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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Chronicling the real-life history of Dune isn’t easy. In writing and researching this book, I learned that much that has been written about Dune is either highly specialized, maximalist, or both. In other words, because Dune is so vast and cool, there’s a tendency either to focus on one aspect or, in focusing on multiple aspects, to document every grain of sand. So, in writing The Spice Must Flow, I took the opposite approach: to create a book that took a generous, and generalist’s, view of Dune. Learning about the history of Dune should be hard work for me to research, but it shouldn’t be hard work to read.

			What I hope lifelong fans get from this book is a larger view of the sweep of the Dune phenomenon and how its journey is as improbable as it is amazing. I hope, by experiencing the real-life story of Dune, you fall in love with the science fiction world of the novels, films, and TV versions all over again.

			The narrative here is the story of Dune, not just the story of Frank Herbert. To tell it, I have used a combination of primary and secondary sources, original interviews, conducted by me, with people including, but not limited to, Kyle MacLachlan; Rebecca Ferguson; Denis Villeneuve; Frank Herbert’s widow, Theresa Shackleford; Timothée Chalamet; and Alicia Witt, as well as several scholars and experts writing about Dune today. I have also extensively researched various magazine articles, recordings, commentaries, newspapers, scholarly texts, letters, and much more. I wrote, researched, and edited the bulk of this book from December 2021 to February 2023, though some interviews predate that process. Although my 2021 interviews with various cast and crew from Dune: Part One (2021) do appear throughout this book, Dune: Part Two was filming and/or in post-production as I wrote this book, while the HBO series Dune: The Sisterhood was still in development. Dune is always changing, which is part of the fun.

			I have had The Spice Must Flow fact-checked by independent expert sources and cross-referenced my research as much as possible. That said, if there are factual errors, objective or otherwise, those faults are mine and mine alone. Still, I am a pop culture critic as much as I am a science fiction historian, so there is a degree of subjectivity to this book, which I’d like to think is in the spirit of the metafictional books that Princess Irulan wrote about Muad’Dib.

			For newer Dune fans, I want this to be clear: This book is very much for you, too. For decades, the nature of Dune’s fandom and cult status made it seem like getting into Dune was hard, that the books were challenging, or that the various film versions couldn’t connect to a huge audience. Or, worse still, that somehow you had to be super well versed in the entire history of science fiction to “get it.” But Dune is for everyone, and it always has been. In reading The Spice Must Flow, I hope you find that to be true, now more than ever.

			Walk without rhythm!

			
				
					
						Ryan Britt
Portland, Maine
February 2023

					

				

			

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Use the Voice, Paul

			Timothée Chalamet’s laugh is a sneak attack, a self-effacing weapon masquerading as a nervous tic. The Chalamet laugh deftly undercuts heavy subjects and briefly makes it seem like everything in the world is silly, even though he is the prince of the universe. His voice, his mannerisms, and his affect all conspire not only to make you believe in his sincerity but also to consider that he might be kidding around, too. It works like this: Chalamet wryly tells me that he’s not really worried about the reception of the first Dune film, nor is he stressed about doing an adaptation of a book that has already been adapted twice. “That’s something I learned from Greta Gerwig on Little Women; nobody minds another good adaptation of a good book.” And then he laughs like you’re college roommates and you’ve just snuck into a party without paying the cover charge. You laugh with him, because the laugh is infectious, and before you know it, he pivots right back to talking about something serious, profound, and complex. “But I think the projection of the future that Dune presents is much bigger, more urgent, than any one version of it.”

			Timothée Chalamet clearly gets Dune. But it’s more than that. Timothée Chalamet is Dune.

			The first public glimpse of Dune—published as a serial in the December 1963 issue of the magazine Analog—begins with young royal heir Paul Atreides undergoing a dreadful test and, briefly, getting manipulated by the power of “the Voice,” wielded by the amoral and duplicitous Reverend Mother Gaius Helen Mohiam. In this fictional world, “the Voice” is a pseudo-hypnotic superpower that one person can use to make other people do whatever they want. In the Star Wars mythos, it’s called a “Jedi mind trick,” and it’s powered by space magic. In Frank Herbert’s universe, “the Voice” works through speculative science. As outlined in The Dune Encyclopedia in 1984, the Voice is an “extra perceptual auditory stimuli” that “only the Bene Gesserit were able to exploit for practical purposes.” Paul’s mom, the Lady Jessica, is a member of the Bene Gesserit, a secretive matriarchal sect who are not magical in any real way but are pejoratively called “witches” by both their friends and their enemies. In all versions of Dune, Jessica teaches her son to use the Voice to control the minds of others with minute inflections full of suggestive connotations. This is what Chalamet’s laugh is like, and, correlatively, this notion represents what the Dune phenomenon is like for the entire world: You may not be aware it’s changing your life, which is also true of how it was made. Frank Herbert wasn’t setting out to change the nature of science fiction stories and conversations around ecology. But it happened anyway.

