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I don’t want to go all misty
Miyagi on you.

Some things I have or think I
have learned.

Joseph Campbell in many of his
lectures and a lot of his books had a
simple solution to happiness, fulfill-
ment, and understanding in life.

My old man, the carpenter, would shake his head
and make a large clucky sound with his tongue when
he saw me pushing, making faces, and contorting my
body in the desperate act of cutting a two-by-four
piece of lumber in half. That is, until he could stand
it no more, then he would smack me across the back
of the head and say, “How many times do I have to
tell you, dummy (one of the more pleasant names he
would use), let the saw do the work.”

Of course, he was right. The saw is designed to do
the work. No one but me could tell him how many
times he would have to tell me. Same with a hammer.
Same, I expect, with all tools. One day I discovered
the secret. I stopped fighting myself. I stop fighting
the saw. Waxonwaxoff.

Joseph Campbell? Oh, his answer was, “Follow
your bliss.” Of course he is right. I wish it were as
easy as learning the use of some simple tools.

If you play a musical instrument, you know what
happens. You try to play a lick or a chord on guitar,
you try again and again to get that boogie-woogie
rhythm on the keyboard, you blow and spit to form
the perfect embouchure for the trumpet. Over and
over and over. Then one moment, maybe you go out
for a cup of coffee to jitter your nerves a little more,
a walk in the park, a nap (one of my favs), you come
back to the instrument and the act you have been
struggling to perfect comes as naturally as, well, cut-
ting wood with a saw. That, my friends, is one of the
ways you get to Carnegie Hall. Practice.

You have to practice following your bliss. Hard to

President’s Capsule

by Joe Coluccio

do in America. There is work. There is family. There
is a living to make. There are car payments to make,
there is the noise of your pain in the ass boss, there
are advertisements aggressively pointing out every
fault you have been worried about for all your life.
Take a walk. Take a nap. Maybe evaluate and re-eval-
uate those sticky grinding things we come to believe
are life.

I love science fiction. I believe science fiction is
important. It is my way to my bliss. There are as
many ways into your bliss as you can create. My
work is my way to my bliss. My family is my way to
my bliss. My friends are my way to my bliss. You are
my way to my bliss. Don’t mistake science fiction as
nothing. As unimportant. As frivolous, That’s what
you are told by most upright adult protestant work
ethical treatises smeared across the documents and
opinions that make up our cultural guiding ideals.
Doesn’t make them right.

Follow your bliss.
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of Gilgamesh, or a first mention of “scientifiction”
in 1926.  In this instance, Joe appeared to more or
less split the difference and go with 75 AD.  First,
though, he talked about a kind of Venn diagram of
science, philosophy, and science fiction all merging.
Darko Suvin once wrote of “cognitive estrange-
ment,” or treating odd concepts with familiarity, and
the importance of the “novum,” or “new thing.”  We
also noted the distinction between “eutopia,” or
“good place,” and “outopia,” or “no place.”)  In the
field of SF historians we touched on Thomas S.
Kuhn, the paradigm shift man, as well as Sam
Moskowitz and James Gunn’s The Road to Science
Fiction.  While Gunn goes with Gilgamesh, Joe notes
that in 75 AD Plutarch seriously posited that the
Moon might be its whole own living world, and since
then people kept wanting to get to it.  In 160, Lucian
of Samosata’s openly whimsical True History tells
of getting shot up into the sky on a whirlwind beyond
the Pillars of Hercules to arrive in a world where men
ride three-headed vultures and the King of the Moon
is at war with the King of the Sun.  Joe also touched
on visits to the Pleiades and the Hyades, but Luna
predominated.  In 1532, Aristo posited that the moon
is where all lost things wind up.  Others would keep
dreaming up lunar adventures, including the great as-
tronomer Kepler and that Robinson Crusoe fellow,
Defoe.

Joe continued to detail such lunacy until the 18th
Century, by which we arrived at adventures by
Voltaire as Well as Swedenborg, the very man who
founded the religion.  Francis Graham spoke up to
note the contributions of Casanova.  As for myself, I
opted to keep quiet about the Man For Whom I Am
Named penning “An Island in the Moon,” as Blake’s
island is so clearly a parody of England as to not be
truly speculative fiction.

I suppose we can think of this as the Project
Apollo phase of Joe’s exhaustive history.  With any
luck, he may yet get us to Mars someday.

