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  Context


  With the publication of The Martian Chronicles in 1950, Ray Bradbury became popular with the mainstream American reading public. Previously, he had a strong following among devout science fiction fans, but after the respected author Christopher Isherwood wrote a rave review of the novel, Bradbury became the first science fiction author to be accepted by the literary establishment. Isherwood and others believed that Bradbury had an uncommonly good style.


  As he achieved success with the mainstream, Bradbury lost some credibility among science fiction fans and writers. He has been criticized for being anti-science, and this is understandable, since The Martian Chronicles can be interpreted as a warning against rampant colonization. He has been criticized for not doing what all science fiction should do--that is, write about the science of the future in a believable way. And he has even been criticized for having a sentimental, "purple" style.


  When reading The Martian Chronicles, it is interesting to think about these problems. Does it matter whether it is actually "science fiction"? Probably not. But it is important to evaluate Bradbury's writing, to decide whether it is too melodramatic or just right.


  Bradbury was born in 1920 in the quaint, small town of Waukegan, Illinois. He was fascinated by science fiction, and as a youth dedicated himself to learning the craft. But he eventually branched out to other genres. The Martian Chronicles was followed by other sci-fi novels, The Illustrated Man and Fahrenheit 451. In the late 1950s, he wrote several fantasy-autobiography novels surrounding the small town of his childhood, including Dandelion Wine and Something Wicked This Way Comes. He later branched out into detective novels. Throughout his career, much of his best work has been in the form of short stories--in fact, the The Martian Chronicles is a conglomeration of several already-written stories along with some material original to the novel.


  Summary


  A Martian woman has dreams of a rocket coming down from the sky, containing a light-skinned, blue-eyed creature named Nathaniel York. Her husband is weary, and when the rocket lands, he shoots the men. All over Mars, people begin to hum Earth tunes and have strange dreams. When a second rocket lands, the astronauts get out and explore. They say they are from Earth, but everyone thinks they are crazy people who have hallucinated their rocket. Thus, they are all shot by a psychologist. Meanwhile, on Earth, a crazed taxpayer tries to board the third rocket to Mars, but he is denied. When it lands, the astronauts find themselves in an ideal small American town. They meet their dead relatives and split up to have dinner with lost parents and brothers. Captain John Black goes to bed next to his long-lost brother, only to realize that it is probably all a Martian trap. His "brother" kills him before he can leave the room.


  A year later, a fourth expedition lands, and it is successful. Almost all the Martians have died of chicken pox, apparently acquired from one of the previous expeditions. Captain Wilder lets his men drink and dance, but this angers the archaeologist in the crew, Jeff Spender. Spender feels humbled by the great Martian civilization and wants the rest of the crew to be dignified. He goes crazy and tries to kill the crew; Wilder reasons with him and is somewhat sympathetic, but finally has to shoot him.


  Settlers begin to arrive on Mars, drawn by the promise of work. Benjamin Driscoll's job is to plant trees. One morning, after it finally rains, he turns around and sees that the once-barren landscape is now covered with green. Another settler, Toma's Gomez, experiences an even stranger event when, in the middle of nowhere, he runs into a Martian. They cannot touch each other, seeming to exist on different time-planes.


  The first settlers are rough, but they build churches in little shantytowns just like American towns. Sometimes, their children sneak off to Martian ruins, where countless carcasses are still being cleaned up. They play songs on the Martian bones. Back on Earth, all the Negroes in the American South have banded together to emigrate to Mars. As they walk in an exit parade through one city, a racist white man, Mr. Teece, tries to stop them, but they band together to pay all debts. The racist man weeps and feels lost without them.


  Back on Mars, a man named William Stendahl has constructed a recreation of the House of Usher. He is bitter that the government has made tales of fantasy illegal. He invites the top politicians responsible for this to a party, at which they are systematically killed.


  Mars is eventually flooded with retirees. One couple misses their dead son, until one day Tom shows up on their porch. He is actually a Martian who changes shape according to the desires of those around him, and when he goes to town, many people fight over him, each thinking him to be a different person.


  News comes from Earth that atomic war is imminent. Sam Parkhill, a man from Captain Wilder's expedition, is proud of the hot dog stand he has just opened. Suddenly, some Martians approach him, but he kills them. Finally, he is subdued. They hand over to him their deeds for half of Mars. He is bewildered, until later that night, when he sees Earth burst into flame. All over Mars, people watch, and a radio signal comes to Mars with the words "Come Home." Everyone evacuates. One man, named Walter Gripp, who lives in the mountains, is left behind. He searches desperately for a woman to keep him company, but when he finds Genevieve Selsor, she is disgusting.


  Twenty years pass, with Hathaway living with his family in a shack on Mars, waiting for a rescue. Finally, a rocket lands. It is Captain Wilder, back from exploring Jupiter and Pluto. He doesn't understand why Hathaway's family has not aged, and as Hathaway suddenly dies of a heart attack, he realizes that they are robots.


