
fiction primarily in its use of magic and created the-
ology rather than science and technology (although
there is considerable overlap between the genres).
Horror, which as a genre seeks to terrify, uses
fantasy or science fiction elements to suit its own
needs — one work will imagine vampires as mystical
creatures, for example, while another will posit them

as suffering from a virus that causes them to crave
fresh blood.

Although science fiction films are immensely popu-
lar (as are fantasy and horror movies), science fic-
tion, as literature, is often taken less than seriously
by mainstream writers and critics. Some “serious”
writers of science fiction attempt to raise their sta-
tus by giving their work the more acceptable label
of speculative fiction.

An example of this would be Canadian novelist
Margaret Atwood, who frequently writes science
fiction (The Handmaid'’s Tale, Oryx And Crake), but
says “Science fiction is when you have rockets and
chemicals. Speculative fiction is when you have ali
the materials to actually do it. We've taken a path
that is already visible to us.” The argument goes
that if something is set in a believably near future,
rather than a far-flung one, it's not actually science
fiction. This is, at best, an exercise in the art of
hair-splitting.

ence fiction writer, Cavendish may also be the
genre’s first “Mary Sue” — a derisive term sci-
ence fiction writers use for newbie writers who
project an idealized version of themselves into
their stories.

Elsewhere in the seventeenth century, other
writers and thinkers penning tales of future
societies and interplanetary travel included

5
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Gulliver meets the giants of Brobdingnag

Dominican friar Tommaso Campanella who in
1602 penned the utopian The City Of The Sun
which detailed a society best described as “theo-
cratic communism”, and the legendary Cyrano
de Bergerac, whose A Comical History Of The
States And Empires Of The Sun And The Moon
was influenced by Godwin and posthumously
published in 1656. The latter not only inspired
Jonathan Swift and Voltaire to try their hand at
speculative fiction, but is also credited by Arthur
C. Clarke as the first appearance of the idea of
rockets (the hero uses fireworks to travel) and
also the “ramjet”, a type of jet that works in a
thin atmosphere.

5]

In the eighteenth century, two of Europe’s
finest satirists dipped their pens into science fic-
tion: Jonathan Swift with Gulliver’s Travels (1726)
and Voltaire with Micromegas (1756). Gulliver’s
Travels is science fiction purely by way of being
a speculative endeavour but is widely acknowl-
edged as a major influence upon science fiction
writers to this day. It is also celebrated for the fact
that it describes the then-unknown two moons
of Mars almost precisely (see box). Micromegas
is less well-known (in English, anyway) but 1t’s

Jonathan Swift and the
moons of Mars

Science fiction often imagines inventions or ideas
that subsequently come true, but in Gulliver's
Travels, Jonathan Swift did this postulation one
better by describing the then-undiscovered moons
of Mars in eerily accurate detail. In the novel, Swift
described two moons of Mars, lying in orbits
13,600 km and 27,000 km distant from the planet,
and orbiting Mars every ten hours and 21.5 hours.
And indeed, Mars has two moons, discovered 150
years after the publication of Gulliver's Travels by
American astronomer Asaph Hall. The moons
(Deimos and Phobos) orbit at 6000 km and 21,000
km, and circle the planet every 7.7 hours and 30.3
hours, respectively.

How could Swift have known about the moons? He
didn't - but it's been suggested that he postulated
them from an anagrammed note from Galileo about
the rings of Saturn, which astronomer Johannes
Kepler had mistranslated, believing it discussed the
moons of Mars. Swift is not the only science fiction
writer to postulate a moon - Arthur C. Clarke imag-
ined Pluto having a moon in 1973’s Rendezvous
With Rama; five years later, Pluto’'s moon Charon
was discovered.



both science fiction and satire; in the tale two
enormous creatures from Saturn and the star
Sirius engage a boatful of human philosophers in
conversation (needless to say, the aliens find the
humans more amusing than anything else).

«° Gulliver’s Travels
dir Dave Fleischer, 1939, US, 75m

There are several film versions of this story, but this 1939
animated tale from the Fleischer brothers is the best
known. While it takes enormous liberties with the novel
(concentrating on the Lilliput section, where Gulliver
appears as a giant among men), the film has some great
moments — not least some beautiful lighting effects.
Nevertheless it lacks the story-telling magic that made
Disney the undisputed master of the animaed feature.

