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  Contemporary Reviews, 1975–76



 

 

            Born in New York City’s black ghetto Harlem in 1942, Samuel R. Delany was the first African-American to come up through the professional channels open to commercial American science fiction writers. After 1968 (a year before Stonewall), he was the first openly gay science fiction writer—although others, later to come out, included Frank Robinson, Arthur C. Clarke, Thomas M. Disch, Joanna Russ, and Murray Leinster (“outed” posthumously), who followed Delany’s late-sixties’ lead.

            Today Samuel Delany’s novel Dhalgren is published in trade paperback by Vintage Books, a division of Random House, the publishers and publishers’ imprint that produce the general edition of Joyce’s Ulysses—an eminently respectable publishing venue. In January 1975, however, Dhalgren first appeared as an 879-page paperback original science fiction novel from Bantam Books. (It carried the banner, “A Frederik Pohl selection”: a long-time science fiction writer, Pohl then edited for Bantam Books and had acquired the novel the year before, while Delany was living in London.) Although Bantam Books was one of the most successful American paperback reprint houses, paperback original novels of any genre, which appeared without a previous hardcover edition, were considered the lowest rung in the publication hierarchy.

            Copies of Dhalgren were available in book stores, on newsstands, and in airport bookracks by the second week in December 1974. Thanks to enthusiastic early sales and solicitation orders, the book went through three printings by its official publication date, January 1st, 1975, a week after Delany, his wife, and infant daughter returned to the States to spend the Christmas season with his family.

            Three months later, in April, Dhalgren had gone through two more printings.

            Dhalgren was not a bestseller in the usual sense. Nevertheless—and unexpectedly—it was something of a publishing phenomenon. (See Delany’s discussion of what constitutes a “bestseller” in the excerpt from his interview “The Semiology of Silence” with McCaffrey and Gregory, in Delany on Dhalgren.) In its first year, with no advertising budget at all, Dhalgren sold approximately half-a-million copies. The book was clearly a literary experiment. It had begun life as a paperback original without any previous hardcover appearance. Thus Bantam was leery of sinking any advertising money into it, for fear the commercial crest would have passed by the time the advertising appeared. In its second year, however, Dhalgren sold another 250-thousand copies. Over the next ten years, it sold just over that amount again, bringing its total sales, after a dozen years, to slightly over a million copies. In November 1987, after 19 paperback printings, Bantam Books put Dhalgren out of print.

            Though Dhalgren was published as a science fiction novel (and it was as a science fiction writer than Delany had amassed a notable reputation by his twenty-sixth year, before he began the five years’ work on the novel that appeared three months before his thirty-third birthday), within weeks it became clear that its considerable audience was largely among college-age readers, most without any particular interest in science fiction per se.

            The full-page review by southern student Steven Paley for his college newspaper The Daily Cardinal (Monday, April 14, 1975) is both indicative and exemplary of the initial intelligent reader enthusiasm for the book.

            Following Paley’s review is Gerald Jonas’s cautious New York Times Book Review appraisal of February 16. (Actually Jonas’s review appeared two months before Paley’s.) A year later, for Penthouse Magazine (May 1976), Jonas reviewed Dhalgren again, now that it was clear the book was a commercial success. It’s interesting to compare the tone of the two pieces and the different nature of both the praise and reservations. In its first six weeks, Dhalgren received a mention on a brief-lived NBC News segment, where Pia Lindstrom (daughter of Ingrid Bergman, half-sister of Isabella Rossellini) gave spot one-to-three sentence responses to new SF and mystery novels and pronounced the book: “Some pretty weird stuff.” But that exhausts the “advertising” the book received during the whole of its 12 years with Bantam.

            Within the science fiction community, Dhalgren was easily the most controversial novel of its decade. An example of that controversy is the Harlan Ellison and Theodore Sturgeon reviews from, respectively, the Los Angeles Times (February 1975) and Galaxy Magazine (March 1975). Only a few years previously, for several months, Ellison and Sturgeon had been housemates. The October 1975 issue of the fanzine Outworld, edited by William Bowers, ran a section entitled “Stand on Dhalgren,” featuring pro and con articles by Douglas Barbour of Vancouver, British Columbia, and Darrell Schweitzer of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Barbour would go on to publish the first book-length study of Delany’s work, Worlds Out of Words: The S-F Novels of Samuel R. Delany. Based on his dissertation of some years before at the University of British Columbia at Vancouver, Barbour’s book appeared in Great Britain from Bran’s Head Books in 1979.
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[For the full text of this review, see the following pages.]