			Chalamet was twenty-five years old when he perfectly and eerily personified the sixty-year-old beguiling science fiction phenomenon known as Dune. I interviewed him on July 27, 2021, three months before Denis Villeneuve’s Dune: Part One was released into our world to (almost) universal acclaim. At this moment, Chalamet came across as deeply introspective, enigmatic, youthful, wise, and, crucially, goofy. Not goofy as in off-putting, but goofy as in charmingly unique. The word special is almost as overused as amazing, but the feeling of talking to Chalamet is both of those things: He’s a special person who makes you feel amazing. “Sometimes he looks like he’s fifteen years old,” Villeneuve said in 2020, referencing Paul’s age at the start of the novel. “Yet, he has the maturity of an adult. That’s exactly what Paul Atreides is like, a teenager with an old soul.”

			To date, Timothée Chalamet is the most famous famous person I’ve ever interviewed at the time they were famous. But unlike about half the famous people I’ve interviewed, Chalamet is an artist first and a celebrity second. His answers are both polished and sloppy. He’s down-to-earth and untouchable. An old soul indeed. As his costar Rebecca Ferguson told me, “Timmy brings the smaller to the grander.”

			In all of pop culture, the most popular supposedly unpopular thing ever is Dune. It’s the grandest and yet smallest thing simultaneously. Like the giant sandworms that glide below the desert surface on the titular fictional planet, Dune’s impact on our world is both immense and obscured. Dune is an indie band that never sold out but can still sell out Madison Square Garden. It’s an underground, slow-burn novel with a sequel that became the first science fiction hardcover to top the New York Times bestseller list. It’s a failed, unmade film in 1976, a bold and artistic box office flop in 1984, a pair of fan-loved made-for-cable miniseries in 2000 and 2003, and a mainstream critical hit in 2021 followed by a gargantuan sequel in 2023. It’s also a story told in twenty-two unique novels, of which only six were written by its original creator. No other film, band, pop star, book series, album, TV show, game, or media franchise is more paradoxical in both reputation and content than the bewitching saga of the Atreides family and the famous desert planet known as Arrakis. But why? How can something be mainstream and underground simultaneously? How did Dune become the Timothée Chalamet of science fiction? Why do famous things that are also unknowable command so much power?

			Some might say there’s an easy explanation for the psychological impact and pop culture persistence of Dune. “It’s a coming-of-age story,” lifelong Dune-head Stephen Colbert said in 2020. “Not just for Paul Atreides but for all humanity.” This explanation feels close and is certainly the beginning of the answer. As Frank Herbert’s friend and collaborator Bill Ransom points out, Herbert very much had “Jungian training,” which clearly informed his writing and brought some monomyth and hero-archetype baggage in Dune. So if you squint, the story told in Frank Herbert’s first Dune novel is a classic hero’s journey and coming-of-age story, albeit a very long one. John Campbell, the famous (and infamous) Analog editor who first bought it for publication in 1963, loved publishing stories about heroes and refused to print stories about what he called “anti-heroes.” He enthusiastically labeled Dune as “just the kind of swashbuckler” he wanted to publish.

			But there’s one problem. Dune’s not only a coming-of-age story and its scope extends well beyond the hero’s journey parameters. “The difference between a hero and an anti-hero is where you stop the story,” Frank Herbert said in 1969. Meaning, if you think Dune works because it’s an old-school gee-whiz space adventure with a coming-of-age story resulting in a hero’s ascension, that assessment is a little like saying Timothée Chalamet is a good actor because he has nice hair. Dune isn’t a classic hero’s journey at all and contains very little straightforward swashbuckling. As twentieth-century science fiction gadfly Harlan Ellison wrote for USA Today in 1984, “Dune has no Rocky or Chariots of Fire sprinters to root for.”

			In 2021, director Denis Villeneuve tells me, earnestly, “I think Herbert wrote it as a warning, [against] leaders that pretend to know what will happen, who pretend to know the truth, who might be lacking humility.”

			Essentially, whatever you think Dune looks like, according to an astounding collection of smart people, isn’t really what it is. Dune is a sheep in wolf’s clothing, a philosopher disguised as a swordsman, a story about environmentalism and ecology masquerading as a religious tale. Dune won the American science fiction award the Nebula in the award’s inaugural year, and it also won the older, international science fiction award the Hugo the same year. Novels rarely win both awards in the same year, and because Dune won the first Nebula ever, it literally set the standard for American science fiction. And yet, despite this, Dune is also, apparently, a science fiction classic just perfect for people who don’t like science fiction.