  Back on Earth, a fully automated house is dying. Its occupants died long ago, in the nuclear war, but the house kept washing and playing music every day. A falling tree bough catches it on fire. On Mars, a family has escaped the wasteland of Earth. Dad tells his sons that they are Martians now. Soon another family will arrive, with girls. Dad is happy to have left the foolishness of Earth.


  Characters


  "Ylla"


  
    Mrs. K, or Ylla - The third-person narrator calls her Mrs. K; her husband calls her Ylla. She is a housewife on Mars. Her situation is much like that of the American housewife of the 1950s. She and her husband are tired of one another. She dreams of Captain Nathaniel York coming down in his rocket.

  


  
    Mr. K, or Yll - The husband of Ylla, Yll is suspicious of her dreams. He is practical and short-tempered.

  


  
    Nathaniel York - The captain of the first expedition, he appears only in Ylla's dreams, as a seductive, handsome man, but he is mentioned throughout the novel.

  


  "The Earth Men"


  
    Captain Williams - Williams is a clever man, the leader of the second expedition. He quickly realizes that he and his three men have been placed in an insane asylum.

  


  "The Third Expedition"


  
    Captain John Black - Black is the leader of the third expedition. When his rocket lands in a quaint American town, he is very suspicious, but his men convince him to explore. He is charmed to see his family, but guesses that it is a trick, although he is too late.

  


  
    Samuel Hinkston - Hinkston is archaeologist for the third expedition. He eagerly makes up grand, if implausible, explanations for the American town in the middle of Mars. He is eighty, but is still spry due to future technologies.

  


  
    Navigator Lustig - Lustig is the navigator for the third expedition.

  


  "--And the Moon be Still as Bright"


  
    Captain Wilder - Wilder is a good leader, the captain of the fourth expedition. He wants to let his men relax and have a party, yet he understands why Spender wishes they would be more dignified. He half-agrees with Spender, and after his death tries to help preserve Mars. For this reason, Parkhill thinks, Wilder is sent off to explore Jupiter and Pluto. He returns to a desolated Mars, where he finds Hathaway living with a family of robots.

  


  
    Jeff Spender - Spender is the archaeologist for the fourth expedition. He reveres Mars and quickly leaves the crew to explore the planet by himself. He learns to read Martian. Finally, he decides that he should kill off the crew in an effort to preserve Mars. He kills several, including Cheroke, but doesn't have the heart to finish. He speaks for a long time to Wilder of how impossible it will be to protect Mars from government and corporate interests.

  


  
    Sam Parkhill - A member of the fourth expedition, Parkhill is the opposite of Spender. He is eager to conquer the Martian landscape. He enjoys shooting out the windows of Martian ruins, for which Captain Wilder knocks out his teeth. After settlement begins in earnest, he leaves the military and opens a hot dog stand just in time for Mars to be evacuated. He is a violent, careless man.

  


  
    Hathaway - Hathaway is physician and geologist for the fourth expedition. He and his family do not leave Mars when the war starts on Earth. When the rest of his family dies and he is completely alone, he builds robot replicas of his dead family members.

  


  
    Biggs - A member of the fourth expedition, Biggs is eager to party. Spender hates him.

  


  
    Cheroke - A member of the fourth expedition, Cheroke is of Cherokee descent. He claims to sympathize with the Martians, but he still stands up to Spender.

  


  "The Green Morning"


  
    Benjamin Driscoll - Driscoll is a simple man. He comes to Mars to be a laborer, but almost has to return because the oxygen is too thin for him. As a result, he decides to plant trees all over Mars to create oxygen.

  


  "Night Meeting"


  
    Toma's Gomez - Gomez is an early settler. He is poetic when he thinks to himself, and he has a winning smile that he uses to greet Muhe Ca.

  


  
    Muhe Ca - A martian that Gomez meets, Muhe Ca seems to be from the past, but may simply be from another plane or dimension. He is friendly and has a deep love for the sort of festival he describes to Gomez.

  


  
    Pop, or the old man - This is an old man working at a gas station where Gomez stops. He believes that people should take Mars as it is and appreciate it for being different.

  


  "Way in the Middle of the Air"


  
    Mr. Teece - A racist white storeowner, Mr. Teece sometimes participates in lynchings. He is shocked that the Negroes plan to leave. He tries to stop them with contracts and owed money, but his friends persuade him to let them go.

  


  
    Belter - Belter owes Mr. Teece fifty dollars. Other Negroes group together to pay off the debt.

  


  
    Silly - Silly works in Teece's store. He is a young man, but he hopes to start his own hardware store on Mars. Mr. Teece almost does not let him go because he has signed a contract to work for a certain period of time, but the other white men force Teece to let him go.

