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Thanks for coming. 

 The title of this talk was generated in a phone conversation with my friend Roz Kaveney, 

and I can't remember which of us came up with it. I remember, though, that we were talking about 

Buffy, and the structuring fact of that series: that, on the one hand, Buffy was the Chosen One 

destined to fight vampires; and, on the other, that the otherwise nondescript California town where 

she lives, sits atop a “Hellmouth” that regularly spews vampires for her to slay. The point that one 

of us made was not just that this was a ready-made story generator: the Hellmouth discharges one, 

several, or many vampires, and Buffy slays them – normally within 45 minutes. The point was that 

this created a venue in which story was repeatable. That's really what I want to talk about today – 

and about the obverse of the same coin, how much stories really do embody change, as opposed to 

just seeming to. 

 Since this is Readercon, I'm going to start by quoting Gene Wolfe – specifically the end of 

his great story “The Island of Doctor Death and Other Stories”. In the story, a boy named Tackman 

Babcock lives with his mother on an isolated peninsula. His mother is clearly falling apart for some 

reasons, and Tackman occasionally recognises this in various ways. However, he also spends a 

good deal of time reading a pulp story that seems like a very much dumbed-down version of Wells's 

The Island of Doctor Moreau. Extracts of this pulp narrative are embedded in the text and, at 

various points, characters such as the eponymous Doctor Death appear to step out of it to speak to 

Tackman. At the end of Wolfe's story, Tackman's mother has had a serious mental and physical 
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breakdown, and this is explained to him a little. However (the story continues): 

 They go away and you pick up the book and riffle the pages, but you do not read. At 

your elbow Dr. Death says, "What's the matter, Tackie?" He smells of scorched cloth and 

there is a streak of blood across his forehead, but he smiles and lights one of his cigarettes. 

You hold up the book. "I don't want it to end. You'll be killed at the end." 

"And you don't want to lose me? That's touching." 

"You will, won't you? You'll bum up in the fire and Captain Ransom will go away 

and leave Talar." 

Dr. Death smiles. "But if you start the book again we'll all be back. Even Golo and 

the bull-man." 

"Honest?"  

"Certainly." He stands up and tousles your hair. "It's the same with you, Tackie. 

You're too young to realize it yet, but-it's the same with you." 

This seems to me an enormously grim ending. Doctor Death is saying something not only about 

Tackman's experience of stories, but about how his life will be shaped. (And his life, we can guess, 

will be pretty unhappy from now on.) He will be trapped into a pattern of repetition shaped by these 

early years, and be unable to escape. (This reading is stronger when the story's read in conjunction 

with Wolfe's other “Island” stories, which also reinforce the idea of island as metaphorical and 

literal prison.) 

 This is where I verge onto the person whom I stole the title of this talk from, Freud. I do so 

with some wariness, because these days I don't have much time for his supposed science of 

psychoanalysis, and I'm pretty much in sympathy with some of the attacks that have been made on 

it, both from the philosophy of science and the feminist point of view. That said, it does seem to me 

an interesting intellectual edifice to wander round – albeit in an Ozymandias-ish way. “Analysis 

Terminable and Interminable” was a paper Freud wrote in 1937, two years before he died and when 

he could see some of the flames about to consume the central European culture in which was so 
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deeply rooted. “Analysis Terminable and Interminable” is a profoundly despairing assessment of 

the discipline he believed he'd founded at the turn of the century. It critiques the idea that 

psychoanalysis could ever produce the kind of permanent change Freud initially thought it could; it 

may simply be too difficult to create permanent change in people's psyches. Freud ends by 

wondering if psychoanalysis is, therefore, an “impossible profession”. 

 So there are two layers of question here. Firstly the personal one: whether or not we believe 

in Freud, how much is it possible for us to break free from, to assert agency in relation to, the 

patterns of behaviour we're saddled with as adults. (Philip Larkin's terrifying poem “Love Again” is 

also relevant here, with its description of the narrator's inability ever to form fully loving 

relationships and its worrying-away at the question of why.  

Isolate rather this element 

 

That spreads through other lives like a tree 

And sways them on in a sort of sense 

And say why it never worked for me. 

Something to do with violence 

A long way back, and wrong rewards, 

And arrogant eternity. 

 The second layer is what might be called the story layer. How much, in our stories, do we 

want the same kind of experience again and again, and how much do we want something new or 

different? If you ever try learning to do stage magic or sleight of hand, one of the first things you're 

taught is never to do the same trick more than once for the same audience, no matter how much they 

might want to see it. So why should writing be any different? 