			“I’m not crazy about science fiction and I’d never read Dune before I accepted this film,” David Lynch said in 1984. “But when I finally got around to it, I was just knocked out. . . . In a lot of ways, this novel is the antithesis of the usual ray gun and spaceship science fiction I’m used to seeing.”

			It’s a brilliant observation by one of the greatest cinematic artists of our time. But, with all due respect to Lynch, it should also be noted that people in Dune fly in all kinds of spaceships, that space travel is central to the economics and overall thrust of the story, and plenty of people who aren’t our heroes do fire ray guns, which are just called “lasguns.”

			Assurances from countless fans all drive home one point: Dune only seems dorky and needlessly complicated. But once you get to know it, it’s deep as hell. All of that zany stuff is just the trappings. Dune is not really a story about a hero, is not actually a fairy tale set in the far future—populated by a sword master named Duncan Idaho or a princess named Irulan or a wicked baron named Vladimir Harkonnen. This isn’t frivolous fantasy stuff! Its strength and artistic endurance exist because it subverts all of those things, despite spending a lot of time on said things. It’s the first science fiction novel to get serious about ecology and make direct comments on specific religious movements, and it is very much a story for adult fans of science fiction. It’s also a story that makes sure you know that the smartest and coolest people in the novel are high as fuck. In 2022, at an independent bookstore in Portland, Maine, I noticed one member of the staff had picked the novel as her staff recommendation, with the following hastily scrawled write-up: “Started reading it; thought it was dumb. Kept reading, realized it was fun.”

			Dune’s fun-ness is somewhat obvious to its faithful fans, but its broader mainstream reputation is sneakier and filled with contradictions. When it comes to the ill-defined double-headed monster of science fiction and fantasy, classifying Dune as one kind of thing is a mistake. Its contradictions are in fact what makes it so singular. In season 1 of Russian Doll, Natasha Lyonne’s character Nadia uses the password “Jodorowsky’s Dune” to gain access to a secret speakeasy-like back room. This joke works because referencing a version of Dune that was never filmed tips a snarky hat at nerdy esoterica. But, notice, this joke also exists in a very mainstream, and very popular, Netflix series. For millions, Dune is a secret password, and yet, it’s a secret that’s out in the open. You can’t spoil the plot of Dune because it’s been around for sixty years. Still, it’s always surprising us, educating us, confusing us, and scaring us. As if by magic, aspects of Dune are just intuitively understood, even if you’ve never seen any of the filmed versions or read one word of the books.

			“It’s a story we all kind of know instinctively,” director John Harrison tells me in 2022. In the year 2000, Harrison directed the Sci Fi Channel[*] miniseries Frank Herbert’s Dune, and then, in 2003, he wrote and produced its miniseries sequel, Frank Herbert’s Children of Dune. The former starred William Hurt as Duke Leto, and the latter Susan Sarandon as Princess Wensicia. Harrison tells me neither of these very famous people would have done Dune without already being fans of it first. “The reason we got Bill is because he loved the book,” Harrison tells me, and then reveals that Susan Sarandon basically cast herself, after producer Richard Rubinstein heard her casually mention that she “loved” a float during a Pride parade in New York City because it “looked like the sandworms from Dune.”

			And then there’s the first cinematic Paul Atreides, Kyle MacLachlan. Just as Paul leaves his watery planet of Caladan for the desert of Arrakis, at twenty-four years old, MacLachlan, who had never once been in a movie, left his home of Seattle for the desert of Los Angeles and, eventually, Mexico City. But he’d been prepared for this process by Frank Herbert. MacLachlan was at that time the biggest Dune fan on the planet. In fact, MacLachlan was such a big fan of Dune that he was initially “disappointed” in the script for the David Lynch film version, because he felt it didn’t fully do justice to the novel. “I’m an old friend of Paul’s,” he said in 1984. “I feel like I know him. In a sense I am Paul.”

			In 2023’s Dune: Part Two, the role of the emperor of the universe is played by Christopher Walken, an actor known for countless brilliant roles, but in a Fatboy Slim music video directed by Spike Jonze, he flew through the air jamming to the 2000 dance hit “Weapon of Choice.” The lyrics of that song go like this: Don’t be shocked by the tone of my voice / Check out my new weapon, weapon of choice, yeah.

			And in case you’re confused about the reference, the rest of the lyrics remind you to “walk without rhythm and it won’t attract the worm,” a direct reference to how the Fremen of Arrakis avoid getting eaten up by the sandworms.