  


  "Usher II"


  
    William Stendahl - A very rich man, Stendahl is a lover of fantasy authors like Edgar Allan Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, H. P. Lovecraft, and Lewis Carroll. These authors are banned on Earth, and his library is destroyed. He is bitter.

  


  
    Garrett - Garrett is an Investigator of Moral Climates. He sends a robot replica of himself to investigate the house, Usher, which Stendahl has built. Later, he arrives himself and is shocked at what he finds.

  


  
    Pikes - Pikes is Stendahl's partner in crime. He used to be an actor in fantasy movies--Stendahl compares him to Lon Chaney--now he is a master craftsman of robots.

  


  "The Martian"


  
    Tom - Tom is not actually Tom. That is, the real Tom is the deceased son of LaFarge and Anna. However, a Martian assumes the shape of Tom and wants to be accepted by the elderly couple. It craves love and is terrified of going to town.

  


  
    LaFarge and Anna - LaFarge is an old man. He and his wife Anna have moved to Mars to retire. They miss their son Tom, who died of pneumonia as a boy. When the Martian Tom arrives, LaFarge quickly guesses the truth, but he doesn't want to tell his wife, as it would hurt her deeply.

  


  "The Off Season"


  
    Elma - Elma is the wife of Sam Parkhill. She is smarter than him and seems quietly amused at his mishandling of life on Mars.

  


  "The Silent Towns"


  
    Walter Gripp - Walter Gripp lives in the mountains and does not realize that Mars has been evacuated because of the war on Earth. He is a simple, polite man. He desperately wants a female companion.

  


  
    Genevieve Selsor - Genevieve is a large woman. She eats constantly and seems childishly impatient and immature when with Walter.

  


  "The Long Years"


  
    Williamson - Williamson is part of the crew that Wilder took to Jupiter and Pluto. He goes to investigate whether Hathaway's real family might be dead.

  


  "The Million-Year Picnic"


  
    -

  


  
    Dad - The father of the family featured in this story is quiet, warm, and eager to start a completely new life on Mars. He burns a map of Earth, symbolizing his willingness to forget a past life. He is a former governor of Minnesota.

  


  
    Timothy - Timothy is Dad's eldest son; he seems to be around thirteen years old. He takes his responsibility as example-setter to his younger brothers very seriously. He understands that there is something "strange" about this picnic on Mars, and he is automatically willing to help his father make it easier for his brothers.

  


  


  "Rocket Summer"; "Ylla"; "The Summer Night"; "The Earth Men"; "The Taxpayer"; "The Third Expedition"


  Summary


  In January of 1999, a rocket is launched from Ohio. It creates so much warmth that all the snow melts, and for a moment it is summer. In February of that same year, on Mars, a Martian woman named Ylla has dreams of a rocket coming down from the sky, bearing a light-skinned, blue-eyed creature named Nathaniel York. Martians have golden skin, light hair, and yellow, button-like eyes. Her husband Yll thinks she is sick and takes her to town to distract her. That night, she has more dreams, and learns exactly when the rocket will land. But she talks in her sleep, and Yll hears her. The rocket is coming that afternoon, but he makes her stay inside while he "goes hunting," taking with him a strange gun that shoots stinging bees. She hears two gunshots from far away at just the time the rocket is supposed to have arrived.


  One night in August of 1999, all over Mars, people begin to hum Earth tunes and to have strange dreams. Musicians automatically begin to play earth tunes--one woman sings "She walks in beauty," by Lord Byron. The next morning, Earth men land, led by Captain Williams. They go from house to house, saying that they are from Earth, but everyone turns them away. They find that they can communicate with the Martians by telepathy. Finally, they are referred to Mr. Iii. They are becoming very discouraged not to receive any attention. Mr. Iii shows them into a room filled with Martians. They welcome Williams and his three men with a huge, spontaneous civilization. Slowly, they realize that they have been put in an insane asylum because they said they were from Earth. Mr. Xxx is a psychologist who thinks that Williams' crew and rocket are "secondary hallucinations." He shoots Williams and is horrified to see that his "hallucinations" remain. Mr. Xxx assumes that he, too, has gone insane, so he shoots the rest of the crew and himself.


  In March of 2000, a man runs to the launchpad, demanding as a taxpayer to be let onto the third rocket to Mars. He is arrested. When the rocket lands, in April of 2000, the crew of 16 finds itself in an ideal small American town. Captain John Black is skeptical, but Hinkston is convinced that they are witnessing some kind of miracle. Upon exploration, members of the crew begin to meet different long-lost members of their families. There is even a brass band. Black finds himself in the home of his parents and his brother John. He lays down to sleep in bed with his brother, only to realize that it is probably all a Martian trap. He tries to run away, but his "brother" stops him. He dies screaming. The next morning, sixteen coffins emerge from sixteen homes, and as the families march to the funeral, their faces slowly begin to shimmer, turning into the faces of Martians.


