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INTRODUCTION

Although I suppose I am best known to readers as a fiction writer, I am also a great lover of the essay and have written hundreds of them. Everyone has heard of the “familiar essay,” in which the writer draws on personal life experience, ideas, and the world around him. But few know the term “unfamiliar essay,” where a god-awful amount of research has to be sweated through. All of the pieces in this book are familiar essays. I’ve written only one unfamiliar piece; although it is not included here, my experience with it is worth noting.

Some years back, Life magazine asked me to write about life on other worlds. In the course of my research, I collected hundreds of pages and dozens of tapes, all of which I dutifully studied, all of which drove me mad with details. I digested all these facts and tried to spit them out again in a piece called “Life on Other Worlds,” which I duly mailed off to the magazine.

Deeply displeased with my article, Life flew an editor to Los Angeles with scissors and paste to tear my article apart and put it back together. It was ultimately published, but it was dreadful—unfamiliar—work, and as a result is the least favorite of all the essays I’ve ever written.

All of my other essays were born of explosions of love and quiet passion.

For instance, at lunch with a number of Life editors some thirty years ago, I expressed my wild enthusiasm for trains.

“My God,” they said. “Why don’t you write an article on trains for us?”

“Wait here!” I cried, and ran across the street to my office, where I wrote the piece in a white-hot burst of love and returned to the luncheon table in thirty minutes. I sold the article during dessert.

If you read “Any Friend of Trains Is a Friend of Mine,” you can feel the difference between research that one commits in agony and the research of memory and love, which is the finest and the best.

The most successful of my declamatory essays is “The Ardent Blasphemers,” where I compare Melville’s mad Captain Ahab with Jules Verne’s saner Captain Nemo, viewing the dark of one as against the light of the other. My essay shows Ahab daring God to strike him, whereas Nemo plugs into the energy of the universe and ignites the seas.

Two years after this essay was published, two strangers knocked at my door, representing the United States Pavilion to be built for the 1964 New York World’s Fair.

“We’ve come,” they said, “to give you a fifty-million-dollar building.”

“Come in, come in!” I cried. “What’s this?”

“We’ve read your essay ‘The Ardent Blasphemers,’ ” they said, “describing the gap between crazed Ahab and the mild lunatic Nemo, and their creative blasphemy. It has convinced us that you are the proper one to plan the American Adventure in the United States Pavilion. Can you write a sixteen-minute-long script, accompanied by a full symphony orchestra?”

“I can!” I cried, and did.

So by committing myself to the passionately dramatic, by jumping in headlong and not agonizing over research, my life was changed yet again.

Since then, I’ve written essays only when they wake me at dawn and ask to be finished by noon.

Thirty-seven of those insistent, wake-me-at-dawn friends are included here. I had great fun poking through my files, pulling these essays out, dusting them off, re-meeting them. Some have been published; I have provided original publication dates for those. The others were written at various times over the years and, I’m afraid, I cannot remember their birthdays, and so they’ve been annotated as “undated.” In some of these undated essays, one can find hints as to the approximate time period in which they were probably written. For example, “I’m Mad As Hell, and I’m Not Going to Take It Anymore!” is undated, but I must have written it in 1999, given the content of the piece. (On another note, it’s interesting to observe that in this essay, I refer to the videocassette as a “newborn vaudevillian.” Of course, if I wrote the essay today, I would probably refer to the DVD, which was introduced in the late 1990s, and not yet as ubiquitous as it is today.)

“Lord Russell and the Pipsqueak” is a panicked remembrance of my visiting Bertrand Russell and wondering just what in hell I could possibly say to the world’s greatest philosopher. Somehow I managed.

“The Affluence of Despair: America Through the Looking Glass” and “Beyond 1984” are rooted in my short story “The Toynbee Convector.” Surrounded for years by people who arose each morning on the dark side of their beds, I knew they looked upon me as a fool; I knew otherwise and wrote these two essays because I figured we—our country—would succeed far beyond our wildest dreams and ultimately solve most of our problems if only we kept looking forward, with hope. If you read these essays along with my piece on writing, “My Demon, Not Afraid of Happiness,” you will find my soul’s blueprint.

In my later years, I have looked in the mirror each day and found a happy person staring back. Occasionally I wonder why I can be so happy. The answer is that every day of my life I’ve worked only for myself and for the joy that comes from writing and creating. The image in my mirror is not optimistic, but the result of optimal behavior.

Another of my life’s loves is France, particularly Paris, City of Light. On my way to Rome fifty years ago, my friend Lord Kilbracken urged me to have dinner in Paris, even though I had only ninety minutes between trains. I obeyed, had dinner, and almost missed my train connection south. From this came “The Sixty-Minute Louvre: Paris by Stopwatch.”