 To be clear, I'm not talking about the small class of stories in which time is *literally* 

looped and experiences repeat (as it were) mechanically. I'm thinking there of works like Philip K 

Dick's “A Little Something for us Tempunauts”, Thomas M Disch's “Descending”, Ken 



 4 

Grimwood's Replay, or the movie Groundhog Day. In those stories, the repetition is a kind of 

unending horror: those stories are about escapes from the horror, whether failed (the PKD) or 

successful (Groundhog Day). To throw in one other example, here, the thing that always seemed 

most scary to me about Dante's hell was not the baroque extravagance of the punishments, but the 

fact that those punishments went on forever. The only difference between hell and purgatory is that 

purgatory has an escape route. One of the many tensions and debates in John Crowley's Aegypt 

sequence is whether history really does “repeat itself”, whether we're trapped into patterns that we 

can't escape from, or whether – as Tony Kushner puts it at the end of Angels in America - “the 

world only spins forward”. 

 But putting those Groundhog Day stories a little to one side, I want to move onto my main 

subject, stories that leave their (main) characters seemingly unchanged and that in consequence – at 

least partly – offer the same kind of pleasures to readers repeatedly. Relevant to this, I'd suggest, is 

a quotation from the writer Stephen Greenhorn, which he gave in an interview after writing the 

2007 Doctor Who episode “The Lazarus Experiment”: 

 Usually if you're doing an episodic drama, you have your central character and during the 

course of the hour or 45 minutes, something will happen to that character which will make 

them different by the end. That's the normal way to make drama, that characters are changed 

by the impact, and the bigger the drama, the bigger the change. But on Doctor Who you 

can't, because the Doctor is a constant – not quite, but almost, and certainly I'm not the 

writer that can decide to effect a change in him. The Doctor has to operate as a catalyst for 

change in other people. 

Greenhorn is using the word “catalyst” in a neatly precise way there: as in chemistry, a catalyst 

affects the speed of a process without itself undergoing change. It might be noted that in response to 

this interview, the showrunner Russell T Davies decided that Greenhorn had set him an interesting 

challenge, and asked him to write an episode which did represent a permanent change in how the 

Doctor acts, 2008's “The Doctor's Daughter”. Unfortunately, I think that episode represents one of 
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the real failures of recent Who, precisely because it fails to bring home any kind of structural 

change in how we perceive or understand the Doctor. For an idea of what real structural change in 

Doctor Who looks like, one has to look at Neil Gaiman's “The Doctor's Wife”, which pulls inside-

out the last four decades of the series and entirely reframes who has agency in the series and the 

journeys it shows. 

 There's an idea here from sf criticism that may be useful: the notion, I think originated by 

James Blish, of the “template story”. By that he meant something like (the original series) Star 

Trek, wherein essentially the same cast faces essentially the same kind of challenge each time 

around. (I'm currently reading for review John Scalzi's Redshirts, which is very good in isolating 

just how crazy this would be if it happened to actual real live people.) In written sf, there are plenty 

of examples of this kind of structure, such as van Vogt's Voyage of the Space Beagle sequence or E 

C Tubb's Dumarest sequence. And, to be clear, the same is also true of a number of stories outside 

the fantastic: the James Bond movies, for instance, or Agatha Christie mysteries.  

 That's not to say, of course, that structural change is impossible in a template story like this. 

James Bond can get married (once, at least, and so long as the wife doesn't survive the end of the 

movie.) There can even be occasional references back to it in subsequent films. But far more 

typical, I'd suggest, is the kind of structural change that, in some strong sense, doesn't really count. 

Spock may be killed in the second Star Trek film, but he's resurrected by the end of the third. Even 

if a character leaves, they will be replaced by another with very similar plot functions, as witness 

the conveyor belt of companions/assistants in Doctor Who over the years. They may have some 

differing characteristics, but they all act as viewer-identification figures to some extent, and all fulfil 

the function of asking the Doctor to explain what the hell's going on. 

 There is, it has to be said, a commercial and marketing point of view here. I'm very much 

wanting to steer away from value-loaded language in this discussion, but there's no getting away 

from the idea that what the non-creative industries value most is reproducible success. The great 

difficulty in fiction or film is being able to tell what will succeed: as William Goldman famously 
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said, in Hollywood no-one knows anything. A template story – or, in other terms, a sequel - can 

look like more of a known quantity than a new property. It's the same in book marketing. 