  Commentary


  The United States is sending rocket after rocket to Mars. The first rocket has only two men in it; one wonders whether humans expected there to be any Martians at all. That crew is killed arbitrarily, by a lone husband killing the man of his wife's dreams. Ylla's strange dreams seem almost prophetic at first, but then the same thing happens to many Martians before the second expedition lands. And the experience of that expedition shows that Martians are telepathic, to the extent that what they see and look like themselves seems to be based on what is imagined. It seems that, when humans are approaching, Martians' minds are flooded with visions of them and the songs they know, because the Martians are telepathic. This telepathy also explains the way Mr. Xxx believes that Williams's rocket could be a hallucination. Because Martians are telepathic, when one Martian believes in something, other Martians necessarily see it also.


  The second expedition is killed by chance; in fact, their story is almost a joke. It contains the most extreme cases of far-fetched telepathy of the entire novel; astronauts being mistaken as insane Martians is absurd. When the third expedition arrives, however, it seems that the Martians have been waiting for them and have set a trap. Apparently, the Martians also have the ability to make humans hallucinate. At least, the Martians find it easy to assume the shape of what is most pleasing to humans--a small home town filled with the dearly departed. This phenomenon will be repeated in "The Martian."


  These opening chapters are the most far-fetched of the book. Martians figure less prominently in the rest of the book, and so do their strange, complicated powers. One might wish that Bradbury had explained the Martians' powers more thoroughly, but when something is mysterious, perhaps, it is more gripping.


  "--And the Moon Be Still as Bright"


  Summary


  A year later, a fourth expedition lands, and it is successful. The crew's physician, Hathaway, reports that almost all Martians have died of chicken pox, apparently acquired from one of the previous expeditions. Captain Wilder lets his men drink and dance, but this angers the archaeologist in the crew, Jeff Spender. When Biggs, another member of the crew, becomes very drunk and goes to throw empty bottles in a nearby Martian canal, Spender hits him in the mouth. Spender feels humbled by the great Martian civilization and wants the rest of the crew to act dignified. The crew sobers up and goes to explore the town. Spender recites a Byron poem, "So we'll go no more a-roving," in honor of the departed Martians. He deserts the crew and begins to explore the Martian ruins.


  Eventually, he returns, claiming to be a Martian. He tries to recruit Cheroke, appealing to the similarities between Martians and Cherokees, but Cheroke refuses. After killing five of the crew members, Spender feels ill and heads for the hills. Wilder finds him and tries to reason with him; Spender wants to kill all of the crew to stop humans from settling Mars. He wants to preserve and study Martian civilization. He refuses to back down, and so Wilder has to shoot him. This weighs on Wilder's conscience, and he resolves to continue Spender's mission and try to protect Mars. For example, Wilder sees Sam Parkhill using Martian ruins for target practice, so he knocks his teeth out.


  Commentary


  This story is crucial to the novel. Wilder, Hathaway, and Sam Parkhill will all appear later, and Spender's ideas are very important. Spender's words neatly express many of the ideas that seem to have motivated Bradbury to write The Martian Chronicles. Through the rest of the novel, we will see that Spender's worst nightmare comes true. He was correct in predicting that corporate and government interest would dominate. Makeshift industrial towns go up everywhere, and Martian ruins are ignored.


  Wilder's conscience wavers when he shoots Spender. In many ways, we can think of Wilder as standing for Bradbury. Bradbury and Wilder do not condone Spender's extremism, his murdering members of the crew. Yet they are convinced by his cause.


  In the previous chapters, we have seen hints at how complex Martian society must have been, and this gives us reason to sympathize with Spender. It was wise of Bradbury not to explain explicitly how Martian society worked. Because we are only given hints, we want to unlock its secrets as much as Spender.


  It is curious that Bradbury uses two Byron poems. Such literary references, however, exist throughout the novel, and sometimes they are more arbitrary than meaningful.


  "The Settlers"; "The Green Morning"; "The Locusts"; "Night Meeting"; "The Shore"; "Interim"; "The Musicians"


  Summary


  In August of 2001, drawn by the promise of work, settlers begin to arrive. At first, many suffer from loneliness, as their numbers are few. Benjamin Driscoll is one such settler. Upon arrival, he had trouble breathing, so he made it his personal mission to plant oxygen-producing trees. He rides a motorcycle and plants seeds wherever he goes, but he doesn't know if they'll grow. One morning in December, after it finally rains, he turns around and sees that the once-barren landscape is now covered with green.


