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INTRODUCTION

Clark Ashton Smith (1893-1961) was one of the three major fantasists to emerge in the early days of Weird Tales (the others being, of course, H.P. Lovecraft and Robert E. Howard). So much has been written about all of them over the years that it’s hard to find much new to say. So let me talk instead about Smith’s influence on me.

My father, who is an archaeologist specializing in Minoan Greece, used to bring our family to Crete almost every summer while he worked. It was spectacularly boring for a preteen boy like me, and I escaped through books I brought with me (mostly mysteries) or purchased in the local news shops, which catered to European tourists and stocked books and comics in French, German, and English (these last imported from England, not the United States). When I ran out of books I had brought with me, I spent my allowance on whatever was available. That was how I discovered fantasy fiction.

When you’re young and the first two fantasy books you read are Stormbringer, by Michael Moorcock (1968 Mayflower edition), followed immediately by The Abominations of Yondo, by Clark Ashton Smith (1974 Panther Books edition)—well, it affects you in strange ways. You are never the same. “The Weird of Avoosl Wuthoqquan” by CAS remains one of my favorite stories of all time as a result. That was the first story of his I read. I chose it because of the intriguing title, and its tale of a strange doom fascinated me. I see its roots now in Lord Dunsany’s work, but of course I couldn’t put it in context at the time.

Working backward by publishing dates, I now guess my first exposure to Clark Ashton Smith’s work to age 12 (1975). Fortunately, my parents didn’t read these books before I did (they stuck largely to mysteries and thrillers). They forbade certain Dick Francis novels as “too violent” and barely permitted Ellery Queen and Agatha Christie (perhaps because they provided good moral lessons), but I have no doubt they would not have approved of either. These books were private, secret treasures not to be shared.

 I no longer have that Panther edition of The Abominations of Yondo (we rarely brought books back to the United States after the excavation season ended), but I have long since acquired the original Arkham house hardcover. And I have continued to collect Smith’s work over the last 40 years. Today, my CAS collection includes not only books, but original typed manuscripts of some of his poetry (framed and hanging in honored places around our house), and even a postcard to him from H.P. Lovecraft. I wish I had a few of his odd little statuettes, but I have never seen one for sale.

* * * *

Locus magazine, when reviewing my first novel, The Blind Archer, was much puzzled by the dedication to the writers who most shaped my view of fantasy...a list which included, of course, Clark Ashton Smith—and also Andre Norton (whose books I discovered later that year after we returned home, first Catseye then Witch World—another influential work not just for me, but for several generations of fantasy readers). I was surprised by the reviewer’s puzzled reaction (hadn’t everyone read CAS’s work?) but as the field has aged and changed, many of the old writers have been forgotten. To many, I suspect Clark Ashton Smith is now just a vaguely recognized name, someone somehow associated with his more famous friend, H.P. Lovecraft—when his name is recognized at all..

Perhaps I am one of the last generation of writers to be directly influenced by the original “big three” of fantasy. But I’m delighted to share another of Smith’s classic tales here, in the hopes that more readers will come to appreciate his ornately decadent tales. And also be forever changed.

—John Betancourt

Cabin John, Maryland
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