  Only One Hundred Years Till Death of Harlow! by Steven Paley



 

            WE FIND OURSELVES in the uncomfortable position of being stared at. Bellona has been put under a microscope, and we are squirming. The microscope is a book called Dhalgren which was recently published in the outside world. We find it encouraging that the outside world has again taken notice of us (we are easily flattered) but regret that many of our urgent problems (the water shortage, for example) are given very little attention. But Dhalgren is a novel, and water shortages are not the traditional theme of novels.

            We are uncomfortable under the view of the author. We recognize ourselves, so we do not know how to write this review. Shall we point out the differences between our view of the city, and how the author, Samuel R. Delany, sees Bellona? This would be to confuse the factual with the subjective, the event with the experience, or, as Delany quotes in the beginning of his saga: “You have confused the true and the real.” What is true about our city is not necessarily real. The same may be said of the novel.

            BELLONA, AS WE VIEW and live it, is a city sorely beset by the destruction that has caused us to lose over 95% of our population. The fires still burn, the city is colored grey, and we have not seen a recognizable sky for too long a time. Our remaining citizens survive as scavengers looting and re-looting the artifacts of the past. Whether it’s the Scorpions or the commune in the park, we have not made any significant progress in rebuilding our city. We plan, but we have been incapable of channeling our plans into action. Perhaps the saddest comment we can make is that the Scorpions have done the most in the way of action, while their actions have accomplished nothing.

            We are, as is everyone in Bellona, familiar with the Scorpions. As you know from our previous editorials (and with luck, this review might escape that fate) we take a rather sour view of these street gangs. They have too much opportunity to terrorize what’s left of our city at will. They are clans of lost and dangerous youth. They gather themselves into nests and pour into our unprotected streets. We look at them and are reminded of a quote that started a different book. A quote attributed to one Dr. Johnson: “He who makes a beast of himself rids himself of the pain of being a man.”

            But Delany does not seem to take this view. He has humanized these creatures of the night. He has given them names (Dragon Lady, Nightmare, Glass, The Lady of Spain…) and given them qualities of which we were unaware. The Scorpions rise above their pack mentality and reveal themselves to be men and women with their own dreams and plans, people who desire more than simple survival, and who have an almost preternatural ability and willingness to dissect our city, to cut through the tedium even at the cost of some spilled blood. Delany uses the city as a massive backdrop for their wanderings. The billows of smoke that shroud Bellona into a uniform darkness become a cloud from which the Scorpions and others appear and stand, independent of the structures behind them. So the Scorpions, with their lamps that cast animal images about them, become a sort of atmospheric disturbance. Which is real, which is true?

            WE DO NOT INTEND to deceive you. Dhalgren is not about Scorpions. The central character, the hero if you will, is none other than the Kid (or Kidd), the author of our locally published book of poems, Brass Orchids. Kidd, as we knew him, was like most of us in Bellona. He was a drifter, quieter than most until he met up with the Scorpions, unwilling or unable to describe his own history, anxious to find one for the city, willing to share a part of himself in his poems.

            Yet this is not the man we meet in Dhalgren. Kidd becomes an intense searcher, so intense that he often loses the geography of his search. He is a man like the city, out of place in both time and space. Like the city, he suffers from some break in his past. He cannot remember his name, or what caused him to forget it. He is plagued by the knowledge of his own mortality, and sees this mirrored in the appearance of the second moon, the rising of the unnamed sun, the approach of the final storm and riot.

            The Kid comes into our city covered with the prisms, mirrors, and lenses that lie between the links of a strangely acquired chain. He is given an Orchid (the familiar wrist knife with talons that enclose the fist) to protect himself. These are the tools to unlock Bellona. The chain to alter perception, to see beyond sight, to go past simple amazement at Bellona’s survival, and the Orchid to cut away the unnecessary whether it be time or flesh. But thus armed, he becomes a man not so concerned with the essence of Bellona as with the experience of life. Again, Bellona becomes a cloud; its people are allowed to stand out and be real. (Or true?)

            WHO ARE THE PEOPLE of Bellona? Fighters, drinkers, talkers, dancers, actors, winners, losers, survivors—and lovers, with an incredible kind of love. Incredible because we live in a disaster area, a spasm of city where any love is unexpected. That the Kid makes physical love with Tak, Lanya, Denny, and a few others would be interesting enough for its honest novelty. But there is passion along with the motions, passion that is sometimes as ashen as one would anticipate, but is also a blinding, consuming passion, honest in its own right.

            But we are forgetting the purpose of this article. This is a review and not a critique. We have, perhaps, taken too much liberty with the paper we print on.