Overwhelmingly the reason mist likely to make us buy books is that we've read and liked something 

by the same author before. So even new writers are marketed in terms of knowns: “This debut is 

like Samuel R Delany meets Dr Seuss”, and so forth. There's probably a more general point here 

about how we respond cognitively to novelty in general. But I want instead to focus on the 

particular effects that novelty or otherwise has on stories. 

 To be clear, I'm not suggesting a binary here, with the most templatey of template stories in 

one category and something utterly unsequellable in the other. But I am suggesting a continuum or 

spectrum between the two. So one of the major trends in sf/f tv over the last 15-20 years has been 

the growing prominence of what we now call arc plots: that is, stories that are played out over the 

course of a season rather than a single episode. These too have a commercial rationale, though – arc 

plots tend to come to a head in season finales, with maximal numbers of characters in jeopardy, just 

in time for contract renegotiations. And, mid-season, they can act as trailers and incitements to 

watch further for the faithful.  

 Just earlier, I used the term “unsequellable” - it may of course be a made-up term – to 

describe one end of the spectrum of stories I'm interested in. I thought it might be worth now 

naming some markers of kinds of stories that are unsequellable, that represent permanent change. 

The most obvious one – as I hinted earlier when talking about Star Trek – is death. Death is a one-

way street, just like a couple of other markers, ageing and the passage of time.  (To take a non-genre 

example, for instance, I'd suggest that the most interesting structural decision Garry Trudeau took 

on his Doonesbury cartoon was that, during his 1984 hiatus from the strip, he decided that his 

characters would no longer be locked into perpetual studenthood, but would age in real time. For 

me, at least, Doonesburys from the decade and a half before the hiatus are qualitatively different in 

their feel than those after. The wedding just recently of Mike Doonesbury's daughter Alex had a 

number of strips that made powerful use of the passage of time.) As a sidebar, can I strongly 
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recommend a very entertaining polemic I read recently, “The Immortality Commission” by John 

Gray, which very comprehensively anatomises and demolishes a number of projects – scientific and 

otherwise – to get around the processes of ageing and death. Sf fans will particularly appreciate, or 

not, his closing chapters on the Singularity – which he sees as very much part of this larger trends of 

trying to deny or dance around the inevitable. 

 I'm trying not to get into a kind of genre essentialism here. But it has to be said that more of 

these markers of denial can be found in sf and fantasy than elsewhere. Having said I'm not going to 

be pejorative, I am going to quote and agree with someone who is being. Thomas Pynchon, in his 

introduction to Slow Learner (1984) said:  

"I suspect one of the reasons that fantasy and science fiction appeal so much to younger 

readers is that, when the space and time have been altered to allow characters to travel easily 

anywhere through the continuum and thus escape physical dangers and timepiece 

inevitabilities, mortality is so seldom an issue." 

 To take a specific example, I recently had the huge honour of writing an introduction for a 

UK edition of The Hitch-Hiker's Guide to the Galaxy. Among the points I made was a comparison 

with Robert Sheckley's Dimension of Miracles (1968), to me an obvious ancestor of the book. But 

Dimension of Miracles, I suggested, was a closed form: the universe-travelling Carmody is pursued 

throughout by a relentless predator who's closing in on him, and the book ends with the resolution 

of that story. By contrast, at least in the first volume, Hitch-hiker seems like it has an open form – it 

could go on forever in much the same tone. (Hence the wildly overlapping and contradictory 

versions of the text between the radio, TV, book, and movie versions.) The more I thought about it, 

though, the more I concluded that something very odd happens as the sequence goes on. It might be 

called delayed grief. The sequence, in all its versions, starts with the demolition of Earth, a fact that 

Arthur Dent gets over pretty quickly. But the later books, So long and thanks for all the Fish and 

Mostly Harmless represent, I'd suggest, a far more serious recognition of what that loss means. 

Hence the various attempts in those books to recapture or recreate the Earth – via alternate worlds, 
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time travel, and so on. The scale of that loss, when taken seriously, was something that could not be 

ignored. I'd suggest that it's not a coincidence that the later Hitch-hiker books are relatively 

unpopular with many readers – precisely because, I'm arguing, they have the touch of reality. 

Orwell famously said of the communist poets of the 30s that their work represented a kind of 

playing with fire by people who do not know that fire is hot. The five-book Hitch-hiker sequence 

represents, I'd suggest, a progressive realisation that fire is hot. 