The room was back to looking like its new old self,
with swooping arcs of chairs and the impressive
Coluccio-patented audiovisual system with two mi-
crophones.  There were some announcements, such
as Christie Meierz’s new book debuting at out fa-
vorite bookstore, Rickert and Beagle in Dormont, on
October 20.  Diane Turnshek is putting together an
Astronomy Enthusiasts List, and is alerting us to a
video put up by Thomas Seay on the Alpha web page,
basically thanking SFWA for funding.  Saturday, Oc-
tober 17 marks the ongoing YA fiction lecture series,
beginning 11 AM through 1 PM at CMU’s Cohon
University Center in the Danforth Lounge with a
writing workshop with Rachel Grinti, who writes for
children and teens and is generally pro-dragon.  Reg-
istration is required (see the link parsec.sff.org/lec-
ture-series/) and a $10 donation is appreciated.  Later,
speaking at 2-3 PM in the Cohon Center’s Mc-
Conomy Auditorium, is best-selling YA author Mag-
gie Stienvater, also a portrait artist and race car
driver.  Details can be confirmed with President Joe
at 412-287-0896 or president@parsec-sff.org .

Kira says Parsec T-shirts are available, as well as
vintage ones such as Confluence 1996 complete with
feathery dragon, and of course copies of Partners in
K’Rhyme.  Greg points out that our Parsec library has
works by local authors which could stand to get re-
viewed, starting off notably with Thomas Sweterl-
itsch’s Tomorrow and Tomorrow.  One can also find
The Maran by Christie Meierz, I Will by Barton Paul
Levenson, and Green Shift by Heidi Ruby Miller, as
well as a work by Henry Tjernlund.  Greg also an-
nounced an early Halloween party at his place, 2965
Voelkel in Dormont, around 7 PM on Saturday, Oc-
tober 17 (busy day!), dedicated primarily to the noble
cause of getting rid of soda from Confluence and the
picnic.

President Joe treated us to a three-part history of
science fiction so ambitious that there’s no telling if
he’ll ever be able to get around to the other two parts.
This first part kicked off with Joni Mitchell’s “We
Are Stardust.”  Joe asked us to consider an ancient
time when meteorology got mixed in with astronomy.
He also noted literature immortalized on alien sur-
faces: Dariobar on Enceladus, Cthulhu on Pluto.  He
then asked if science fiction begins with, say, the Epic
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Brief Bios
Judith Merril

by Eric Leif Davin
"Judith Merril" (Josephine Juliet Grossman) (1923-

1997): Born in New York City, Merril was the daugh-
ter of two Zionist socialists and attended City College
of New York, 1939-40.  A member of the Futurians
during and after World War II, she was discovered
and first published by John W. Campbell in 1948.
Throughout the 1950s she prolifically published short
fiction.  Her story, "Dead Center" (1954), is an emo-
tionally powerful story of love and death in an astro-
naut's family following the first Moon landing.  Editor
Martha Foley was so moved by the story that she
chose it for her prestigious anthology The Best Amer-
ican Short Stories: 1955.  

Merril published her first novel, Shadow on the
Hearth, in 1950.  In 1954 it was dramatized on tele-
vision as "Atomic Attack."  This was an episode on
early television's live anthology series, Motorola TV
Theater, and starred Walter Matthau.  She also col-
laborated with fellow Futurian C. M. Kornbluth on
three novels (Gunner Cade and Outpost Mars, 1952,
and Sin in Space, 1961) under the joint pseudonym of
"Cyril Judd."

She was hired as an editor at Bantam Books in
1947 and began editing her influential series of SF an-
thologies in 1950 with Shot in the Dark.  With Damon
Knight she organized and from 1956-61 she was the
Director of the Milford Science Fiction Writers Con-
ference.  From 1965-69 she was the book reviewer
for The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction.
After 1960 she concentrated more on editing and re-
viewing and less on writing.  From 1956 to 1968 she
helped shape the literature with her annual "year's
best" collections.  In these and in her book review col-
umn in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction
(from May, 1965, to May, 1969) she attempted to
broaden the field by looking at similar literature pub-
lished outside genre magazines.  