            Dhalgren is a book, a complex novel that, in our opinion, rivals anything we have read in terms of quality, truth, honesty, reality. Delany has created a city that is very similar to our own, and we squirm in discomfort as we try to escape his vision. We would like to show our better sides; we would like to discuss our plans and projects. But we must seek our totality. We must admit that Bellona is—

 

• a place where a rapist is an object of worship, a quasi-religious figure, a black christ who has sinned for us all.

• a violence of Scorpion runs, gangs chasing wildly into nights filled with blood.

• a newspaper that switches days and dates at whim, that headlines the past while writing of the future.

• no longer listed on the maps of the outside world, either forgotten or suppressed.

• a preacher preaching: “Where is this city? Struck out of time! Where is it builded? On the brink of truths and lies. Not truth and falsity—Oh, no. No. Nothing so grand. Here we are sunk in an abyss of discrete fibs, innocent misobservations, brilliant speculations that turn out wrong and kill.”

• a killing.

• a killer.

• a blood red contact lens.

• a dead boy crushed at the bottom of an elevator shaft.

• a Brass Orchid, as in orchis, the Greek word for testicle.

• an astronaut saying “It’s another world, and when you’re there, you have no way of knowing what anything means.”

• a book

called Dhalgren, written by Samuel Delany; it is a description of our city. We are troubled by it, but we enjoyed it. If you find a stray copy of it, open it up. Your time will not be wasted.

 

STEVEN PALEY


  S. F. by Gerald Jonas



[Sunday, February 16, 1975, New York Times Book Review]

 

 

Dhalgren, by Samuel R. Delany (Bantam, paper, $1.95) is the long-awaited major novel by a writer who won four Nebula Awards in the 1960s and who was undoubtedly the most interesting member of that group of S.F. mavericks known collectively as the New Wave. His last novel appeared in 1968. Since then, by all accounts, he has been hard at work on a truly big book, his magnum opus. In some S.F. circles, Delany’s project has been treated as the equivalent of Normal Mailer’s self-touted major novel—the book that Mailer insists will prove to the world that he belongs in the same room with Mr. Tolstoy and Mr. Dostoevsky.

            It takes a writer of unusual gifts to make a work-in-progress seem more interesting than most published novels. The world is still waiting for Mailer’s big one. Delany, at the age of 32, has now delivered. The cover copy of Dhalgren includes the tag: “Bantam Science Fiction.” But from the first page, Delany lets the reader know that his ambitions extend even beyond challenging Mr. Wells and Mr. Verne.

            Dhalgren is 879 pages long. Its form is unmistakably circular. The first words in the book—“to wound the autumnal city.”—seem to be the end of a sentence, and the last words of the book—“I have come to”—seem to be the beginning of the same sentence. This obvious echo of Finnegan’s Wake is both daring and defensible. It is Delany’s way of flagging his intent, of proclaiming the standards by which he wishes to be judged. Among science fiction fans, his book is bound to set off a new round of that interminable debate over what is S.F. and what isn’t S.F. Delany himself is on record as preferring the label “speculative fiction.”

            One thing is certain: Dhalgren is not a conventional novel, whether considered in terms of S.F. or the mainstream. But since a great deal of science fiction falls into the subcategory of “space opera”—callow adventure stories that use outer space and the far future as convenient backdrops—perhaps Dhalgren can best be classified as a “space-time opera.” If the book can be said to be about anything, it is about nothing less than the nature of reality.

            The “autumnal city” is a metropolis, somewhere in America, called Bellona. An unexplained disaster has destroyed Bellona’s normal social fabric, and done something irreparable to the space-time continuum itself. Most of the inhabitants have fled; the few who remain and those who arrive by choice have coalesced into a new kind of community, an unstable mixture of civility and anarchy. The hero who comes to “wound” this already stricken city has forgotten his name; he is known variously as Kidd, kid, and the Kid, and he may or may not be a madman named William Dhalgren. More or less by accident, he becomes the poet laureate of Bellona; he also assumes the leadership of a youth gang loosely modeled on the Hell’s Angels; he falls in love with (and repeatedly makes love to) a young girl and a young boy; he has numerous encounters with a large cast of characters who all too obviously represent a cross section (seen through a distorting prism) of modern civilization; and as he moves through the city, he records many of his reactions in a battered notebook, which may or may not be the original manuscript of the vast creation entitled “Dhalgren.”