			Throughout the Dune novels, the power of prescience drives the story forward. This idea of seeing the future isn’t just limited to a scrappy sci-fi novel. The truth of Dune’s longevity and its profound importance to the world is riddled with contradictions. Appropriately, those contradictions are connected to real-life paradoxes. Frank Herbert loved Zen riddles in real life. One of his favorites was the legend of a student coming to study with a Zen master. “Master, I have come to study with you, but I’ve brought nothing.” And the master says, “Then set it down.” And the confused student says: “But I have brought you nothing.” And the master replies, “Then take it away with you.” This is the type of paradox that typifies all the ways that the creation of Dune makes perfect sense and zero sense simultaneously. What came first, the Dune fan or Dune itself? Is each Paul Atreides—from Kyle MacLachlan to Alec Newman to Timothée Chalamet—perfectly cast? Or do none of them correctly capture the character?

			The entire journey of Dune isn’t just limited to the various machinations of a puckish, prolific author named Frank Herbert. It’s not just controversial decisions made by movie studios and eccentric artists. It isn’t just about awakening millions of readers to the realities of climate change. It’s also not only about how weird it would be to ride a giant sandworm. The route Dune took to become itself is circuitous. MacLachlan’s love of the book turned him into Paul, literally. Both William Hurt and Susan Sarandon basically cast themselves in the Dune miniseries in 2000 and 2003. Jason Momoa and Oscar Isaac were huge fans before getting cast in the 2021 Dune. And thanks to a dance he performed twenty years prior, Christopher Walken assured himself a place on the throne of the universe in 2023’s Dune: Part Two.

			Dune’s true meaning is a series of prescient moments and contradictions combined with the tension created by trying to unravel those contradictions through intellectual and artistic gymnastics. As Paul’s father, Duke Leto, tells his son, there are always “plans within plans.”

			But perhaps the most compelling reason why Dune persists is the roundabout way it came to exist in the first place. Dune wasn’t just created by one author or made popular by a handful of filmmakers and fans. Defying all reason, the true feature that makes Dune so fascinating is that it not only has ensured its own survival but also, perhaps, created itself.
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			1

			Frank Herbert’s Beard

			The real-life origins of Dune.

			
				To begin your study of the life of Muad’Dib, then, take care that you first place him in his time.

				—Princess Irulan

			

			Despite how many times Herbert has described his leap from nonfiction article pitch to epic science fiction novel, that pivot still seems bonkers. Imagine a struggling essayist—behind on IRS payments, in need of steady work—saying to themselves: “Oh, I couldn’t sell this very specific newspaper article to anybody, and my agent hates it. Maybe I’ll just turn it into the greatest sci-fi novel of all time instead.”

			Herbert didn’t use those exact words, but that’s effectively what happened. And, based on his history of making grandiose statements early in his life, you can almost imagine him saying something close to this ridiculous. On his eighth birthday, he told everyone he was going to be a writer, and by nineteen years old, he had landed a job as a journalist in Southern California, working for The Glendale Star. The story of Frank Herbert’s success is very much a study in “fake it till you make it,” but it did take him a while to make it.

			It’s hard to pinpoint an exact moment when Dune began. Was it when Herbert was born? Was it at his eighth birthday party? Or was it, as many Herbert experts have claimed, when he met psychologists Ralph and Irene Slattery in 1949? These are the two people who introduced him to the work of Carl Jung and got him into Zen concepts. Without those two things, you don’t have Dune, so really, they must be the most important people in his life, right? What about the moment he was discharged from the navy, early in 1941, for medical reasons? That’s got to be it! Had Herbert served longer in the navy, everything would have been different!

			Or maybe none of those things matter. If Dune does one thing remarkably well, it’s that it makes the shape of our lives seem like the opposite of an accident. For all the prescient paradoxes that Paul finds himself in (am I remembering the future, living in the future, or just way too high?), the themes of Dune seem to prove that fate doesn’t exist and that destiny is still a choice. At some point, Herbert decided he wanted to write about sand dunes. And that started in the summer of 1957, with Frank Herbert in the air.

			Frank Herbert was flying high above the coastal town of Florence, Oregon, staring down at sand dunes, keenly interested in observing the crucial feature of these specific mounds of sand. Although their advance was glacially slow, these dunes were in fact moving. Like Paul Atreides riding in an ornithopter, surveying the desert of the planet Arrakis for the first time, Herbert wasn’t the pilot of this aircraft, but rather, a passenger of a small Cessna. He’d chartered this plane for the specific purpose of observing these unique dunes because he planned on writing a sprawling nonfiction article about the phenomenon, titled “They Stopped the Moving Sands.” This ambitious piece of journalism was destined to fail and be reborn as the greatest science fiction novel of all time. But as the thirty-six-year-old Herbert leaned out of the small plane, he couldn’t know his future. All he could feel was the wind in his hair and bits of sand blowing through his beard.