“Paris: Always Destroyed, Always Triumphant” concerns the revolutionary history of France compared to the reality of the most beautiful country and the most beautiful city in the world. The ironic difference between the real aesthetic and beautiful France and its political failures during two hundred years is amazing; I could not but write about it.

And, of course, I love my home city of Los Angeles. “L.A., How Do I Love Thee?” and “L.A., Outta the Way and Let Us Happen!” were written because so much of the rest of the country, particularly New York City, has beaten up on us over the years. The great thing about L.A., as indicated in the essays, is that there you have the freedom and opportunity and resources to find your way to become anyone you want. You don’t have to assume the attitudes or opinions of the rest of the country. There you find the delicious freedom, especially, to become the kind of writer you want to become.

“Mars: Too Soon from the Cave, Too Far from the Stars” positions us exactly where I think we are at this time in history. We have much to forgive ourselves for, and it all must be forgiven if we are to move forward. Those of us living now are, in my opinion anyway, the in-between generation. It’s been only a few thousand years since we emerged from our caves. We have to be patient with ourselves as we move on in our return to the Moon and onward to Mars. I think this is inevitable; it will happen, and we must not let our prejudices stand in our way.

On that final note, dear readers, I leave these familiar essays in your gentle hands.





ABOUT WRITING





MY DEMON, NOT AFRAID OF HAPPINESS (UNDATED)

I have a strange and incredible muse that, unseen, has engulfed me during my lifetime. I have renamed my muse. In a Frederick Seidel poem, I found a perfect replacement, where he tells of “A Demon not afraid of happiness.”

This perfectly describes the Demon that sits now on one shoulder, now on the other, and whispers things that no one else hears.

My Demon warned me one night years ago when I saw some glum theater at UCLA. Later I said to the director, “You want me to stick my wet finger in a wall socket for electrocution. Instead I will screw a brighter bulb in the same socket and light the room.”

So my Demon warned me off such encounters and provided invisible material for my future life.

Dandelion Wine, for example, began as an essay in Gourmet magazine in 1953, and over the years my Demon tripped me, sprawling, into a novel to be read in American schools.

On my twenty-fourth birthday, I discovered Winesburg, Ohio, which is indeed not a novel but a short-story collection by Sherwood Anderson. How fine, I thought, if someday I could birth similar grotesques to inhabit Mars.

My Demon, provoked, secretly made travel plans to landfall Mars, live there, and arrive at an unplanned novel, The Martian Chronicles.

Green Shadows, White Whale resulted from my life in Ireland, when for eight months I wrote the screenplay of Moby Dick for John Huston. At the time I thought I was not sponging in any of the green atmosphere or the characters of sad and beautiful Ireland. But then one night, a year later, a voice spoke in my head and said, “Ray, darlin’.” And I said, “Who’s that?” The voice said, “It’s Nick, your cabdriver. Remember all those nights of my driving you back from Kilcock to Dublin and describing the mist and the fog and the rain along the way? Do you remember that, Ray?” “Yes,” I said. Then the voice said with the voice of my Demon, “Would you get up and put that down?” I got up, surprised, and went to my typewriter and began to write a series of poems, essays, and one-act plays that finally shared a San Francisco theater with Sean O’Casey.

Twenty years passed with more essays, poems, and stories, and I woke one morn to find in that litter Green Shadows, White Whale, a novel, complete and intact.

A short tale, “The Black Ferris,” melded itself into a screenplay for Gene Kelly, and when Kelly couldn’t find the money for the film, I spent three years turning the screenplay into the novel Something Wicked This Way Comes.

Then at last there is my late-on offspring From the Dust Returned, commenced when I drew skeletons, age six, to scare my cousins, continued in secret when I helped redecorate my grandparents’ house with Halloween broomsticks, and ended with a gothic story, “Homecoming,” rejected by Weird Tales as needful of Marley’s ghost and lacking Poe. I sold the story to Mademoiselle, and over the years it grew in rain and mist and arrived in fogs as a novel just last year.

What we have here, then, is a very unusual approach to writing and discovering, not knowing the outcome. To move ahead on a blind journey, running fast, putting down thoughts as they occur.

And along the way my inner voice advised:

If you must write of assassinations, rapes, and Ophelia suicides, speak the speech, I pray thee, poetry in your breath, metaphors on your tongue. Remember how glad Iago was to think on Othello’s fall. How, with smiles, Hamlet prepared his uncle’s death.

Shakespeare and my Demon schooled me so: Be not afraid of happiness. It is often the soul of murder.