            Any further synopsis would be misleading. As in Joyce’s Ulysses, mythological allusions abound. However, the most important fact about Delany’s novel—in terms of contemporary science fiction, at least—is that nothing in it is clear. Nothing is meant to be clear. An event may be described two or three times, and each recounting is slightly, disconcertingly different from the one before. What appear to be close parallels dissolve on closer inspection into ambiguity. The nameless narrator experiences time discontinuously; whole days seem to be excised from his memory. Strange portents appear briefly in the sky—a second moon, an impossibly large sun—but none of the characters shows much curiosity about what is happening. As for the rest of the world, Delany implies that the events in Bellona are being ignored outside the city limits. In a very real sense, every adventure in Bellona is subjective, because the city provides no objective landmarks, either physical or social; there is no common reference. “We live, Kid though; and die in different cities.”

            If what I have said makes Dhalgren sound like another entry in the parade of “head” novels—another self-indulgent trip through someone’s drug-induced fantasies—let me correct this impression. The dissolving landscape, the ambiguous characters, the freakish events are all presented as having a reality (of some kind) outside the author’s mind. Bellona may be a nightmare, but it is, to paraphrase Joyce, a nightmare of history.

            Most so-called modern science fiction is rooted in the world-view of 19th-century physics. Every effect is presumed to have an ascertainable cause, and there is nothing that you cannot know, in principle, if you have the time to make the necessary observations and work out the mathematics. But physics today makes no such assumptions. It is not merely that advances like Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle and Goedel’s Theorem have set theoretical limits to our possible knowledge. On a more practical level, scientists who peer down into the atom and out into interstellar space have encountered a bewildering array of wonders—from quarks to quasars—that suggest there is more to the universe than has been dreamed of by Einstein or Heisenberg or anyone else.

            Delany once wrote a brilliant short novel called The Einstein Intersection (which won the Nebula Award for Best S.F. Novel of 1967), about a future universe where all the laws of physics had been subtly altered by a cosmic catastrophe. Despite some stylistic sleight of hand, The Einstein Intersection (Ace, paper, 95 cents) could still be read as a “conventional” S.F. novel that merely played with its dazzling theme. Dhalgren expounds what the earlier book only hinted at. It is as if Delany were saying, “This is what science fiction might be, if the science in it were really up-to-date.” In Dhalgren, the premonitions of subatomic physics and cosmology are given flesh. The universe, as experienced by an ordinary person from day to day, no longer follows the old rules. Presumably, there are some rules, but they are not understood yet, and there is no assurance that men can ever know them.

            To thrust the reader into this universe (instead of merely telling him about it, as in The Einstein Intersection), Delany has found a style to match his theme: the texture of Dhalgren is dense and intricate, totally unlike anything else in recent science fiction. Most S.F. is written as if the characters and events were being viewed through a telescope: everything is described from the outside, only large gestures count and things happen in a hurry. The characters and events in Dhalgren are observed through a microscope: conversations go on and on; the smallest actions are analyzed and re-analyzed: “Actions are interesting to watch. [Kid thinks.] I learn about the actors. Their movements are emblems of the tensions in this internal landscape, which their actions resolve. About-to-act is an interesting state to experience, because I am conscious of just those tensions. Acting itself feels fairly dull: it not only resolves, it obliterates those tensions from my consciousness.” And so on.

            The quotation reveals the flaw in Delany’s strategy. I am afraid that Dhalgren is precisely the kind of book that most people turn to S.F. to get away from. Its virtues are apparent, but it is a chore to read. In fact, a book like Dhalgren—genuine S.F. conceived and executed on this level of sophistication—would have been unimaginable 10 years ago. Only in the last decade has the Academic Critical Apparatus taken serious note of science fiction. Dhalgren may be the first S.F. novel written with at least one eye on this new S.F. audience—the students and professors of literature who are always seeking grist for their mills of exegesis.

            One clue to what Delany is doing can be found in the title. S.F. titles are often marvelously evocative—as might be expected in a genre that is not far removed from its pulp origins, when a good story with a dull title never made it off the newsstand rack. Delany himself, while still in his teens, wrote a novel called The Jewels of Aptor (Ace, paper, 75 cents), followed by a trilogy: Captives of the Flame, The Towers of Toron, and City of a Thousand Suns available in a single volume under the title of The Fall of the Towers (Ace, paper, $1.25). He went on to write much better books with even more evocative titles, like The Einstein Intersection, Babel-17 (Ace, paper, 95 cents), and Nova (which Bantam will reissue later this year). And now: Dhalgren. His latest title is nothing if not discreet. It evokes no pictures, sets no echoes resonating. Cool, flat, and unyielding as a formica tabletop, it does not even invite speculation. In short, there is not a trace of pulp in it.