			Or maybe not. We don’t know how much sand Herbert got in his beard that day, because we don’t really know how big his beard was at that moment. In fact, he’d started wearing a beard less than a year prior. Today, Frank Herbert’s beard is part of the defining image of the author, but it became his self-described “trademark” only much later. In 1957, it was a new part of his image, an intellectual affect he was trying out, partly to appease a German book publisher. Frank Herbert’s agent, Lurton Blassingame, believed that “readers in Europe expected writers to have beards,” and so, in 1956 Herbert grew a beard specifically for an author photograph on the German edition of his speculative submarine novel The Dragon in the Sea. Throughout his correspondence over his entire life, there are several instances of Herbert’s complaining about intellectual and artistic “poseurs.” Like Elvis wearing leather or MC Hammer pants, one part of Herbert’s enduring image began as a pose. He didn’t grow a beard because he was a beatnik intellectual at heart. He grew it because he wanted to seem that way. From beneath a famous mustache, Kurt Vonnegut once said, “We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be.”

			Frank Herbert started pretending to be Frank Herbert right before he had the first imaginative spark that became the fire that lit up Dune. From the start of his professional fiction-writing career in 1945, with a short-story sale to Esquire, to 1963, when “Dune World” was first serialized in Analog, Herbert published over twenty stories and countless nonfiction articles and essays. According to most photographic evidence and eyewitness accounts, Frank Herbert did not spontaneously sprout his now-famous huge, bushy beard as soon as Dune was published in book form in 1965. Like those slowly advancing sand dunes, that huge beard became part of his legend gradually. By the 1970s, he was the messiah of Dune, but in 1957, he was an eccentric guy chartering a plane for a nonfiction article he hadn’t even sold and would in fact never sell. When we think of Frank Herbert today, we think of a visionary novelist, not an absent-minded freelance essayist, willing to blow grocery money on an airplane rental to get a bird’s-eye view of some sand and the plants with which it battled. Historically, the more heroic and professorial Herbert is the one that stuck: the jolly wizard, the man who created a specific blend of fictional spice that many of us crave, savor, and perhaps even need to survive.

			In fairness, this retroactive visage of Herbert isn’t a phenomenon limited just to him. When it comes to deceased white male novelists, these are the two types available: with facial hair and not. You don’t see a lot of clean-shaven images of Charles Dickens, and the thought of Mark Twain (or Vonnegut) without a mustache feels somehow wrong, and maybe a tiny bit obscene. While some male authors remain slightly immune to this phenomenon, for the most part, if an author is a man, white, and dead, his facial hair becomes part of his immortal visage. In 1920, Herbert wasn’t born with this beard, and in 1984, just two years before his death, he shaved it off completely. In between these moments are the deserts and oases that make up his entire life. He was a journalist, an inventor, a gardener, an ecologist, a political theorist, a lecturer, and a father. But for most humans, that multifaceted person doesn’t really exist. It’s hard to picture this energetic thirty-six-year-old guy leaning out of that plane in 1957. Envisioning the older Herbert, the thoughtful author, is easier. In terms of the never-ending retrospective of Herbert’s lifework, that younger version of him isn’t just unbearded; he’s basically faceless. Frank Herbert’s entire life can be reduced to one simple fact: He was the guy who wrote Dune.

			The ghost of Frank Herbert is probably fine with this lack of nuance. After all, many authors are widely known by only one book, as though their entire lives were just a series of events manipulated by fate to get them to put those words on the page. We think of Herman Melville (another giant beard) as the person who wrote Moby-Dick, even though in his lifetime, nobody really liked that book. What makes Herbert’s status as the real-life messiah of Dune singular is that he basically elucidated this exact kind of historical revisionism, step by step, in his Dune novels. “The man must recognize the myth he is living in,” Herbert said in 1969. “One of the threads in the story is to trace a possible way a messiah is created in our society, and I hope I was successful in making it believable.” For most critics, writers, artists, and fans, Herbert’s entire life is just a way to talk about how he made Dune. And at some point, Herbert cultivated that perception, while his most famous books showed how the tricks of historical revisionism and reduction work.

			The first Dune is remembered for many things, but its structure, in a sense, is a dual biography of a fictional messiah. On the one hand, the book takes us through a conventional third-person story about a fifteen-year-old named Paul Atreides, who, by the end of the novel (spoiler alert!), becomes emperor of the universe. But layered alongside the present-tense story are hints—mostly in the form of faux-historical epigraphs—of a distant future in which the truth of this tale will become scripture. As a biographer, Princess Irulan doesn’t tell us that Paul will become the messiah; she assumes you already know.[*] This framing mechanism is uniquely brilliant because it allows Herbert to doubly immerse the reader in all sorts of narrative tricks. Just as Conan Doyle created Dr. Watson, a cipher through which we understand Sherlock Holmes, or Fitzgerald needed Nick to bring Jay Gatsby to life, Herbert crafted a future-tense religious status quo to make his science fiction world seem more explicable.[*] This move also changed the way the reader glimpsed the adventure. Instead of wondering what was going to happen next, most of us, without even noticing, turned the pages of Dune to discover why things ended up the way they did.