Shelley, Verne and Wells

The early nineteenth century found both sci-
ence and ideas of personal liberty on the rise in
Europe and further afield — perfect conditions
for the appearance of a novel that was a caution-
ary tale about the abuses of both. That novel was
Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus, which
many scholars and writers believe was the first
true science fiction as we understand the term
today, both for its fantastic elements — a living,
thinking creature raised from dead tissue — and for
its portrayal of scientist Victor Frankenstein (the
monster itself has no name), his arrogance, and the
terrible consequences of his actions.

The story of the creation of Frankenstein is
very nearly as famous as the novel itself: its author
was Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, wife of poet
Percy Bysshe Shelley, who thought up the story
while the two of them were visiting Lord Byron
in Switzerland in the summer of 1816. Byron
challenged his guests to come up with ghost

THE ORIGINS: SCIENCE FICTION LITERATURE %

stories; Mary Shelley then had a terrible dream
which would become the basis of Frankenstein.
She was 19 when she thought up the work,
which was eventually written and published in
1819.

Much is made of the fact that what is argu-
ably the first science fiction novel was written
by a woman. What is more, it is not Shelley’s
only foray into the genre: in 1826 she published
The Last Man, an apocalyptic tale set in the 21st
century, which served as an influence on H.G.
Wells.

Next in the timeline is Jules Verne, whose
1863 debut novel Five Weeks In A Balloon caused
a sensation with its tale of a voyage to Africa in a
hot air balloon. It was the ultimate in speculative
fiction, largely because he knew nothing about
either balloons or Africa. From that speculative
beginning, the highly prolific Verne churned out
novel after novel brimming with adventure and
science fiction ideas — an irony, since initally his
work was rejected by publishers for being “too
scientific”.

Verne is famous for predicting many scientific
events and advances. For example, his 1865 novel
From The Earth To The Moon seemingly foresaw
the Apollo missions with three men being fired
to the moon from a launch site in Florida, near
where the Kennedy Space Center would be
built. He also suggested that the astronauts would
return to Earth by splashing into the Pacific.
Other predictions include fantastical inventions
that resemble helicopters, picture phones and
electrical engines, and he is sometimes errone-
ously credited with imagining submarines, which
already existed by the time 20,000 Leagues Under
The Sea was published in 1870. The final work
of Verne’s to be published was Paris In The 20th
Century (shelved by his publisher in 1863, finally
printed in 1989), in whichVerne imagined a Paris

7
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Jules Verne

with skyscrapers, gas-powered cars and a
worldwide communication network.

Verne is well-loved by film produc-
ers not only for his rich combination
of adventure and scientific ideas but
also because of the fact that since his
work is now in the public domain, they
don’t have to pay to use it. Nearly one
hundred difterent film and TV versions
of Verne's writings have been produced,
with at least a half dozen adaptations
each of 20,000 Leagues Beneath The Sea
(see Canon), Journey To The Centre Of
The Earth and Mysterious Island.

In turn, H.G. Wells’ immensely pop-
ular “scientific romances” were directly
influenced by Verne and served as a
link between earlier eras of science fic-
tion and the twentieth century. Wells'
first popular novel, Anticipations (1901),
imagined how cars would create the rise
of suburbs, and increasing sexual equal-
ity between men and women. Later, in
1936's The Shape Of Things To Come,
Wells would rather chillingly predict the
start of World War 11, being only a year
off, although he was thankfully wrong
about it lasting for decades.

But along with his prognostications
(and a progressive social agenda which
became more pronounced as he got
older) Wells also laid down in his stories
the basic blueprint of much of the science
fiction that was to come: The War Of The
Worlds is the grandfather of all alien-inva-
sion stories, The Food Of The Gods sees
the popular introduction of giant animals
(not to mention humans) mutated by
science, and The Time Machine clearly



presents the genesis of the time-travel tale.

Film adaptations of Wells’ stories have been
a staple of science fiction cinema from the start.
1902’ La voyage dans la lune was partially inspired
by Wells’ 1901 novel The First Men In The Moon.
And as with Verne, Wells’ work is now in the
public domain in the United States, although
not in Europe. His earliest novels are the most
popular with filmmakers, in particular The Time
Machine, The Island Of Dr Moreau and The War
Of The Worlds.