 

Gerald Jonas is the author of Visceral Learning: Toward a Science of Self-Control.


  Breakdown of a Breakthrough Novel by Harlan Ellison



Dhalgren by Samuel R. Delany (Bantam Books: $1.95)

[Sunday, February 23, 1975, Los Angeles Times, Page 64]

 

 

            The millennium is at hand and, to quote Gulley Jimson in The Horse’s Mouth, “It’s not the vision I had.” Speculative fiction has been banging down the barriers of the ghetto for 20 years and apologists of the idiom have been saying, “Just wait till the important novels of human conflict are written utilizing the tools of science fiction. Just wait! Then you’ll see some dynamite literature.” Well, I was one of the prime shouters, and some of those novels have been published in the last few months, and frankly I feel as if my mouth ought to be washed out with a copy of The Charterhouse of Parma.

            Probably the most anxiously awaited of these promised “big” novels intended to merge SF with the mainstream, written not by academic dabblers or best-seller-list poseurs but by Our Crowd, was Dhalgren by Delany. Of all the post-New Wave writers, young Delany had the most stuff going for him: consummate storyteller, poet, four-time Nebula award winner, au courant, flashy stylist; hell, he’d even been published in New American Review.

            Rumors of its length, the depth of its perception, the range of its subject matter have circulated in the world of the fantasy writers for a fistful of years: it’s huge, more than 300,000 words; it synthesizes everything Chip Delany was going for in The Einstein Intersection and Nova001; it’s sexually explicit in a way the genre’s never been. Then came delays, and the book was always coming, coming, coming. The rumors grew more interesting. Chip refuses to sell it to any publisher who won’t guarantee it’ll be released uncut002; Chip won’t let anyone edit a word of it; Chip had to change the title from “Brodecky” to “Dhalgren”003; Chip’s book has been turned down by all the hardcover houses.004

            Now Dhalgren is with us, all 879 pages of it, and the questions are answered. Who could have known that all the answers would be unsatisfying?

            For Dhalgren is a tragic failure. An unrelenting bore of a literary exercise afflicted with elephantiasis, anemia of ideas and malnutrition of plot and character development. It is a master talent run amuck, suiciding endlessly for chapter after chapter of turgid, impenetrable prose.

            I must be honest: I gave up after 361 pages.005 I could not permit myself to be gulled or bored any further. Realizing from the git-go that the opening lines of the novel would tie into the closing lines, forming one of those Laocoonian Moebius gimmicks considered too hoary for use 30 years ago, the travels of the nameless hero with one sandal did not seem sufficiently enriching to permit my engaging in the reading of the book as a career. Others who leaped on the first available copies of the novel, as I did, who began reading it avidly, as I did, who began breathing raggedly and faltered in the sprint, as I did, have assured me the book goes nowhere, does nothing, says nothing, and is sunk to its binding in mythological symbolism that is both flagrant and embarrassing. Three hundred and sixty-one pages had delivered me of the same conclusions.

            It is possible the trendy and the impressionable who conceived of “great” books as being those that are sententious and muddled may take to Dhalgren in cult as did the poor saps who think Stranger in a Strange Land is a hot item.

            But for those of us who have read Delany’s previous work, who have admired it and who have rooted for him, hoping Dhalgren would be the breakthrough novel that won for him and for science fiction all the legitimacy for which both have been crying… this sorry compendium of pointless ramblings is a dry hole over which we will weep and wail for years to come.


  Galaxy Bookshelf by Theodore Sturgeon



[March 1975, Galaxy Magazine]

 

 

            And now, now, I can get into what I have been wanting to do for weeks, what I have been getting other things out of the way for, what I have, at the same time, ignored duties and rituals, my wife, my child, my rabbits and my dog. And now I hardly know where to begin.

            How about this: I have just read the very best ever to come out of the science fiction field.

            How about that.

            Or I could start like this: Dhalgren, by Samuel R. Delany (New York, Bantam, 896 pp., $1.95) is the all-time Best Buy.

            There are so many things to be said about this astonishing achievement that it would take many more than 879 pages to cover them all, and I make the flat prediction that criticism and commentary on Dhalgren will exceed that page-count very many times over. Further (and I think one must read the book before thoroughly appreciating this point) the urge to comment evokes an instant fury of frustration because of the necessity of putting down words in a linear fashion while the pressure is to say it all at once on every one of the many levels in which the book itself communicates. Seat the greatest performer in the world on the bench of the world’s most elaborate organ, facing the orchestral score of the most celebrated symphony ever composed, and then amputate nine of his fingers, and he will tell you about this kind of frustration. Nothing one can lucidly state about this book can emerge like anything but one-finger music. Delany calls for response in chords because he writes in chords.