			And so, in charting the entire journey of Dune, from its origins in the mind of Frank Herbert to the most recent incarnations of this fictional universe in new novels, and on screens large and small, the myth of Frank Herbert can’t be fully separated from the “truth” of his “real” life. Like Paul, Herbert was just too damn good at blending mundane truth and outlandish myth. We can try to pull apart the moments in the story that don’t make sense, but the glue of Herbert’s self-made myth is shockingly strong. A full biography of the man would perhaps be more accurate, but it would also distract us from the myth in which he lived: the idea that he was destined to become the bearded messiah who created Dune. In other words, we can’t talk about the history of Dune by pretending like the myths of the present don’t color our perception of the past. The existence of Dune seems to travel back in time to a point where Frank Herbert hadn’t even created it yet. This isn’t literally true, of course, but what’s fascinating about the life of Frank Herbert is that even before he wrote Dune, he was clearly getting ready to write Dune. Princess Irulan tells us that the reader should remember that although Paul was born and raised on Caladan, he’s from the planet Arrakis. In all myths, there’s a before and after. And knowing the after part almost certainly obscures our objectivity on the stuff that happened before.

			“Six years of research had preceded the day I sat down to put the story together,” Herbert said in 1984. “The interweaving of the many plot layers I had planned required a degree of concentration I had never before experienced.” Objectively, six years feels roughly correct. However, in 1969, in one interview, Herbert claimed he’d been obsessed with sand dunes for “fifteen years,” going back to “ ’53.” If this is true, the earliest research for Dune would almost certainly involve an even younger, and almost certainly unbearded, Frank Herbert. But overall, his self-woven myth tends to stay consistent with 1957, because that’s the point in time in which Herbert seriously researched what would become Dune. That’s when he chartered that plane, and that’s when he started asking his agent to help sell the article: six years before the first installment of “Dune World” was published in Analog. Frank Herbert may have become obsessed with sand dunes in 1953, but the legend of the creation of Dune begins in 1957.

			“The idea came from an article—I was going to do an article, which I never did—about the control of sand dunes,” Herbert explained in 1969. “What many people don’t realize is that the United States has pioneered in this, how to control the flow of sand dunes, and it started up here at Florence, Oregon. . . . I got fascinated by sand dunes, because I’m always fascinated by the idea of something that is either seen in miniature and then can be expanded to the macrocosm.”

			Soon Herbert turned that obsession, complete with its beautiful analogy, into a sales pitch. At the time, Herbert was entirely freelance and without a steady job. And, like many desperate writers trying to provide for their families, he was pitching wild, big ideas before he’d written anything. To his agent, he framed the possible nonfiction exposé as a human-interest story, chock-full of surprising earth science.

			“The small Oregon coastal town of Florence is the scene of an unsung victory in the fight that men have been waging since before the dawn of recorded history,” Herbert wrote to his agent on July 11, 1957. “The fight is with moving sand—with the dunes.”

			The concept, as Herbert saw it, was an untold journalistic tale of the triumph of science and human ingenuity in concert with a harmonious grasp of the natural world. Although the sand dunes were moving slowly, if left unchecked, over time these dunes would cause desolation, which, at the time, had been well documented in Asia and other parts of the world. Like climate change itself, you don’t see the slow advance of one changing element causing damage and death. But it will happen eventually.

			So the victory Herbert was referring to was that a research station run by the US Department of Agriculture had figured out how to prevent all this impending chaos: by literally halting the advance of sand dunes. Historically, this had never happened before. In the Sahara, and elsewhere, human life had a hard time surviving, in a traditional sense, because of the slow and deadly march of sand dunes. But what the dry-land ecologists of the USDA south of Florence had determined was exactly how to stop the dunes from moving, by planting a specific type of poverty grass, known as Danthonia spicata. This grass essentially fought the sand dunes and stopped those dunes in their tracks.