VIN REVIVERE, OR A VINTAGE REVISITED (1991)

Little did I know, as the old saying goes, that when publishing my “Dandelion Wine” story in Gourmet in 1953, I was starting a novel.

The history of my books is most strange. My stories, essays, and poems suddenly grow full and tall.

The Martian Chronicles, for example, born in 1944 as a collection of stories, along the way civilized an entire planet.

Similarly Green Shadows, White Whale. My life in Ireland, written as poems and plays, finally became a novel about John Huston and Moby Dick.

“Dandelion Wine,” then, was a series of word associations about my hometown, remembering how it was to run in a new pair of tennis shoes or to perch on the family porch on those wonderful summer nights when we filled the sky with rockets and fire balloons.

The novel was published in 1957. Since then I’ve been astounded to receive letters from Sweden, where summer lasts perhaps three or four days, or Kenya, where summer lasts forever. Then Tokyo. Where is there room for grass anywhere in Tokyo? How in hell could they grow dandelions to make wine?

But every Christmas for twenty years, forty Japanese students air-mail me essays, poems, and novel fragments about Dandelion Wine as a special gift to end the year. Their exquisite writing cracks my heart. How peculiar that my grandfather’s cellar pressings would be a proper vintage for those Orient students halfway round the world.

Along the way the book has shifted locales and costumed itself in stage plays and musicals. Three different composers have written music for the productions that have appeared in Chicago, Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles.

In my pantry at this moment sit nine bottles of dandelion wine, arrived from every continent. The bottle I treasure most was made from flowers on my grandparents’ lawn, next door to the house where I was born in upper Illinois.

Last summer, in Minneapolis, I was astounded by a vast ocean of dandelions brimming the entire city. No lawn existed that had fewer than a thousand flowers. I was overwhelmed because in California, as soon as we see one flower in the middle of the yard, we run out and stomp it.

Next year I will send my Dandelion Wine play to Minneapolis, and I will go there for the re-premier and run out on one of those lawns, surrounded by ten thousand dandelions, and fall to roll like a happy dog.





HOW SOMETHING WICKED CAME (1996)

If Gene Kelly hadn’t danced, Something Wicked This Way Comes might never have been written. In fact, it is an absolute certainty my carnival would not have come alive to travel and arrive at 3:00 A.M., the soul’s midnight.

The details of creation are such that, looking back, one experiences apprehension. Gene Kelly invited me and my wife, Maggie, to a private screening of his all-dance musical Invitation to the Dance. If I had refused the invitation, again, this book would have been stillborn. Fortunately, Maggie and I attended the screening and walked home from MGM that night filled with admiration.

On the way I confessed I would almost tear off my right arm to work for Gene Kelly.

“Do it,” Maggie said. “Go through your files, look at all those stories you’ve put away, find something that might fit, do a screen treatment, and send it to Gene.”

“Just like that?” I said.

“Just like that,” said Maggie.

One episode in Gene Kelly’s Invitation to the Dance had to do with a carnival/circus, with overtones of Laugh, Clown, Laugh, Lon Chaney’s tragic 1926 film.

Rifling my file of some thirty published and unpublished stories, I found variations on carnival and circus themes, most of them put away when I was twenty-six years old, one published in a pulp magazine when I was thirty, “The Black Ferris.”

The story told of a strange carnival that operated a Ferris wheel that aged people younger or older, depending on which direction the wheel turned, backward or forward. Two boys, discovering the secret of the wheel, are almost destroyed by the carnival owner, who, in turn, trapped on the wheel, is aged around and around, until he dies, an ancient mummy.

Just like that, as Maggie said.

In five weeks I wrote Dark Carnival, a seventy-page outline/treatment, and gave it to Gene Kelly.

He called the next day, wild with enthusiasm.

“Do I have your permission to take this to Paris and London and try and find funding for a possible film?” he said.

“You have more than my permission,” I said. “Go!”

He went and came back a month later, crestfallen.

“No takers, no money,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” I said. “I’m honored that you tried.”

With the screen treatment dead, a novel came alive. The idea refused to lie dormant. In the next five years, I transformed the film script into a three-hundred-page novel, Something Wicked This Way Comes.

The novel, finished, had rough going. It was rejected by Doubleday, who had published six of my books. I was forced to move on and sold the novel to Simon & Schuster, whose editor, Bob Gottlieb, became a moving force in my life.

Even rougher, the book was optioned by a series of studios and producers. I wrote at least three new screenplays for those studios and got caught in a power war at Paramount Studios, where Barry Diller and Michael Eisner disagreed as to whether the script would sink or swim. The wrangling went on just long enough that I picked up my screenplay and canceled the obligation.