            Looking back over the immense experience of having read Dhalgren, one recalls certain crests and peaks: a strophe on rape, great crystalline stretches of poetry and about poetry, sex sequences so exquisitely delineated that dirt cannot adhere to their polish, and above all, the injection of atmosphere—all kinds of atmosphere, meteorological, ecological, aural, emotional, and spiritual. And character! The Scorpions, ragged and deadly kid gangs armed with holographic projectors which surround them with huge, brilliant, terrifying shapes; Mr. Newboy, whose profound literary criticism would not be amiss in William Carlos Williams or T.S. Eliot; frightened blonde June, the obsessive rapee, fifteen-year-old Denny, a depraved innocent who knew, perhaps, some things about love which could benefit us all, and Lanya, whom I love, whom I shall always love. There are dozens more, and perhaps the most memorable character of all is the city itself, Bellona. It is somewhere in the U.S., and has experienced an unnamed disaster; but it is more than that. Metaphorically it is “here”—any man’s “here”—and unless you are very different from the rest of us, you will allow that from time to time “here” shifts and changes in remarkable ways while “why” remains a mystery. In addition, the protagonist is never sure of his own name; that is to say, he spends a lot of this gigantic novel in not knowing who he is.

            Do you know who you are?

            Have you noticed how often recently, in sf shorts and novels, this theme of transient or alternate reality occurs, and how it increases? For some rather fascinating reason which I must seek out some day, this looks like the trickle which will be a torrent in most literature in the near future. Who am I? What am I? Where am I, and what, really, is “here”? The natural pressure of growth and change, decay and rebirth, has always been in direct conflict with our hunger for stasis, solidity, permanence, security. It is in these areas in which Delany and other truly great, finished writers live and work; it is in these areas where live the wonders and astonishments, the surprises, the new learnings, the discoveries of things and processes hitherto unknown or (a very different thing) unrecognized.

            The ultimate test of great and lasting literature is its usefulness. I have said it and said it: the big ones, from Homer through Shakespeare to Nabokov and Delany, are fables, metaphors, parallels to your thought and actions and passions and mine. The usefulness of Dhalgren to you and to me is beyond question. Having experienced it, you will stand taller, understand more, and press your horizons back a little further away than you ever knew they could go.

            I have space to say only one more thing about Dhalgren. It is a paperback original, and as such is going to be by-passed by serious critics everywhere. Some of us have been fighting this especially pernicious snobbery for a long time, with a certain but regrettably small amount of success. Rumor has it that a whole series of hardback houses turned this one down, until paperback release was the only course. I’ll try to get the facts on this and will share them with you if I can, but in the meantime proclaim with me our gratitude to Bantam Books. The ultimate recognition of Dhalgren as the literary landmark it truly is, as expressed in strong sales and wide acceptance, will do more to eliminate this snobbery than any amount of fulmination from this chair.


  The Autumnal City by Douglas Barbour


Some Notes Towards a Putative Review of

Samuel R. Delany’s Dhalgren

 

(This is the first of a pair of articles by Douglas Barbour and Darrell Schweitzer published side-by-side in Outworld #27, edited by Bill Bowers, 1975, in a section of the ’zine called “Stand on Dhalgren”)

 

1. Let’s get this out of the way at once: I liked this book. That I also found so much to provoke thought, various kinds of aesthetic & emotional responses, critical theorizing, & delight follows, though not necessarily (I rather liked—to take a fairly far-flung example—Phyllis Einstein’s Alaric stories, but they did not demand the spectrum of complex responses Dhalgren does). I suspect it is necessary to like something this big if you are even going to finish it (I liked Gravity’s Rainbow, too). I further suspect that a lot of sf readers are not going to like Dhalgren sufficiently to keep going through all 880 pages of it. Fine, but that doesn’t give them the right to dismiss it as a poor job. And I, for one, believe it is a very strong, major work of contemporary fiction.