  By February of 2002, rockets are landing like flies. A dozen towns have sprung up, little Americas. One night in August, Toma's Gomez is driving to a party where there will be girls and whiskey. He stops at a filling station, where an old man talks about how much he likes Mars. The old man doesn't expect Mars to be like Earth; he anticipates differences. As Gomez drives on, he thinks of how the air looks and smells like Time. He has just stopped to have a cup of coffee when a giant, jade-green praying mantis shows up. A Martian by the name of Muhe Ca dismounts, and Gomez gives him a winning smile. They talk, but soon find that they cannot touch each other, as if they were both ghosts. Also, the Martian is headed to a giant festival in a town that looks deserted and ruined to Gomez. They agree to disagree and part ways.


  By October of 2002, wave upon wave of settlers is hitting Mars. The first was rough and built to build homes where there was nothing, but the second wave comes from the cities. Still, all the settlers come from America. By February of 2003, wood for entire cities is brought in, and the towns are then built. They are just like American towns. By April, the settlers' children have found an odd way of amusing themselves: they hike out to a ruined Martian town filled with chicken pox corpses and stamp on the bodies, making black leaves fly up in the air, and they take bones from the skeletons and make music from them. They play hard, because they know that, all over the planet, men are working to clean up the corpses.


  Commentary


  This part of the book contains a great many short sections. While many of the longer stories in the book, like "Earth Men" and "--And the Moon Be Still as Bright," were first published separately, these smaller pieces are written specifically to connect the stories and to give the novel continuity. They describe the settling of Mars, which began with a few astronauts, began in earnest with workers, and now includes city-dwellers and children.


  Benjamin Driscoll is a futuristic Johnny Appleseed. In American myth, Johnny Appleseed was a pioneer who planted trees all around America. Although Bradbury does not refer to the Johnny Appleseed legend, he is certainly making an allusion to it. It is clear that Bradbury intends for The Martian Chronicles to be a commentary on American myth of the frontier.


  The story of the "Night Meeting" is very hard to explain. It seems that Martians are not only able to read minds and change their shape, but also--perhaps--to exist on a plane completely different from that of humans. Throughout the novel, as Bradbury shows how Martian civilization has been destroyed, it is comforting to think that Muhe Ca's world still exists, even if one does not understand in just what way it "still exists."


  In "The Musicians", Bradbury repeats his theme of careless humans destroying Martian civilization. This time, however, it is not an ancient building or scroll that is being destroyed, but actual Martian corpses. The children delight in the destruction and play music with what they find. This can be interpreted as both incredibly bold and inventive--seeing music in something disgusting--but it also smacks of heartless racism, as if the children enjoy their play because it demonstrates their superiority over Martians.


  "Way in the Middle of the Air"; "The Naming of Names"; "Usher II"


  Summary


  Back on Earth, in June of 2003, a group of white men are sitting on the porch of a hardware store. News has come that all the Negroes in the American South have banded together to emigrate to Mars. They have built their own rockets. The white men are shocked. The Negroes walk by in a stream of humanity on their way to the rocket. One of the men on the porch, Mr. Teece, tries to stop one of them, Belter, who owes him $50, but a crowd gathers and pays off the debt. Then, Teece's employee at the store, Silly, rides up to leave, but Teece tries to make him stay because of his work contract. The other men, however, force Teece to let him go. Teece thinks of how all his nights of lynching are over, and he grabs his rifle and goes in a car to chase after the exodus. On the way, he notices bundles of their possessions left behind, and he has a wreck trying to run over the piles.


  The years of 2004 and 2005 are the years of the "Naming of Names." Many things are named after men from the first four expeditions to Mars. The new names are not descriptive like the old Martian ones. As geography is pinned down, so too are other areas of life--a wave of "sophisticates" has arrived to regulate life on Mars.


  Back on Mars, in April 2005, a man named William Stendahl has constructed a recreation of the House of Usher (from Edgar Allan Poe's story, "The Fall of the House of Usher"). It is very gloomy, filled with mechanical bats, apes, and vampires. Stendahl is bitter that the government has made tales of fantasy illegal. A former B-movie actor named Pipes has helped him create the robots. A man named Garrett, an official Investigator of Moral Climate, soon arrives to condemn the house, but Stendahl has a robotic ape kill him, as in Poe's "The Murders in the Rue Morgue." Stendahl has invited the top politicians responsible for the censorship of fantasy to a party at the house that night, at which they are systematically killed while robots replace them. Each death is an allusion to a certain censored story. It turns out that the earlier Garrett was itself only a robot, and when the real Garrett shows up, Stendahl takes him below into the cellar and seals him in an alcove, as in Poe's story, "The Cask of Amontillado." Knowing that the government will soon arrive, Stendahl and Pipes escape in a helicopter as the house disappears below a bog, as in the original "The Fall of the House of Usher."