In addition to being adventurous tales, Wells’
work frequently contains social subtexts to make
points that — as a committed socialist — he felt
were important. The Time Machine, for example,
saw the future fragmentation of the human race
into two as a result of capitalism; while The War Of
The Worlds is often seen as a criticism of European
colonialism. Needless to say, these themes were
minimized or simply expunged by filmmakers, the
notable exception being 1936’ Things To Come,
which Wells was directly involved with.

Wells’ interest in social themes became more
prominent in his later work, which also strayed
from the science fiction themes that established
him in his early years. These two factors are prob-
ably why films from his later work are few and
far between.

So,Wells’ work 1s not only the bridge between
nineteenth~ and twentieth-century science fic-
tion literature, but also between science fiction
literature and the cinema. It’s at this point the lat-
ter begins to branch off and follow its own path,
which is detailed in Chapter 2.

«* The First Men In The Moon
dir J.L.V. Leigh, 1919, UK, b/w

It wouldn’t do for Georges Mélies, a Frenchman, to make
the only filmed version of H.G. Wells’ 1901 novel, so in
1919 British Gaumont produced its very own version. If
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you find it, you'll be rich, as no copies are thought to exist.
There is also a 1964 version — now best appreciated for its
Ray Harryhausen-directed effects.

«~ Journey To The Centre Of The Earth
dir Henry Levin, 1959, US, 132m

If you can get past the wordy script, unnecessary length
and the fact that Pat Boone periodically breaks into song,
this is a pretty decent version of Verne'’s great novel. As
Professor Lindenbrook, James Mason is always excellent,
but the film really takes off in the underground sequences
- where the art department clearly had a field day.

Mysterious Island
dir Cy Endfield, 1961, US, 101m

A somewhat free, adaptation of Verne’s novel, has a group
of Unionist soldiers escaping by balloon from a Confederate
jail and finishing up on an island populated by giant
animals. There are some great performances - Herbert
Lom as Captain Nemo and the kittenish Joan Greenwood
- plus a tense score from Bernard Herrmann, but it's Ray
Harryhausen’s monstrous animais that stick in the memory.

The Island Of Dr Moreau
dir John Frankenheimer, 1996, US, 96m

This ill-fated version of the H.G. Wells story is a big mess
from start to finish, especially in the bizarre performance of
Marlon Brando as the mad scientist Moreau, who wanders
about wearing what looks like mime make-up. The creature
effects are well done, but that’s about the only reason to
recommend this version against earlier ones.

« War 0f The Worlds
dir Steven Spielberg, 2005, US

The latest adaptation of Wells’ masterpiece takes a ground-
eye view of the Martian invasion, following Tom Cruise’s
character as he and his two kids try to make it through the
invasion carnage. While the special effects are stupendous,
in particular the destruction of Cruise’s home town, the
script too often lapses into cheesy sentimentality (while
buildings crumble and close friends get vapourized around
him, Cruise finds time to learn how to be a good dad).
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~ Other icons of early science fiction

Edgar Allan Poe The American poet and short-story
writer published Hans Pfaal (1835), one of the first
attempts to scientifically imagine space flight, and an
early time-travel piece called A Tale Of The Ragged
Mountains, among several other stories with science
fiction elements.

Robert Louis Stevenson Published The Strange Case
Of Dr Jekyll And Mr Hyde in 1886, which has of course
been the basis for a number of direct (and even more
indirect) science fiction film adaptations.

Edward Bellamy American journalist whose Utopian
novel, Looking Backwards, was published in 1888.
Set in the year 2000, it predicts shopping malls, credit
cards, electric lighting and much else.

The rise of modern

Prior to the 1920s, science fiction was home-
less; certain magazines and publishers would
occasionally welcome individual stories or books,
especially cheap, adventure-fiction-oriented
“pulp” magazines such as The Argosy, which
debuted in the 1890s. But the genre lacked
magazines specifically devoted to fantastic tales
of science and aliens. This changed with the
1926 debut of the US magazine Amazing Stories,
edited by Hugo Gernsback.

A man of considerable technical imagination
(he would eventually hold 80 patents) but rather
more modest writing skills, Gernsback serialized
his own science fiction novel Ralph 124c 41+ in
another of his magazines. While this 1911 novel
was rich with ideas (it postulated everything
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Edgar Rice Burroughs The famed Tarzan writer was
equally famed for his series of tales set on Mars (also
known as “Barsoom”), beginning with A Princess Of
Mars in 1914. He also imagined a land under the crust
of the earth in 1914’s At The Earth’s Core.

