RAY BRADBURY
*****
A biographical essay by
Carol T. Fox
*****
November 1, 2011


	Ray Bradbury was born in 1920 in Waukegan, Illinois to a middle-class family.  Ray was one of four children, two of whom died in childhood.  His brother Samuel (one of twins) died at age 2 in the 1918 influenza epidemic.  His sister Elizabeth, born in 1926, died of pneumonia in her first year.  Ray’s mother was as a result highly protective of her remaining children.  One biography says Ray was bottle-fed until the age of six.  In any case, Ray grew up with a fascination for death and horror stories.  
	Ray’s father was a regular reader, and Ray was inspired by this to become a reader also—although his father apparently did not actually share his love of reading, as Ray recalls his father “constantly sitting…with a book in his hand…like a statue, saying very little to the family.” [Aggelis, xii]
	Bradbury has said his very early memories affect his writing, including his memory of being born.  He claimed “almost total recall to the hour of my birth.  I remember suckling, circumcision, and nightmares about being born, experienced in the crib in the first weeks of my life.  I know such things are not possible…but I saw, I heard, I knew.” [“The Inherited Wish,” introduction to The Ray Bradbury Companion, 1975.  Cited in Mogen,  1.]  
	Ray’s enthusiasm for imaginative stories began early.  He recalled seeing Lon Chaney in The Hunchback of Notre Dame when he was three.   uHunchback His Aunt Neva, who lived next door, introduced him to fairy tales and Edgar Allan Poe, and to a “fabulous mythological  country from which [he] never quite emerged.”  He remembers encountering fairy tales at age five,  the Oz books at six, and  Poe at seven, soon followed by science fiction magazines and comic books.  By the age of twelve he was creating new plots for Buck Rogers, Chandu the Magician, and Edgar Rice Burroughs’ The Gods of Mars, because he couldn’t wait for the next episodes in the series to be published.
	In 1934, Bradbury’s father in search of work moved the family to Los Angeles, where Ray became an enthusiastic fan of the entertainment world.  He hung around the stars, and actually earned his first pay as a writer for a short piece used by George Burns and Gracie Allen in one of their shows.  His high school teachers commended his writing style though they found the  science fiction content  of his writings “simply dreadful.”  During high school he also discovered the Los Angeles Science Fiction League, a fan organization.  There he was introduced to professional writers such as Robert Heinlein, and there Bradbury found his career focus.
	From 1939-’49, Bradbury worked through his apprenticeship phase.  At first living with his parents and earning his steady income as a newspaper deliverer, he wrote a story a week and published his work in non-paying pulps and fanzines.  During this phase he got helpful advice and support from established writers.  By 1947, he had a story in the O Henry Awards Prize Stories of 1947 and a radio drama in the Best One-Act Plays of 1947-’48.  He was married in 1947, and ceremonially burned “a million words of his ‘bad writing’ the day before his wedding.” [Mogen, 10, citing The Ray Bradbury Companion.]  By 1949 he had been selected as best author in science fiction and fantasy by the National Fantasy Fan Federation, and was consistently placing stories in the “relatively prestigious and high-paying ‘slick’ magazines.” [Mogen,  10.]
	Bradbury’s greatest successes emerged in the 1950s and 1960s.  The Martian Chronicles (1950) and Fahrenheit 451 (1953) both received unprecedented praise from mainstream critics (“who [generally] …ignored science fiction”), though reaction within the science-fiction community itself was ambivalent. [Mogen, 10.]  His next two novels, Dandelion Wine (1957) and Something Wicked This Way Comes (1962) were best-sellers in fantasy.  He has had a long and successful career publishing short-story collections, with much of their content comprising materials written by the mid-sixties.
	Other important features of Bradbury’s career include his work in radio, television, and movies.  Among his film scripts is that of John Huston’s 1953 movie version of Moby Dick.  He has written film scripts for some of his other stories, though not for the 1966 film of Fahrenheit 451 adapted and directed by Francois Truffaut.
	Since the mid-sixties, Bradbury has been especially active in drama and poetry.  He has written and produced many works for the Ray Bradbury Theater  in the Los Angeles area.
	Though highly successful, Bradbury has not received unmixed reviews.  Some science fiction writers reserve the term “science fiction” for work based on “careful extrapolation from contemporaneous scientific knowledge” [Reid 9], whereas Bradbury’s work may “belong[] to an American fantasy tradition going back to Poe” [Mogen 16].  Bradbury himself claims more connection with fantasy “depiction of the unreal” than with science fiction, though he acknowledges that Fahrenheit 451  is his “one science fiction book…based on reality.”   
	The emotional impact of Bradbury’s works seems to be the basis for their success, which has surprised some critics. [Mogen 19.]  Bradbury was praised early in his career by Christopher Isherwood, whose review of The Martian Chronicles declared Bradbury to have “a great and unusual talent.” [Mogen,  16]  In contrast, science-fiction critic Damon Knight  in a 1967 essay suggested that Bradbury’s work is “fundamentally escapist and childish… his style often ‘syrupy’ and ‘sickening’” [Mogen 19], [h]is  imagination …mediocre; …[and his invented images] flat and unconvincing.” [Wikipedia]
 However, Bradbury  has held the interest of many readers and has garnered an impressive array of awards, including a National Medal of Arts in 2004 and in 2007 a special citation from The Pulitzer Board “for his distinguished, prolific, and deeply influential career as an unmatched author of science fiction and fantasy.” [Wikipedia]  Fans of the science fiction and fantasy genres have cherished his enthusiasm for the vivid imagery of those genres, which is impressively presented in Jerry Weist’s 2002 book Ray Bradbury: An Illustrated Life .  When his wife died in 2003, an obituary for her noted that Ray “became, arguably, the single most influential author of 20th century popular culture, in large part, thanks to her” supporting him during the early years of their marriage.
Bradbury suffered a stroke in 1999, and as of 2007 was reported as dictating his work over the phone to his daughter in Arizona, who records and transcribes it before faxing edits back. In 2009 the New York Times carried an account of Bradbury’s unsuccessful attempt to stop the closing of a public library in Ventura, California (12/02/2009).  He is still described as “one of the most celebrated among 20th and 21st century American writers of speculative fiction,” which he himself suggested has the “staying power” of Greek myth.  
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