In her anthologies and columns she also cam-
paigned to replace the term "science fiction" with
"speculative fiction," which she felt more accurately
reflected the nature of the literature.  She was an im-
portant American champion of British "New Wave"
SF, which she spotlighted in her noted 1968 anthol-
ogy, England Swings SF.  

Appalled by the police riot at the 1968 Democratic
Party convention in Chicago, which she attended, 4

Merril self-exiled herself to Toronto, Canada, for the
rest of her life.  There she worked as a radio and tel-
evision documentary scriptwriter for the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation.  She was affiliated with
Rochedale, an experimental counter-cultural school
in Toronto, and was involved in the American com-
munity of draft exiles in Canada.  She also performed
in the long-running British television SF series, Dr.
Who.

She was married to Daniel Zissman from 1940-47,
with whom she had a daughter, Merril (after whom
Judith Merril's last name is taken).  She was Frederik
Pohl's third wife (after "Leslie Perri" and Dorothy
LesTina), with whom she also had a daughter.  She
and Pohl met in 1948 and were married from 1950-
53.  From 1960-75 she was married to Daniel W. P.
Sugrue, a merchant mariner and union organizer, al-
though they were separated for the great bulk of that
time.  

Her and Pohl's daughter completed Merril's auto-
biography, which won the non-fiction Hugo Award
in 2003.  The entry on her in Curtis C. Smith's Twen-
tieth-Century Science-Fiction Writers (St. Martin's
Press, 1981) is written by Elizabeth Anne Hull, Fred-
erik Pohl's current wife, and contains misleading in-
formation about Pohl's marriage to Merril.

Nanograms
Nanograms (nanograms.org) is a podcast about

technoculture, created by Josh Raulerson and pro-
duced at 90.5 WESA in Pittsburgh. The pilot season,
“Borg in the USA”, will launch on September 24,
2015.

Technology is changing fast, and reshaping the
human experience along with it – transforming the
economy, the environment and the way society is or-
ganized. But explosive technological growth isn’t just
changing our world. It’s changing us. How we think
of ourselves. How we relate to one other. How we
imagine our future.

Nanograms is a limited-series dispatch from the
front lines of technoculture, where weird and surpris-
ing things are happening at the intersection of human
and machine, of science and the arts, of technology
and… everything else. It’s a dumpster-dive into big
ideas and complex problems, a serialized feast served
in bite-size chunks for those of us who are already liv-
ing with one foot in the future, but still figuring out
what that means.
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humanist agenda.
I found that this movie inspired some meditations.  For

one thing, it convinces me more than ever that the far fu-
ture of the majority of the human race will probably be
lived out in space habitats miles long.  It is almost as if
we possess an instinctive compulsion to build such habi-
tats, the problem being that we keep striving to build them
here on Mother Earth, when we are already giving our
poor mother enough trouble as it is.  The Star Wars Death
Stars were all weapon, and the space station in 2001 was
basically one big dull corridor; it is time for a truly awe-
some giant spaceship to invade the popular culture, one
far more substantive than the empty chandelier over
Devil’s Tower in Close Encounters.  For want of such
habitats, however, we can still vastly improve the Earth-
bound concept of city.  For the first time in history the
majority of the human race is now urban, a fact which
probably chafes against the conspicuously American no-
tion that utopia is life as a Jeffersonian country gentleman,
but I put it to you that the cities have much greening com-
ing to them, and that we might not mind living in a city
after all if that city happens to look like Phipps Conser-
vatory.

As I contemplated the remainder of the movie, I had
to wonder if we, pretty much all of us all over the world,
have essentially resigned ourselves to Mammon being our
true god, the one that prods us to get out of bed and get
on with our lives of tedium and drudgery for the sake of
whatever existence we can eke out, while religion acts
more as a pressure valve, an assurance that we are ab-
solved of the waste and devastation we leave in our eter-
nally hungry grasping wake and a promise of true
happiness somewhere beyond this Earth of ours.  It oc-
curred to me that true individuality is defiance of the hive,
not simply its conventions and symbols, but of its waste,
its destruction, its poverty of vision.  That which is sacred
tends to be walled off in some special chamber and some
elaborate ritual.  What if we regarded our very lives as sa-
cred, not in some perfect or pristine or even particularly
serene way, but simply a mindful one?  What if how we
ate and drank and gathered our food and clothed ourselves
and moved around and worked all had a positive impact,
as if we were praying in the very act of living?  That
would be a compelling conformity, but a useful one, rising
above race or nation or corporation, a way of life which
might take root anywhere on Earth, with any mind which
is open to it.  I had to chuckle when the movie showed a
desert and I intuited that the movie was over.  Everything
we know today will be lost to the sands of time.  So much
of that which can truly endure is still unmade.