H.P. Lovecraft This American author, active in the
1920s and 30s, grafted a science fiction spine to the
noisome body of horror with his Cthulhu Mythos, which
imagined terrifying gods from other dimensions.

Olaf Stapledon British philosopher and author who
in two vast epics, Last And First Men (1930) and Star
Maker (1937), imagines the future history of mankind
over a period of two billion years, encompassing eigh-
teen different human species.

science fiction

from fax machines to aluminum foil), it is not
remembered by scholars for its great writing.

Nor is Gernsback known for being a par-
ticularly good editor; the stories he published in
Amazing Stories — which he labeled as “scientifi-
cation”, then as “science fiction” — focused more
on gadgets and technology than on prose style.
This suited his own literary tastes but also inad-
vertently hung an albatross around the genre’s
neck that is still present today — the criticism that
it has a lower standard of literary quality relative
to other forms of fiction.

Nevertheless, in addition to reprints of sci-
ence fiction stories from Verne, Wells and Poe,
and some SF hack work best forgotten, Amazing
Stories featured works from early science fic-



An illustration from Amazing Stories

tion masters such as Jack Williamson, Edmund
Hamilton and E.E. *Doc” Smith, who is regard-
ed as the father of the film-friendly SF sub-genre
known as “Space Opera” — basically adventure
stories in space.

As well as to publishing the world’s first science
ficion magazine, Gernsback proved influ-
ential in creating something else: Science
Fiction fandom — the community of enthu-
stasts who exert a significant influence on the
creators of science fiction in its various media.
Gernsback helped create fandom simply by pub-
lishing fan letters in Amazing Stories and includ-
ing the fan’s address — allowing them to contact
each other individually and create a community.
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Astounding writers

Campbell bought works from, and promoted the
writing of, some of the best-known names in sci-
ence fiction literature, including:

Robert Heinlein — who sold his first short story Life-
Line to Campbell in 1939 and who would go on to
become science fiction's most respected and influ-
ential author with Hugo-winning novels Double Star,
Starship Troopers, The Moon Is A Harsh Mistress
and 1962's Stranger In A Strange Land.

Issac Asimov — An immensely prolific writer (he
wrote or edited over five hundred books, fiction and
non-fiction both) and the author of the Foundation
series of novels (regarded by many as the best sci-
ence fiction series ever). He also penned immensely
influential robot novels and short stories, including
I, Robot. In 1941, Campbell encouraged Asimov to
write his most famous short story, Nightfall, in which
a civilization in a star system with six suns deals
with the first “night” in over 2000 years (and does
so guite poorly). Asimov's name would eventually
appear on the cover of several science fiction mag-
azines, most notably Asimov’s Science Fiction.

A.E. van Vogt - This Canadian writer had a career
in pulp magazines outside of science fiction before
switching over; Campbell bought his first science
fiction story, 1939's Black Destroyer, which featured
a menacing alien stalking and killing the crew mem-
bers of a spaceship — sound familiar? Astrounding
also serialized van Vogt's most famous work, Slan,
about a mutant, superior form of humanity (a form
that resonated with SF fandom, who have among
their various catch phrases “fans are slans”).

Other writers Campbell championed include
Theodore Sturgeon, L. Sprague de Camp and L.
Ron Hubbard - Campbell published Hubbard's first
articles on Dianetics, the self-help regimen, which
would be the unrefined foundation of the Hubbard-
founded Church of Scientology.
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)
Campbell’s bomb
Astounding Stories would get Campbell questioned
by the FBI during World War il, when the magazine
published Cleve Cartmill’s Deadline, a speculative
tale about a nuclear bomb.
The story appeared in 1944 — in other words, while
the US was secretly building its own bomb with the
Manhattan Project. The story goes that Campbell
was forcefully asked to stop printing atomic-bomb
tales. He responded by pointing out that if such
stories vanished from his magazine then thousands
of SF fans would deduce that H-bomb research
was taking place. It was eventually decided that the
author was not getting inside information.

An acknowledgement of Gernsback’s contribu-
tion to fandom is the Hugo — the annual literary
award given out at the fan-run Worldcon sci-
ence fiction convention.

The Golden Age of
Science Fiction

In the USA modern literary science fiction began
with Gernsback and Amazing Stories, but it was
another editor and magazine that refined the genre
into what we now recognize as science fiction.
The magazine was Astounding Stories, founded in
1930 but only becoming a focus of science fic-
tion literature when John W. Campbell became
editor in 1937. Campbell was a writer himself,
whose best-known story, Who Goes There?, would
become the basis for the 1951 film The Thing
From Another World (see Canon) and The Thing
(1982). Campbell’s editorial philosophy was heavy
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on optimism and hard science.