 Much the same point could be made about the Harry Potter sequence, and I'm happy to go 

on about this at more length if people want. But, briefly, it seems to me that in the early books of 

the sequence, the tone – the punning names, the boarding-school japes – are of a piece with the 

content and the relatively manageable adventures that the protagonists go through. But by the time 

you get to the end of the sequence – with the wizarding world consumed by a savage once-in-a-

lifetime civil war – the ageing of the protagonists and the insufficiency of life at Hogwarts seems at 

odds with a world founded on the whimsy of names like Hufflepuff and Grimmauld Place. In other 

words, some of it ages and some of it doesn't. 

 I'd also like to suggest that there's a class of stories about the kind of tension I've described. 

That is, the tension between being trapped in repeating patterns of behaviour vs being able to 

exercise individual agency and escape them. The first example – and one of my favorite stories full 

stop – is Octavia E Butler's “The Evening and the Morning and the Night”. It depicts the effects of a 

devastating near-future illness, Dureaya-Gode Disease, which affects a tiny number of people but 

forces them to self-mutilate in astonishingly savage and fatal ways. In order to survive, sufferers 

must follow a rigorous routine of self-care and monitoring. For that reason, as well as the social 

stigma attached to it, sufferers tend to live together. The narrator, Lynn, is the child of parents with 

DGD – the opening scene of the story describes how she almost avoided witnessing their deaths. 

She's therefore very much aware of the consequences of the disease, and how trapped she is by it. If 

this was another writer, the story might concern the discovery of a cure, a science-fictional way to 

bootstrap out of this pattern of repetition. But Butler takes the route of continued coping with lif – 
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perhaps better, perhaps worse. Not unsequellable death, nor science fictional slingshot, but a route 

that rejects that false binary. (Just in parenthesis, what John Clute has termed the “slingshot ending” 

is pretty much antithetical to any pattern of repetition.)  

 That's not to suggest that I'd deprecate stories who work out the tension of wanting to be free 

of repeated patterns of behaviour but that end in death. I could pick almost any James Tiptree Jr 

story to illustrate that, but it seems to me that the clearest example is “Love is the Plan the Plan is 

Death” .  There we have an evolutionary pattern – the “plan” that is clearly not just dooming the 

protagonist, but is not great for the species either. The poignancy of the story – much as in the very 

similar case of Flowers for Algernon – comes from the protagonist's recognition of the tragic 

situation they're in, and then retreat from that recognition. 

 If we're going to talk about repeating patterns in sf and whether the world only does spin 

forward, I'd suggest there's no grander example in sf to conclude with than Brian Aldiss's Helliconia 

trilogy. There we have a world set on a thousands-of-years-long “Great Year”, which we witness at 

three periods in this cycle, spring, summer and winter. Awareness of what's really happening rises 

during the summer, as the desire for bare survival becomes less immediate. But there's a constant 

tension throughout the sequence between the immovable natural laws that govern the star system – 

which create a situation that's “just” repetition, and human agency, which tends to try to break free 

of the repetition-pattern. I think there's a parallel here with the UK tradition of scientific romance 

(as described by Brian Stableford) in which the protagonist is just an observer and the US science 

fiction tradition in which agency matters – indeed, is central. In classic US science fiction (per 

Stableford) the universe is fixable and therefore changeable. 

 So I hope I've suggested my sense that it's a bit more complicated than merely saying 

“template stories bad, unsequellable stories good”. I want, rather, to suggest that some of these 

tensions I've described play out in fiction of a number of ways. The recent growth of arc-plotting in 

TV series is one; the growth of fanfiction is another (and I'm sure whole reams could be written 

about how much fanfiction is about preserving the same kind of experience – making sure 
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Hogwarts never grows old as it were – and how much it's about presenting stories that are not found 

in canon, and perhaps never could be because they're too transgressive or blow the continuity out of 

the water. 

  All these phenomena need to be understood on a three levels, I think. Firstly, the writer's 

level: how much does writing in the same setting, for instance, help establish consistency and depth 

rather than representing a retreat from novelty and challenge. (Ursula Le Guin's introduction to her 

collection The Birthday of the World is a very eloquent justification for why most of her sf has been 

in the same future history. Secondly, the reader's level – and here reader-response theory is relevant. 

And thirdly, what I'm going to call the transactional level: the whole complex of commercial, 

market, and other practical constraints that bear on what authors get to write and readers (mass 

readership, at least) get to see. In a sense, we're now conducting a vast piece of empirical research 

as the various gatekeepers of publishing if not disappear, then at least cease being the only game in 

town. Are we going to have stories – culturally influential stories – that manifest more or less 

homogeneity, repetition, and sameness. That seems like a good point to finish with, so I'll throw 

that question, or any others you may have, over to the floor. 


