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Series Editors’ Preface

The infinite worlds of science fiction and fantasy (SFF) dance along the
borders between the possible and the impossible, the familiar and the
strange, the immediate and the ever-approaching horizon. Speculative
fiction in all its forms has been considered a genre, a medium, a mode,
a practice, a compilation of themes, or a web of assertions. With this
in mind, Palgrave Science Fiction and Fantasy: A New Canon offers an
expansive and dynamic approach to thinking SFF, destabilizing notions
of the canon, so long associated with privilege, power, class, and hege-
mony. We take canon not as a singular and unchallenged authority but as
shifting and thoughtful consensus among an always-growing collective of
readers, scholars, and writers.

The cultural practice and production of speculation has encompassed
novels, stories, plays, games, music, comics, and other media, with a
lineage dating back at least to the nineteenth-century precursors through
to the most recent publications. Existing scholarship has considered some
of these media extensively, often with particular focus on film and TV. It
is for this reason that Palgrave Science Fiction and Fantasy will forgo the
cinematic and televisual, aspiring to direct critical attention at the other
nodes of SFF expression.

Each volume in the series introduces, contextualizes, and analyzes a
single work of SFF that ranges from the acknowledged “classic” to the
should-be-classic, and asks two basic, but provocative, questions: Why does
this text matter to SFF? and Why does (or should) this text matter to SFF
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readers, scholars, and fans? Thus, the series joins into conversation both
with scholars and students of the field to examine the parameters of SFF
studies and the changing valences of fundamental categories like genre,
medium, and canon. By emphasizing the critical approaches and major
questions each text inspires, the series aims to offer “go-to” books for
thinking about, writing on, and teaching major works of SFF.

Ann Arbor, USA
Haifa, Israel

Sean Guynes
Keren Omry



Praise for Alfred Bester’s The Stars
My Destination

“This monograph demonstrates several reasons why Alfred Bester’s The
Stars My Destination remains one of the most fascinating SF novels ever,
even 65 years after it was first published. There are, for example, the
book’s ‘proto-cyberpunk style’ and ‘pyrotechnic’ plot, its strange anti-
hero, Gully Foyle, its connections to other works, including Frankenstein,
its representation of a twenty-fifth century society that often seems all
too familiar, and its essential plot element, the transformation of Bester’s
‘stereotype Common Man’ into a Promethean figure at the novel’s
end. For anyone interested in Alfred Bester, Wilson’s book is essential
reading.”
—Patrick A. McCarthy, Professor of English, University of Miami, USA,

and author of The Riddles of Finnegans Wake (1980)

“Alfred Bester was essentially writing parody during his great period,
parody of a field he loved for the very contempt it was able to instill and
extract from him. It was the junkiness of science fiction which enthralled
him—his stories and his two great novels bestow the armament of junk
upon narrative. In this dazzling study of The Stars My Destination, D.
Harlan Wilson shows us how Bester took the eviscerated, glowing heart
of the artichoke and pronounced it as torn from heaven.”

—Barry N. Malzberg, author of Beyond Apollo (1972) and
Galaxies (1975)
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viii PRAISE FOR ALFRED BESTER’S THE STARS MY DESTINATION

“D. Harlan Wilson’s study is the perfect example of how rigorous literary
scholarship can shine a light on a forgotten text and really put it front and
center for a contemporary readership. Connecting Alfred Bester’s experi-
mental novel of the 1950s through intertextual lines, Wilson uncovers the
rhizome that is the SF megatext: from monomyth to mad scientist, from
Frankenstein to Neuromancer, from Joyce’s modernism to Wells’ scien-
tific romances, from proto-SF to cyberpunk. And the best thing is that
Wilson remains true to his subject of study, mirroring Bester’s ‘pyrotech-
nic’ style in his scholarship. This monograph is a rush of densely packed
readings and analyses, giving the story of Gully Foyle its due in the history
of science fiction, and revealing its contemporary importance.”

—Lars Schmeink, Liverhulme Visiting Professor, University of Leeds,
UK, and author of Biopunk Dystopias: Genetic Engineering, Society, and

Science Fiction (2016)
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Abstract Alfred Bester’s The Stars My Destination is a proto-cyberpunk
novel that shares common ground with Marshall McLuhan’s media theo-
ries and represents an increasingly technological society. Bester’s desire to
become a Renaissance Man in his youth informed his authorship and led
to a deep resentment for other SF authors, who he blamed for the genre’s
inability to transcend its pulp roots and boyish inclinations. Propelled by
its Hugo Award-winning predecessor The Demolished Man, Stars charted
new literary terrain and inspired SF’s most innovative movements: the
New Wave (1960s and 1970s) and cyberpunk (1980s). The latter move-
ment was the genre’s death knell as the futuristic technologies depicted in
its narratives bled into the real world and rendered SF a twentieth-century
artifact.

Keywords Bester · Biography · Sci-fi · Media · Technology

Hammers of Demolition and Redemption

Midway through the twentieth century, Marshall McLuhan published his
first book, The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man (1951), a
study of the American culture industry that explores the effects of popular
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2 D. HARLAN WILSON

media. Many reviewers were confused by McLuhan’s rhizomatic method
as much as the subject matter, which had never been probed with such
bravura. Five years later, UK publisher Sidgwick and Jackson released
Alfred Bester’s Tiger! Tiger! (1956). The novel was renamed The Stars My
Destination in 1957 by its US publisher, Signet Books. Like McLuhan,
Bester hurled readers into a vortex of wonder, spectacle, and technology
that was at once familiar and estranging, transcendent and disarming,
preposterous and perfectly (in)sane.

Bester and McLuhan were proto-cyberpunks who paved the way for
late capitalist SF and media culture in the twentieth century. The cyber-
punk movement of the 1980s can be directly traced back to fictional and
theoretical works by both authors. To a certain extent, Stars takes the
baton from The Mechanical Bride and runs with it. There is no evidence
that Bester read McLuhan before composing his novel. Stylistically and
thematically, however, they exhibit ripe similarities in the form of quixotic
approaches to narrative, representations of the anxiety and agency induced
by the cultural maelstrom, and an attention to the vicissitudes of corporate
power, patriarchy, and abuse—all cyberpunk staples. Most importantly,
both texts point toward a future distinguished by the science fictional-
ization of reality. This, of course, is the future that has overtaken us.
McLuhan predicted the wave. Bester and his cyberpunk descendants rode
the wave. And now here we are, crashed on the Terminal Beach.

A collection of “exhibits,” The Mechanical Bride is a “Frankenstein
fantasy” that concerns the “widely occurring cluster image of sex, tech-
nology, and death” in consumer-capitalist culture, especially advertising
(McLuhan, Mechanical 29). McLuhan adopts a high-energy, immersive,
and oblique style, compelling readers to make their own connections and
dynamically engage with the material. Style is a way of seeing, just as it is
for cyberpunk’s foundational texts: Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1981)
and William Gibson’s Neuromancer (1984). Bester does likewise in Stars,
challenging readers to manage their expectations, pushing the limits of the
SF genre, and manifesting a pyrotechnic style that reifies his content and
characters.

The monster of culture is the apple of McLuhan’s eye. Bester has his
eye on this apple, too, but the twenty-fifth century depicted in Stars is
a virtual circus of monsters. One monster, however, towers above all the
rest: Gully Foyle.

Bester’s quintessential antihero is one of the most complex, thought-
provoking, and problematic ever created in SF, pieced together with