Under Campbell, the quality of science fic-
tion writing and fantasy (he also edited the fan-
tasy magazine Unknown Stories) got a significant
if not uniform boost. The popularity of the genre
began to grow, creating what’s now commonly
known as The Golden Age of Science Fiction,
lasting roughly until the early 1950s.

In reality this was a “Golden Age” for one
type of science fiction: namely, the scientifi-
cally rigorous version (“Hard SF”) that Campbell
favoured in Astounding Stories. Other sub-genres
of sci-fi existed and were published in lesser-
known magazines at the same time. Planet Stories,
for example, published the sort of space opera
Campbell chose to ignore, and was a home to
writers such as Leigh Brackett, Poul Anderson
and most notably Ray Bradbury, who used
some of the short stories published there as part
of one of his most famous works, The Martian
Chronicles. The success of Astounding helped cre-
ate a larger market of science fiction in the 1950s,
which included the birth of several influential
magazines (most notably The Magazine Of Science
Fiction And Fantasy and Galaxy Science Fiction in
1950). The advent of book publishers who spe-
cialized in science fiction, beginning with Ace
Books, founded in 1953.

Beyond the Golden Age

Since the Golden Age, science fiction has expand-
ed its definition and styles to encompass a number
of extremely fluid sub-genres — science fiction
authors are not shy about mixing and matching
established literary elements to create new forms,
or ignoring the past entirely to try something
new. Some of the most significant literary and



historical sub-genres over the last five decades
include:

Hard science fiction Celebrated by Campbell,
this sub-genre is scientifically rigorous and often
technically-oriented, sometimes at the expense
of character development. Much of Robert
Heinlein’s earlier work falls into this bin, as

does Asimov and Arthur C. Clarke and Larry
Niven. Contemporary practitioners include
Allen Steele, John Varley, Vernor Vinge,
Stephen Baxter and Alastair Reynolds.

Military science fiction Usually but not always a
variant of Hard SF focused, as the name implies,
on military battles in space or on alien worlds.
Heinlein’s 1961 novel Starship Troopers is a
keystone of the genre. Other notable exponents
include Joe Haldeman, whose novel The Forever
War (1975) is often considered an allegory for
the Vietnam War and a response to Heinlein’s
Troopers, and Orson Scott Card, whose Ender’s
Game (1985) features precocious child warriors.
Current popular authors within this field are
David Drake and David Weber.

Dystopian science fiction This sub-genre focuses
on depressing futures — often very close in time
to our own — in which the setting is often post-
apocalyptic, totalitarian, or some combination
of the two. Classic dystopian novels include
Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We (1920), which in turn
influenced Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World
(1932) and George Orwell’s 1984 (1949); Ray
Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953) and A Canticle
For Leibowitz (1959) by Walter M. Miller. David
Brin’s 1986 novel The Postman (a cinematic flop
for Kevin Costner in 1997) is a more recent
example.

Alternate history stories Based on alternate
outcomes of major historical events; this sub-
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genre more or less fills the niche dystopian
science fiction used to fill. The most industrious
practitioner is Harry Turtledove, whose popular
novels have imagined a world in which the
Confederacy won the US Civil War, and a World
War II during which the earth is invaded by
lizard-like aliens. Other writers who have tried
their hand at alternate histories include S.M.
Stirling (The Peshawar Lancers, The Domination),
Robert Charles Wilson (Darnwinia) and Kim
Stanley Robinson (Years Of Rice And Salf).

Steampunk This is a very popular variant of

the alternate history genre, in which modern
technologies are incorporated into past settings,
most typically Victorian England or the
American Old West. The seminal novel is The
Difference Engine (1992) by William Gibson and
Bruce Sterling.

New wave Less of an actual genre than a 1960s
movement that rebelled against what was
preceived as the increasing strait-jacketing of
science fiction. It began in 1964 when English
author Michael Moorcock took over the British
SF magazine New Worlds, until then a staid
knock-off of Campbell’s Astounding. Moorcock
championed writers and stories that celebrated
literary experimentation, contemporary social
relevance and — something largely missing from
SF at the time — sex. His editorial line was
deeply controversial and led to the magazine
being condemned by British MPs and suffering
distribution problems because of the content.