At which point Sam Peckinpah appeared, expressing interest.

“How would you film Something Wicked?” I asked.

“Rip the pages out of your novel,” said Sam, “and stuff them in the camera!”

I scanned the chapters of my book, staring, and he was right. The pages were scenes, the paragraphs were long shots or close-ups. “Sam—” I said.

But he was gone.

I wish he had stayed. I often wonder what kind of film he would have made of my midnight shadow show.

The film of Something Wicked This Way Comes was finally finished and previewed in 1983. The preview was a disaster. My director, against my wishes, had thrown out my screenplay and substituted one written by a British writer who understood Evelyn Waugh but misapprehended fantasy.

My daughters, attending the terrible preview, called me the next day saying, “Daddy, what happens next?”

“I’m waiting for the phone to ring,” I said.

It rang. The head of the studio asked me to come over. When I walked into his office, he said, “I hope you’re not going to say ‘I told you so.’ ”

“There’s no time for that,” I said. “Rebuild the sets, rehire the actors, I’ll write an opening narration and hire a composer for a new score.”

The studio spent $5 million in three weeks’ shooting, to bring the film back to life. It was released in 1983 to mostly good-to-fine reviews, not a great film, no, but a decently nice one.

The original screenplay and the published novel remain. Thank God for that. No, come to think of it, thank Gene Kelly for that.





LINCOLN’S DOCTOR’S DOG’S BUTTERFLY (UNDATED)

Several years ago producer David Merrick called Stan Freberg, who was working on a musical history of the United States, sat him down, and said, “Take Abe Lincoln out of the war. He doesn’t work.”

A similar thing occurred yesterday. My story “A Sound of Thunder,” published in Collier’s magazine fifty years ago, concerns a group of time travelers out to hunt dinosaurs.

They are warned not to fall off a path laid to prevent them from inadvertently crushing wildlife, which would change time and history.

One of the hunters, panicked by a tyrannosaurus, falls and kills a butterfly with his heel.

When the time travelers return to the future, they find that when the hunter killed the butterfly, it changed the entire history of insects. Arriving in 2004, they find that a totalitarian government has seized the world. All because of that one butterfly.

This year I’ve been working with a film company to film the story. The director and the writers have worked on a screenplay for eighteen months.

But just this week the director announced, “Why don’t we take the butterfly out of the story?”

I heard this with great shouts of laughter.

God, I thought, here we go again! The story has been published in eighty anthologies, read by millions of students in ten thousand schools. If you shot a film minus the butterfly, there would be pandemonium.

Fortunately, the producers have hired a new director with a new script and a new schedule, and the butterfly has been rehired. We shoot the film in March.

Now, consider my film Fahrenheit 451, directed by François Truffaut in 1966, starring Oskar Werner and Julie Christie, with a brilliant score by Bernard Herrmann, but with some missing elements.

Recently Mel Gibson said, “Let’s remake the film and put back all the missing pieces.”

So I sold him the rights to Fahrenheit 451 and wrote one screenplay. They then ordered nine more screenplays in the following years, none of which I ever saw.

Finally an Atlanta bookstore mailed me one of the screenplays that they had somehow snitched, and wrote, “We think that you might want to see this.”

After several fearful days I finally opened the screenplay to page 45 just for the hell of it and found a scene where the fire chief, Beatty, visits Montag, the fireman.

When Beatty enters Montag’s home, Montag’s wife, Mildred, says, “Would you like to have some coffee?”

The fire chief responds, “Do bears shit in the woods?”

There was a long silence on my part.

Then I closed the screenplay.

I never read the rest.

Fortunately, amid my despair, Frank Darabont, the director of The Shawshank Redemption, acquired the rights from Mel Gibson and will write and direct the new version of Fahrenheit 451 next year.

He assures me that he will not hire any bears!

Now, on to my experience with The Illustrated Man thirty years ago. When I was sure that Rod Steiger and his wife, Claire Bloom, would star, I sold Warner Bros. the rights.

At no time did Warner Bros. tell me what was going on in preproducing the film.

One day in the summer of 1969, I had business at NBC Studios with Harry Belafonte, with whom I was writing a musical adaptation of “The Wonderful Ice Cream Suit.”

Finished with Belafonte, I glanced across the street and said, “Well, there’s Warner Brothers. Why don’t I go see what’s happening.”

I arrived at the studio to discover that it was the first day of filming The Illustrated Man and no one had bothered to tell me. By accident I had my picture taken with Rod Steiger, laid out on a makeup table, having his body illustrated.

With the film finished, I learned that it had been written by a real estate agent from New Jersey.