 

2. Is it science (or even speculative) fiction? Even Fred Pohl, who showed great editorial courage in purchasing it for Bantam (he may be doing less, but I think he’s worth a lot more than Roger Elwood—partly because he does know the field, & does have high standards, but no special social/political/spiritual drums to beat as editor), has admitted in conversation (fall, 1973, Penn State) that he is not sure if it really is sf. Well, by my very broad definition of ‘speculative,’ it certainly fits that category: &, if we accept the idea of science fiction that Delany & Joanna Russ have suggested—that it deals with events that have not happened (but—implied—possibly could, or could have)—then it is definitely science fiction, too: at least it’s sf. Of course, it’s so much more than mere sf, that perhaps such categorization is an insult to it. Perhaps, but I’m not sure. Delany has remarked somewhere that science fiction provides marvelous metaphors for a writer to play with. Indeed, as he implies, sf is a marvelous metaphor. How many sf titles can you think of with a phrase something like ‘other worlds’ in it? In Dhalgren, Delany does not use the usual sf trappings, yet Bellona (named for the Roman goddess of war, if for anything) is an ‘other world,’ to which we—along with the kid—travel by means of a bridge (the bridge of art?). This wounded, autumnal city is, like most sf landscapes, both terribly familiar & terribly alien, & strangers (aliens) live strange lives within its wall. Delany is just not that interested in telling us (‘scientifically’) how Bellona came to be such a strange place, but he does exercise his very subtle art in rendering its presence—as an alien, yet not totally unrecognizable, landscape against which humans can act out their various roles—with great verisimilitude. This is good sf writing: create the ‘other world’ as fully as possible, & put some believable characters in it, whose actions will intrigue, interest, & perhaps overwhelm us.

 

3. What a lot of people will not like: the frank enjoyment (or sometimes simply acceptance) of human detritus. Most of the people we meet at any length in Dhalgren, especially those who hang out, or about, the scorpions’ nests, aren’t too clean. There is quite a bit of description of human smells, etc., very little of washing (though the one bath the kid has, to clean off a lot of blood, is described with Delany’s usual precision). Delany may be attacking the western bourgeois’ concern with hygiene here. Anyway, those who were turned off by Delany’s description—very light, & doing double duty as part of a scientific explanation of the changes in health by the year 3,000—of Mouse’s dirty foot in Nova, will definitely be turned off by the kid, & unable to understand, or even appreciate (perhaps—though it’s always possible Delany’s articulation of these things will win said reader over), Lanya’s desire for him, that way.

            Why go into this? Well, those people have every right to say they don’t want to read this book. They have none to say that Delany’s exquisitely detailed rendering of human funkiness represents some kind of falling off in his artistry. He is doing something beyond what he has done before. In 880 pages he can attempt—at some length—scenes that have never before been a focal part of his work. I think of the dinner at the Richards’ apartment, where his representation of ‘polite conversation’ is so devastatingly accurate it creates its own satiric context. The whole shifting scene of the party at Roger Calkins’ carries some of the social conflicts suggested in Prince Red’s Paris party in Nova to new heights of subtle confrontation; it’s an exquisitely realized piece of writing.

 

4. “But what is this huge wallop of a novel about?” I hear some poor readers crying in the wilderness of Lit 100. After all, any book this huge has got to be about something. But then, there are others who accuse it of being ‘relevant,’ & therefore out of date already. Well: precisely. It is about what it surrounds, & that is as relevant as you—or any single reader—wants to make it, taking it as a whole as you can, & responding to it—this other world where things happen which you can or cannot relate to—as fully as possible (or you wish to). It is—precisely because it is so big—about too many things for me to even attempt to list them. (Can they be listed? No. It is a fictional construct, an artifact, an other world; in it many wonderous events happen. As is true of any experience, the experience of reading this novel can be a learning experience. So can getting up in the morning, if you want it to be.) The point I’m laboring to make here is that Delany is not interested in messages, but in creating a fiction so multiplex & profound (i.e., something we can dive deeper, deeper into every time we enter it) it will stand for itself alone. Has he succeeded? It will be a long time before anyone can pronounce authoritatively on that.

 

5. “Nothing we look at is ever seen without some shift and flicker—that constant flaking of vision which we take as imperfections of the eye, or simply the instability of attention itself; and we ignore this illusory screen for the solid reality behind it. But the solid reality is the illusion: the shift and the flicker is all there is. (Where do sf writers get their crazy ideas? From watching all there is very carefully.”006 Delany, I believe, is interested in perception (yes, yes, I am going to tell you one of the many things I think Dhalgren is about; like poets or lovers, critics reserve the right to contradict themselves in a good cause).

            Delany has been accused, & has accused himself in The Tides of Lust, of being pretentious. The word is applicable if we can remove the sense of derogation from it. I think the sheer clottedness of his recent style, the increasingly ragged difficulty of it, is due to his interest in reconstructing what happens, from here to here, the perceived particles of event (by particles, here, I mean something akin to what happens at the subatomic level in physics—to measure that, record what is going on—Delany wants to record what is perceived as happening—which does not include all that is going on—in a language that will represent the perceived event. Perceived, because any event is too full & complex to be caught whole in words, but some uses of language, such as a highly compacted style used phenomenologically, may get at perceptual knowledge, what one individual could perceive as happening now). I think Delany’s desire—articulated in his essay in Those Who Can—to write down exactly what is happening is one reason for the high pretentiousness of his style in his latest work: he is attempting to capture physical & psychological events in as full a manner as possible.