  Commentary


  "Way in the Middle of the Air" stands out as being one of the only long stories in the novel that takes place on earth, the other being "There Will Come Soft Rains," which is about a house, not people. Also, it explicitly directs a contemporary political problem, that of racism in America. Keep in mind that the story first appeared in 1950, well before the Civil Rights movement. In some ways, this story brings out some of Bradbury's weaknesses, because the characters are no longer so fantastic, and we can compare them to real life models. For example, Teece's racism seems wooden. The story also provides an opportunity to point out another weakness of the novel--its lack of continuity. The mass exodus of Negroes is never mentioned again. Especially when the war starts on Earth and Mars is practically evacuated, one wonders if they returned, and why.


  "The Naming of Names" alludes to the garden of Eden, when Adam named the animals. It is ironic that, for Bradbury, the naming of names represents a controlling, life-strangling government.


  Reading "Usher II," one wonders at Bradbury's obsession with banned books. The novel that followed The Martian Chronicles by only a year, Fahrenheit 451 (1951), was all about the censorship of books, borrowing its title from the temperature at which, supposedly, books would burn. Bradbury seems to enjoy exacting a fictional vengeance on anyone who would ban books, and this story is a juicy example. Most of the deaths are allusions to stories by Edgar Allan Poe, who has often been cited as one of Bradbury's chief influences. The story itself is an example of how certain people came to Mars looking for a fresh start where they could invent something new, and how the impulse to conquer the wilderness with a replica of pre-existing civilization destroyed such dreams.


  "The Old Ones"; "The Martian"; "The Luggage Store"; "The Off Season"; "The Watchers"


  Summary


  In August of 2005, Mars is finally flooded with retirees. By September, LaFarge and his wife Anna have settled in, but they still miss their deceased son, Tom. One night, Tom shows up on their porch. LaFarge has trouble believing that he is real, but Anna does not. She insists that they go into town. Tom is terrified to do so, and when the three arrive, Tom immediately disappears. A family with a lost daughter caught sight of him, and he morphed into their lost daughter. LaFarge goes to look for him, and soon many people are chasing the Martian through town, seeing in him whoever is most on their minds. A policeman sees a criminal. Eventually, the former Tom falls to the ground, melts, and dies, over-strained.


  It is November of 2005, and news comes from Earth that atomic war is imminent. A priest and a luggage salesman are discussing how unreal the war seems, and how there may soon be a run on luggage. They speculate that people have not been away from Earth long enough not to go back if here is a large war. Meanwhile, Sam Parkhill has opened a hot dog stand. He is extremely proud of it and thinks himself very clever. His wife Elma seems less impressed. When a Martian approaches him, he is startled and shoots the Martian down. Soon, his wife spots a fleet of Martian sand ships coming over the dried sea-bed, and Sam tries to escape in his own stolen sand ship. A chase ensues, in which Sam takes pot shots at abandoned Martian cities and destroys one of the other ships, but finally he has to surrender, only to learn that the Martians merely wanted to talk to him. They hand over the Martian deeds to half the land on Mars and tell Sam that "tonight is the night." They leave. He is elated, until, later that night, he sees Earth burst into flame.


  All over Mars, people watch Earth flame in the sky. They worry about people on Earth with whom they have been lax in communicating. A "light-radio" message comes from Earth, explaining that Australia has been destroyed due to the accidental detonation of an atomic stockpile, and that London and Los Angeles have been bombed. They are asked to return home. Soon, the luggage salesman is sold out.


  Commentary


  It is clever of Bradbury to include the retired in his story of settlers. Old people are looking for a restful, escapist place, and going to Mars is almost like going halfway to heaven. It represents another class of people that is interested in finding something new on Mars, but which is incapable of doing anything more than recreating the old once it arrives. This is symbolized in the way different people see different things in the Martians. They are unable to consider the Martian itself, desperately wanting the Martian to be a certain someone from their past, and so they all chase him until he dies.


  Sam Parkhill epitomizes the destruction a careless American can cause in an atmosphere of fragile antiquity. He talks big, but, when the Martians come, he is scared--so scared that he shoots them before they can speak to him. Just as Mars is about to be evacuated, Bradbury's cautionary tale about reckless pioneers reaches a high point. At the same time, it is a fantastic story. A chrome hot dog stand lies in the middle of a blue sand desert, approached by ships that sail on the sand. Bradbury creates a wonderful juxtaposition of the elegant, ancient boats and the undoubtedly ugly hot dog stand. It is no wonder that he was accused of being anti-science.


  The notion that the settlers on Mars would return to Earth in order to fight in an atomic war seems odd, but it makes perfect sense within Bradbury's novel. He feels that settlers who merely try to recreate America are going about settling all wrong. It is natural that, because they have not opened their eyes to the new landscape, they cannot forget the old landscape, Earth. One wonders whether the old man at the filling station felt compelled to return. Also, it should be remembered that Bradbury was writing before Vietnam, so the evacuation back to America to help with the war may have seemed natural to his contemporary audience.