The director of photography for the movie Koy-
aanisqatsi, Ron Fricke, has gone on to shoot Baraka and
now Samsara.  The name Baraka was supposed to mean
“blessing” and very roughly had to do with humanity’s
spiritual outreach, with an occasional look at our drudgery
or even our horror.  Baraka was a kind of beautiful, if
edgy, unnarrated National Geographic panorama of
human life on Earth.

Samsara takes its name from a word that has always
fascinated me, the Buddhist term for cycles of life and suf-
fering which the Buddha sought to break free of.  As I sat
and tried to get a handle on Samsara, four themes occurred
to me: city, hives, conformity, and the sacred.

While the very beginning of the movie features dancers
with facial expressions which seem intent on freaking you
out, we get an interesting concentration on the concept of
“city” at its very best, and I include in this concept the oc-
casional palace or skyscraper or place of worship.  We are
clearly a people obsessed with creating some ultimate vast
structure of order and beauty.

At exactly the same time that we aspire to such stateli-
ness, we ourselves are mad rushing swarms, or hives.  We
get to see some truly elaborate roadways, and our urgently
chopping up endless meat to be endlessly whisked away
from some supermarket.  Yes, we aspire to stateliness –
but at the expense of making a chaotic garbage heap of so
much of the rest of the world, while we ourselves, for all
our protests of individuality and personal merit, are swept
along by the tides of routines so much larger than our-
selves.

Particularly from China, we get a simultaneously awe-
striking and queasy-making glimpse of the power of con-
formity.  A martial arts class seems to stretch to the
horizon, its every student closely synchronized with hun-
dreds of other students.  This extends to a military parade,
and then even to an Indonesian prison dance program, all
the men in orange uniforms looking happy just to be blow-
ing off energy in such an exuberant and united way.

As with Baraka, Samsara touches back upon the con-
cept of the sacred, and here we get a truly spectacular
overview of the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca.  It made me
think back to those who assume that humanity will surely
just “snap out of” all the silliness they consider religion to
be, and as I watched I could only think: Uh-huh, yeah,
right.

This time around, a true theme was harder to find, and
I have to wonder: is Ron Fricke the cosmic counterweight
to Leni Riefenstahl?  Her whole life, Riefenstahl was ob-
sessed with spectacle, but with zero moral consideration.
For his part, Fricke tracks down spectacle which Riefen-
stahl would surely envy, but for the sake of a much more
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Parsec’s Published

The latest Tolari Space novel from Christie
Meierz, FARRYN'S WAR, releases today on Ama-
zon and Smashwords. It's space opera, romantic
suspense, a bit noir - and can be read independ-
ently of her previous Tolari stories:
A novel of love, vengeance, and a world re-

opened to the stars.
The empathic Tolari of the Beta Hydri system

shunned space
travel for thou-
sands of years.
Farryn of Mon-
ralar tried to shake
his people from
their isolation—
tried and failed,
losing his honor in
the process. Now
an exile, he puts
his past behind him
by building his
own criminal em-
pire among the
colonies of Earth.
Only his es-

tranged lover Sha-
rana—scholar, political analyst, and one of the most
powerful empathic sensitives on Tolar—dares to fol-
low him into human space, desperate to find out
what has become of him, hopeful of convincing him
that she never betrayed him.
Unfortunately, Earth Central Security is watching,

and Sharana has no idea what she is getting herself
into. 
Gail Z. Martin, author of War of Shadows said

the book had, "Detailed world building and a fasci-
nating, dangerous web of intrigue."
On Tuesday, October 20, Christie will be hosting

a get-together at Rickert and Beagle Books, Dor-
mont, to talk about classic space opera, futuristic ro-
mance, and her Tolari Space series.  Conversation,
refreshments, and book giveaways - 6:30 - 8:00
PM.

•
Jamie Lackey has sold her novel Left Hand Gods

to Hadley Rille Books.  The book will be available
late next summer.  You can find more info at
http://www.jamielackey.com/?p=1488