            And he does this much of the time, right from the strange—possibly dream—fuck in the first few pages, through many different actions, including a number of other sexual encounters. But he does something else as well. There is one triple sex scene that is described—from the kid’s perceiving point of view—in exquisite detail. Shortly afterwards there is another similar scene, only this time the kid loves both other partners, Lanya & Denny: he can’t remember the details because he wasn’t concentrating on perceiving the act, but the shared emotion of the act. This is done; it is not simply talked about.

 

6. Things I don’t like that much? Yes, quite a few, but then such failures to continually achieve perfection must be expected in a novel that dares as much, over such a great distance, as this one. Sometimes it is a pretentious use of language that does not come off. A small example: “swive-juice,” in which the word “swive” in its archaic presence calls too much attention to itself, thus loosening the bonds the story has on my imagination at that point. Possibly Delany overdoes his explanations of brass orchids, so they aren’t allowed to achieve their own resonance the way Lobey’s hollow blade and Mouse’s syrinx do. On the other hand, when Brass Orchids becomes the title of a book of poems, the art/weapon paradox Delany has long been obsessed with is neatly made literary rather than musical. There are some places, especially in The Anathemata: a plague journal, where the style becomes too clotted for me, though I’m not sure the passages won’t clear up with rereadings.

 

7. Things I do like. Lots. Much of the characterization. The sex scenes: they are erotically stimulating & yet demand intellectual response as well, & they’re written with grace & sensitivity. The handling of interpersonal tensions and the way such tensions can lead to quickly erupting violence. The descriptions of the landscape of Bellona & of the sky. The marvelous scene where another young poet, Frank, tells kid—& he’s the only one to do so—that he doesn’t like the poems of Brass Orchids. The tensions of that confrontation is perfectly rendered: I know that scene, & Delany has caught it perfectly. Too much else to go into. But there is more than enough to allow me to cry, riches galore.

 

8. Delany’s literary obsessions. They’re all here. The sexual/loving triple relationship. The conjunction of artist & criminal—an old Romantic notion (see my article in Khatru 2). The continual discussion—in fictional terms—of the place, effect & value of art & the artist in society (one of Delany’s finer minor characters in Dhalgren is the Audenesque Mr. Newboy, who holds forth on these matters most wittily & at some length). The analytical interest in violence. Linguistic theory & philosophy (what, after all, is real, & how can we name it?) (“These things I’m writing, they’re not descriptions of anything. They’re complex names,” Dhalgren, p. 177).

 

9. Look, when I say I enjoyed reading this book, I mean it. If other people don’t or can’t, that’s their worry finally, not mine. But I did not enjoy it in the same way I enjoyed earlier Delany works. I couldn’t put them down—with the books & stories following Empire Star, I couldn’t put them down even on 3rd or 4th reading. Well, of course, with an 880-page book you can’t read it straight through, but my point is I could put Dhalgren aside, even in the middle of a paragraph, & not feel any pressing need to finish at least this chapter. Unlike most of Delany’s earlier books, there is no urgent plot movement urging me on (as in Bester’s Tiger, Tiger, as well). There is a very diluted quest pattern here, but it too isn’t as central in the drive of the narrative.

            Indeed, Delany is not, apparently, interested in narrative thrust in this book the way he was in earlier novels. One of the possible reasons it is his longest novel is that he is filling in the perceived moments of a life slowly passed in an autumnal space rather than rushing us through larger happenings with precision, wit & a delicate complexity of understanding—& only a few, important scenes taken close-up. So Dhalgren is different, as is my response. I savored scenes, & lines, argued with some, thought a lot about what was happening between readings, & eventually, happily, reached the end of the book. It’s a difficult book, not always a nice book, a demanding book. Don’t read it because I say it’s good. It’s good, all right, & I like it, but I know it’s for certain tastes only. Still, I hope there are enough people out there (both steady readers of sf and others) who will be intrigued by this book, & will eventually find enough in it to stimulate them, that it makes enough money to satisfy Bantam’s accountants that Fred Pohl is a worthy editor (after all, he also bought Joanna Russ’s The Female Man, yes!). Dhalgren is but one step on the way; Delany is still a
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