  "The Silent Towns"; "The Long Years"


  Summary


  By December of 2005, Mars has been almost completely evacuated. One man, named Walter Gripp, who lives in the mountains, is left behind. For a few days, he entertains himself in an empty town, but he is lonely. One night, he hears a phone call, and although the cannot answer it in time, he decides to go through the phone book trying to see if anyone will answer. He finally decides that he should call the biggest beauty parlor in New Texas City. A Genevieve Selsor answers the phone, but their conversation is cut off by a bad line. He races in a car to see her, but she is not there, so he races back and finally finds her. But she is fat and sticky with chocolate, and she makes him watch annoying movies, and when she shows him a wedding dress that she has bought, he is horrified and leaves immediately, believing that she is the only other person on Mars. He goes to a small town, where he never answers the phone.


  It is April, 2026. Hathaway is living on Mars with his wife and three children. They live in a hut. After dinner, he goes out to four grave stones, and he whispers that he is sorry, but he was so lonely. He looks up into the sky, as he does every night, and this time he sees a rocket approaching in the distance. He is elated. He lights a nearby city on fire to make sure the rocket does not miss him. When the rocket lands, he finds that it is his old Captain Wilder, returned from exploring Jupiter and Pluto. Wilder is looking for survivors to take back to Earth. He found Gripp, who didn't want to come. Hathaway's family has prepared a grand breakfast for Wilder and his crew. Wilder, however, is struck by the youthfulness of Hathaway's family and sends Williamson to investigate something. Williamson reports that he found the four graves of Hathaway's family. Suddenly, Hathaway has a heart attack and dies. Wilder, realizing that the other four are robots made to replace a family that died of a virus, is ready to leave, once he says goodbye to the robots.


  Commentary


  The story of Walter Gripp presents Bradbury with an opportunity to describe the desolation and ruin of human ruins. Now Mars has Martian ghost towns as well as Earthling ghost towns. It is also a chance for Bradbury to present a tale of basic human nature persisting under extraordinary circumstances, a technique he often returns to. Here, Walter Gripp is alone on a planet, and, as soon as he makes himself comfortable, he begins to want desperately a woman to be his companion. He spends a great deal of time searching for one, but when he meets Genevieve, he realizes that there is more to a potential companion than gender. Matters of physical attraction and personality always matter, Bradbury says, even if someone is the last person on the planet.


  "The Long Years" is an odd story. It brings together characters from the fourth expedition; they recall Spender and reflect that he has gotten his wish, that humans have left Mars. Also, it should be clear that Wilder is impressed--not disgusted--with Hathaway's handiwork. He admires Hathaway for recovering from the loss of his family and then building such fantastic robots. Hathaway is a man left to himself who starts a new human race, albeit a robotic one. Here is one story in The Martian Chronicles in which a man tries to ignore the bleak Martian landscape by surrounding himself with what is familiar, and Bradbury seems to approve. There are many stories in the novel of loved ones looking for each other; Hathaway's is perhaps the most successful of them.


  "There Will Come Soft Rains"; "The Million-Year Picnic"


  Summary


  In August of 2026, in California, a fully-automated house announces that it is time to wake up. Yet the house is empty. Breakfast is automatically made, but there is no one to eat it. Outside, where the automatic sprinklers come on, a wall can be seen where the paint has all been burned off except for a few silhouettes. There is a silhouette of a man and woman doing yardwork and of a boy and a girl throwing a ball. The rest of the neighborhood is charred and flattened, and a radioactive glow hangs over the city. A dog enters the house, covered with sores, and dies. The robotic mice that automatically clean the house take the dog away to the incinerator. As evening comes, the house automatically reads the woman's favorite poem, "There Will Come Soft Rains." The poem describes how, once man is utterly destroyed because of a war, nature will go on without man, as if nothing had happened. Later that night, a tree bough falls on the house, causing a fire that consumes all of the house but one wall.


  In October of 2026, a rocket lands on Mars. It carries a husband and wife and three boys. They have a stockpile of food. They head down a canal in a boat. The Dad has a mysterious smile on his face, and his eldest (but still young) son Timothy tries to understand what is happening. Suddenly, they hear an explosion, as their rocket self-destructs. The Dad explains that he has brought them away from Earth to start a new life on Mars. The next day, the Edwards will arrive with their daughters, and together they will start life anew. The Dad lets his boys pick out a city to live in, and he burns a number of papers he brought from Earth, even a map of Earth. He then takes his boys to see some Martians. He has them look into the canal at their own reflections.


  Commentary


  The irony of the story "There Will Come Soft Rains" is strong. The poem within the story describes how happy nature will be when man has destroyed himself, but the truth is that nature has been decimated by the war. The dog that comes in to die is lean and covered with sores. The rest of the city is "rubble and ashes." Radiation hangs in the air. Yet nature lives on in a mechanical form. Mechanical mice scurry about the house. The closest thing to soft rains that fall are the mechanical rains of the sprinkler system that goes off when the house catches fire. The poem, which seems pessimistic, is actually very optimistic compared to the reality. In this penultimate story, Bradbury shows his final example of the folly of thoughtless technological development. It is no wonder that some in the Science Fiction community accuse him of being anti-science.