			As his son Brian later pointed out, in 1957, Herbert’s background in ecology was borderline nonexistent. Again, the myth of the writing of Dune has taught us that Frank Herbert was immersed in cutting-edge ecological theories, but the truth is, before this moment, he knew “comparatively little about the complex ecosystems of deserts.” And his interest in the USDA project wasn’t something he sought out on his own. Herbert was tipped off by a former colleague who had worked with him on a political campaign in Oregon. Just before fighting to write an article about grass beating back sand, Herbert had been a speechwriter for the Republican candidate Phil Hitchcock, a former member of the Oregon senate, who had run, unsuccessfully, in the 1956 primaries to become a US senator. Had Herbert’s gig as a political speechwriter for Hitchcock continued, there’s every reason to believe he would have never had the downtime or inclination to check out the USDA dune project. If Hitchcock had been elected to the US Senate, Herbert would have been retained as a speechwriter, since he would have been partially credited with making that election a victory.

			Weirdly, Hitchcock was not the first Republican senator Herbert had worked for. In 1954, Herbert wrote speeches for Senator Guy Cordon, who was also a Republican. Thinking of Frank Herbert as a mouthpiece for the Republican Party in the 1950s probably doesn’t sit right with a lot of Dune fans. And yet, one reason why the Dune novels are such convincing political allegories is that we see, in great detail, how the words and speeches of political leaders can ensnare the public with half-truths and platitudes. Essentially, there’s no reason to believe that Herbert bought into the beliefs of any one politician. Throughout his life, he used JFK as a negative example of how much power a charismatic politician can wield. “I think that John Kennedy was one of the most dangerous presidents this country ever had. People didn’t question him.” Conversely, and without any irony, he was also fond of saying that Richard Nixon was the “most valuable president of this century . . . because he taught us to distrust government and he did it by example.”

			Throughout his life, Herbert’s politics weren’t simply defined. From an environmentalist standpoint, he was what we might call liberal today, which was also true of his feminist views. And yet, when it came to government policies, Herbert at times came across as radically libertarian. In 1984, he told an interviewer that he would always “vote against whoever was in power.” Still, if he were alive in the 2020s it seems impossible that he would support far-right Republicans. The paradigm of personality over policy is exactly what he criticized with the story of all six Dune novels. Herbert also supported a woman’s right to choose, which would put him further away from today’s conservative leanings. Again, Herbert wasn’t a conservative, at least not in the way we would define a conservative today. But he did support the NRA at one point and grew up in a hunting family, in which his father taught him how to kill a deer with one bullet. As Herbert biographer William F. Touponce put it in 1988, “It is not easy to situate Herbert on the conventional political or ideological spectrum.”

			At the time, in the 1950s, science fiction in general could be described as having somewhat conservative leanings.[*] The publishing world of science fiction, and “men’s fiction” of 1957, wasn’t associated with left-leaning cautionary tales. Popular science fiction’s reputation as a genre with a default mode of progressivism came later, thanks, in part, to Dune’s success.[*] By 1968, Dune was recommended by The Whole Earth Catalog, a counterculture publication devoted to ecology, which summed up the importance of Dune by saying “the metaphor is ecology, the theme is revolution.” As Dr. Willis E. McNelly—a professor at California State University, Fullerton, and eventual author of The Dune Encyclopedia—pointed out, the entire story of Dune “is a thinly veiled allegory of our world’s insatiable appetite for oil and other petroleum products.” After Dune became successful, Herbert seemed to adopt many of the ecological interpretations of the first novel, even if those themes are somewhat submerged in the original text. To put it another way, when science fiction readers of Analog raved about the first three installments of Dune in serialized form, none of them mentioned ecology.

			When Herbert was trying to pitch “They Stopped the Moving Sands,” the real-life story wasn’t about climate change at all, or really, anything about humans learning to respect nature more, or trying to save the world from pollution. Instead, in a way, as reported by Herbert, the story of “They Stopped the Moving Sands” was actually about how human beings could tame nature, a fact that, in Herbert’s view, could be good or bad, depending on the people and, certainly, depending on the process. “It’s been my belief for a long time that man inflicts himself on his environment. That is, Western man,” Herbert said. “We tend to think that we can overcome nature by a mathematical means; we accumulate enough data and we subdue it.” In “They Stopped the Moving Sands,” mathematics resulted in nature’s getting beat down by other kinds of nature. By exploiting the poverty grasses, scientists could manipulate another part of nature that was unappealing and dangerous for humans: the giant sand dunes.

			What sets Dune apart from the bulk of science fiction from the same era is its organic texture. There are no robots or computers or artificial intelligence in the first Dune novel because centuries prior, a massive war called the Butlerian Jihad outlawed “thinking machines.” The substance that allows space travel to be possible—the trippy drug known as the spice melange—isn’t a technological achievement but, again, a naturally occurring resource, which has been harnessed by Guild navigators.