A real estate agent from New Jersey!

The screenplay began in the middle of “The Veldt” rather than at the beginning, so that all suspense was gone. Then a dozen four-letter words exploded. The film could not be shown to my young readers, who, by the millions, had read the story in schools.

On the night of the premiere of The Illustrated Man, I arrived to see lines of fans around the block waiting to see their favorite book.

My heart sank.

When the film was over, a small boy stared into my face and cried, “Mr. Bradbury, what happened?”

Tears welled in my eyes. “My dear child,” I said, “you’ll never know.”

This year I’ve finished a new script of The Illustrated Man to be produced by Columbia TriStar. I’m quite proud of the script I’ve delivered; it doesn’t smell of real estate or New Jersey.

Two weeks ago Columbia TriStar called and said, “We like your script, but we must hire a new writer to come give it a polish.”

In my mind I thought, What kind of polish? S—— or Shinola!?

I recall my experience at Universal forty-five years ago when I wrote a story called It Came from Outer Space. I warned the studio that they shouldn’t bring the aliens, the creatures from another world, out into the light.

When the film was previewed, my God, what had they done but bring the aliens fully out into the sunlight—not terrifying but hilarious.

Several years ago 20th Century Fox called me in and asked me to write a screenplay about an Egyptian princess. They gave me a copy of Emil Ludwig’s Cleopatra and asked my opinion. After looking at this tremendous volume, I realized that for all the supposed knowledge it contained, very little was known about Cleopatra.

I went back to 20th and suggested to them that while I couldn’t do the screenplay, I had two authors to recommend to them.

They said, “Who?”

I replied, “Shakespeare and George Bernard Shaw.”

The 20th Century Fox producers were shocked; they thought I was joking.

I said, “No, take Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra and Shaw’s Caesar and Cleopatra and put them together, and you might have a remarkable film.” At which point I left the studio.

Not long after, I was employed at MGM doing a screenplay, of The Martian Chronicles, at which time I predicted that three days after turning in my screenplay, I would be fired.

Along the way they were producing Mutiny on the Bounty at the studio. I had a chance to visit the set and watch my friend, Sir Carol Reed, try to make do with Marlon Brando.

Every evening at five o’clock, Sir Carol came to my office, closed the door, fell back against it, eyes closed, and moaned, “Oh, Ray, oh, Ray!” He couldn’t possibly tell me the problems he was going through working on The Bounty with Brando.

One day I visited the set and saw that everybody looked incredibly happy. I thought, My God, I bet they fired Sir Carol Reed as a result of the trouble with Brando and have got a new director. Sure enough, Lewis Milestone was hired, and within days he and Brando were fighting.

In the midst of all this, the studio came to me and asked me to take over revising and finishing the screenplay of Mutiny on the Bounty. Recalling what I had seen on the set and remembering Sir Carol leaning against my door, eyes shut, moaning “Oh, Ray, oh, Ray!” I turned down the offer.

In the years since both films have come out, I’ve had recurrent nightmares in which Cleopatra’s barge sails down Motor Avenue one way and the Bounty sails up Motor Avenue the other way to collide in front of my house and sink out of sight, taking the two studios with them.

Well, that’s it. Here, then, we have the story of Abraham Lincoln. With Stan Freberg, I hope to get Lincoln put back into the Civil War.

Then next month I’m placing an ad in Variety to stash my butterfly properly under heel in A Sound of Thunder.





THE WHALE, THE WHIM, AND I (UNDATED)

Who in hell in all the world could possibly write the screenplay of Moby Dick?

There is only one answer—

Herman Melville.

And since Melville had come ashore a few score years before my birth and buried himself alive in the customs sheds and was soon buried in the very earth itself, you have an author obstinate to offers. He will not, would not, cannot write the script for the proposed film.

What then?

Hold séances with the miscreant author? Plant the ouija board as funnel above my typewriter? Play Scrabble with his phantom self, hoping that he will nudge you a few words?

None of that.

What’s left?

To become Herman Melville. Somehow tailor his clothes to your shape and his flesh to your flesh, and tuck his mind, in one eye and out the other, till it’s sewn through your head, again and again.

Which is what I set out to do. It has been the problem, of course, of all the adapters of all novels. But your average novel is a tintype compared with the undersea mountain range of old Herman, where the Great Fish ambles along past the profiles of Roosevelt, Washington, Lincoln, and Jefferson.

In the past the screenwriters who worked for John Barrymore’s Ahab simply ran along the shore, ankle-deep, not daring to wade out and risk drowning. The result was, of course, not depth, and two films wrecked in the shallows.

It
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