The “new wave” helped to launch the careers
of a number of science fiction upstarts in Britain
and the US, including Brian Aldiss, Roger
Zelazny, Harry Harrison, J.G. Ballard, Philip K.
Dick and Harlan Ellison. Several of these writers,
particularly Ballard and Dick, have had their work
turned into seminal science fiction films.
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Cyberpunk A mash of the Hard SE Dystopian
and New Wave sub-genres, in which technology
plays a central role, but much of the action
takes place in the virtual space of near-future
computer networks, and in the societies
transformed by rapidly-changing technologies.
The phrase “cyberpunk” was coined in 1980 by
Bruce Bethke for his short story of the same
name, but it was popularized with reference

to 1984’s Neuromancer by William Gibson,
who is regarded as the father of the genre.
Other significant first wave cyberpunk authors
are Bruce Sterling, John Shirley and Rudy

Rucker. Neal Stephenson ended the first wave
of Cyberpunk with 1992 Snow Crash.

Post-cyberpunk Neal Stephenson is also
considered an author in the second wave of
cyberpunk which, while as tech-oriented as
the first, is generally considered to be more
optimistic in tone and features a willingness to
extrapolate technology forward to a far-reaching
“singularity” event. In addition to Stephenson
(Cryptonomicon), other second-wave c-punks
include Cory Doctorow (Down And Out In
The Magic Kingdom), Ken MacLeod (The Star
Fraction) and Charlie Stross (Singularity Sky).

The Russians are coming, the Russians are coming

Though little known in the West, Russia has a long tra-
dition of science-fiction literature. Among the key fig-
ures are:

Alexander Bogdanov A Boishevik activist, scientist and
philosopher who was the founder of Russian science
fiction. His novel Red Star (1908) is an account of an
earthling’s visit to the more advanced planet of Mars.
Though a socialist utopia, the newcomer is unable to
adjust to life there.

Konstantin Tsiolkovsky A pioneer of rocket science,
who theorized about space flight and inter-planetary
travel as early as 1883. His fantasy novel Beyond The
Planet Earth (1920) describes a large cylindrical space
station manned by an international crew.

Yevgeny Zamyatin A naval engineer as well as a writer,
his dystopian novel We is a nightmare vision of a super-
rationalist city-state and the attempts by dissidents
to undermine it. Written in 1920, it was banned in the
Soviet Union but published abroad.

Alexei Tolstoy A distance relative of his more famous
namesake, his novel Aelita (1923) was another journey

to Mars story but this time the planet is a backward
totalitarian dictatorship, where the visiting earthlings
successfully foment a communist revolution. It was
made into an outstanding film in 1926 (see p.276).

Alexander Belyaev The leading science-fiction author
of the 1920s and 30s, whose work often contains
humour. His prolific output includes Professor Dowell’s
Head (1926) and The Amphibian (1928), both of which
were made into films.

lvan Efremov A leading Soviet palaeontologist who
also wrote science fiction. His best work is Andromeda
Nebula (1957), a ground-breaking novel in which
the Earth is part of an organization of planets that
exchanges scientific ideas. Despite its utopian vision, it
was attacked by Communist hardliners.

Boris and Arkady Strugatsky Writing as a team,
the brothers were the most significant Russian sci-
ence-fiction writers of modern times. Much of their
work can be read as coded critiques of the Soviet
state, and many of their novels were filmed, including
Roadside Picnic (1972) and Definitely Maybe (1976).



THE ORIGINS: SCIENCE FICTION LITERATURE

Feminism and alternative sexuality in
science fiction literature

Science fiction literature is still largely seen as
a boys’ club, but it's worth noting that women
have constantly engaged with the genre, from
Mary Shelley onward. Other early female pioneers
include Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who wrote the
1915 utopian novel Herland, and German writer
Thea Von Harbou, whose 1926 novel Metropolis
was turned into the immensely significant Fritz
Lang film (see Canon). During the 1940s and 50s
Leigh Brackett and Judith Merril made names for
themselves, Brackett with space opera and Merril
with pioneering female-centred stories and novels
(Shadow On The Hearth, Daughters Of Earth).
Other notable women moved into the field
in the 1960s including Marion Zimmer Bradley
(The Planet Savers, 1962), Ursula Le Guin
(Rocannon’s World, 1962; The Lathe Of Heaven,
1971), and James Tipt