			These navigators fold space to get various star travelers where they’re going and use the prescience of the spice to help them navigate. Herbert’s projection of a spacefaring future doesn’t bother to marvel at the tech that got us there, but instead presupposes that the only things that will truly last tens of thousands of years from now are not only sustainable but, crucially, alive. In the first Dune novel, the ecologist Liet-Kynes wants to transform the desert planet Arrakis into a paradise. But this terraforming won’t happen artificially; instead, as the Fremen leader Stilgar says, “[they] will trap the dunes beneath grass plantings . . . [they] will tie the water into the soil with trees and undergrowth.” In the first novel, the goal of the people of Dune is to use organic means to achieve their organic ends. In Florence, Oregon, this happened on a relatively small scale, but on the planet Arrakis, the stakes are, obviously, much, much bigger.

			But again, Herbert had not been hired by National Geographic to write this fascinating article on poverty grasses being used to control sand. And although he was a newspaper writer, holding various freelance and staff positions at papers ranging from the San Francisco Examiner to The Oregon Statesman and The Oregon Journal, he was not, in 1957, asked by any of those publications to write “They Stopped the Moving Sands.” Instead, Herbert imagined the final product as a glossy magazine piece, a kind of prose version of an unwieldy Werner Herzog documentary.

			His agent, Lurton Blassingame, pretty much hated it. Like many shrewd literary agents, Blassingame was concerned primarily about money. “Control of sand dunes may be a story, it is very limited in appeal,” he wrote to Herbert on July 29, 1957. “This outline is so vague.” And so Blassingame did his best to dissuade Herbert from pursuing the project any further. What happened next was almost certainly the most crucial moment in the history of science fiction literature.

			Brian Herbert suggests that Frank Herbert became uninterested in a nonfiction version of “They Stopped the Moving Sands” after a period of “a couple of days.” The dates on the letters between Herbert and Blassingame would seem to indicate a longer period of interest, but maybe the younger Herbert is right. Perhaps by the time the letter in which Blassingame kindly discouraged the entire pitch arrived, Frank Herbert had already decided to transform his entire vision. “Looking back on it, I realize I did the right thing instinctively,” Herbert reflected in 1984. “You don’t write for success.”

			Herbert’s research on deserts and dunes also allowed him to make another crucial leap. Just as the grass could tie the dunes to a specific place, what tied Herbert’s Dune together wasn’t just a sci-fi story about ecology, but religion, too.

			Dune is named for its setting, the desert planet Arrakis. But for Herbert, this setting was simply the beginning, or as he once said dismissively, “just the surface.” The global obsession with Dune, now six decades old, isn’t the result of a science fiction writer cleverly combining ecological speculation with critical commentary on religion. If the sustained adoration for Dune were the direct result of its environmental relevance and critical analysis of religious history, it may as well have remained nonfiction.

			The power of Dune isn’t just due to its topsy-turvy and utterly gutsy origins. The reason Dune endures is because of the incredible characters who populate this fictional desert planet. We may stay on Arrakis because of the ecological ruminations, but the reason we come back to Dune over and over again is because of its two protagonists: the tragic hero, Paul Atreides, and his mother, Lady Jessica. And to bring these stories to life, Frank Herbert needed help from one controversial editor named John Campbell. But, more crucially, the themes of Dune were shaped by another person who redefined his entire worldview—the real-life Lady Jessica, Beverly Herbert.
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			Fear Is the Mind-Killer

			How Beverly Herbert and the Bene Gesserit saved Dune before it began.

			
				She wanted to find what was good in everything and everyone.

				—Frank Herbert on Beverly Herbert

			

			One of the quietest, most beautiful scenes in the first Dune novel is all about having a calm cup of coffee by yourself. While Paul is about to ride a sandworm for the first time, we find his mother, Jessica, in a private moment, thinking about wanting a cup of coffee, and then, silently, a cup appears, presented by a fellow Fremen. She hasn’t used the Voice to make this happen, the Fremen are just good at taking care of each other. And, for Jessica, the best part is that she isn’t hassled by the invisible Fremen barista, because the sietch community within the deep desert of Dune has “a natural regard for her privacy.” Although Jessica’s story in the first Dune has its ups and downs—she worries about her children, and her true love is killed by the Harkonnens—she is not a victim. Throughout Dune, Jessica usually gets what she wants, including a good cup of coffee, without having to resort to violence. Her story, and her cup of coffee, are just as important as Paul’s story in the first Dune book, and that’s because, even though the book has a reputation as a coming-of-age story about a young man, the truth is, the other main character of Dune is Lady Jessica.

			For many historians of science fiction literature, the 1970s is when the field became
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“A deep dive into the Dune-iverse that.is.a compelling achievement.

Ryan Britt gets down to the granular level, giving us
a sandworm’s perspective of the planet we love. Kull wahad!”’

—KYLE MACLACHLAN

Ryan Britt