  If "There Will Come Soft Rains" brings Bradbury's criticisms of heedless advancement to a climax, then "The Million-Year Picnic" is a fitting denouement, or conclusion following the climax. It is his alternative to the pioneering style criticized in the rest of the book. Instead of making Mars as much like Earth as possible, Timothy and his family will adjust to Mars. The Dad tries to convince his boys that they will be Martians, and he symbolically burns a map of Earth. They decide to live in a Martian city instead of building a wooden, American town. They are fleeing Earth because they do not like it and want to be somewhere else. To Bradbury, this is the correct way to be a pioneer.


  Analysis


  The Martian Chronicles is a very fragmentary book. Many of its stories were written to stand alone. Therefore, any analysis of the book should first state what the novel manages to achieve as a whole. Obviously, it is a fictional account of the colonization of Mars. NASA repeatedly sends teams to explore; finally, one of them is successful. What follows is rampant settlement, much like Westward Expansion in American History. Some are looking for escape from civilization, but most only want to bring civilization to Mars--American civilization, that is. Finally, atomic war breaks out on Earth, and so all the humans go home. A few humans flee the war and head to Mars; when they get there, they don't make the mistake of trying to recreate American civilization. They have seen that the result of Earth civilization was war, so they burn their maps of Earth and decide to become Martians. Bradbury's message is that some types of colonization are right and others are wrong. Trying to replicate the old civilization is wrong, but appreciating the civilization you have found is right.


  Beside this warning against reckless exploration and expansion, Bradbury is also simply writing a story about the American Dream of the frontier. He writes exciting tales about the dangers the first explorers face, and one is reminded of cowboys and Indians. He writes about the loneliness of the frontier, about how different people approach the idea of a new landscape. He shows how the American Dream can lead to misunderstandings and waste, and he shows the diversity of that dream, in disaffected literati like Stendahl, in oppressed Negroes like Silly, in rowdy young men like Sam Parkhill.


  There are no major characters in The Martian Chronicles, and its plot, as stated above, does not move steadily from story to story. Why, then, is the novel so famous? First, it was a function of the novel's crossover appeal--it was a science-fiction novel that non-sci-fi fans could enjoy. Second, it is a very poetic novel. Whether you think the "poetry" is good or bad, it cannot be denied that, for a novel about outer space, Bradbury pays an extraordinary amount of attention to physical beauty, to familial ties, and to eerie, chilling atmospheres.


  Study Questions


  
    
      
        What does The Martian Chronicles have to do with American history?
      


      The Martian Chronicles can be thought of as commentary on Westward Expansion. America has always had a frontier; usually it was the West, and when Bradbury was writing in the late-1940s, the next frontier seemed to be space. The existence of a frontier is tied up in the impulse to fill it up with civilization, with rugged individualism, and with the "American Dream." That is, the man who goes to the frontier finds not only rugged adventure, but also a chance to improve his socio-economic standing. Bradbury shows the contradictions inherent in this idea. First, while the frontier should be romantic and inspiring, the act of settling involves marring the landscape. This is seen in Spender's attempt to save the landscape, in Parkhill's garish hot dog stand, and in numerous other details. Second, the brave settlers may be heroic, but to native civilizations they can seem like the end of the world. Bradbury hints at this in the character of Cheroke, whose ancestors were Native Americans.

    


    
      
        Contrast two settlers' views of Mars.
      


      LaFarge and the old man at the gas station have very different views of life on Mars. The Martian who visits LaFarge looks like his deceased son, Tom, because that is what LaFarge is looking for. When that Martian goes running through town, many people see many different people in him, but no one sees a Martian. This is because no one wants to see a Martian. Each person wants something very specific from Mars, and it is not a native Martian. They don't want to experience something different; they want to experience something familiar. This outlook is shared by many settlers, as Bradbury often mentions that the hastily-constructed villages all resemble American towns. The old man with whom Gomez talks at the station has a very different view. He expects Mars to be different. He is pleased by the wonderful variety and originality of the planet, and he compares living there to looking through a telescope.

    


    
      
        What does the story "Usher II" have to do with the rest of the novel, other than the fact that it is set on Mars?
      


      Of course, The Martian Chronicles is a very fragmentary book, and "Usher II" was not necessarily written to be a part of it. Many of the stories in the novel were written before Bradbury decided to combine them. Nonetheless, "Usher II" shares an important theme with the rest of the novel. Stendahl comes to Mars looking for an escape from the bureaucracy and censorship that he faced on Earth. In other words, he is looking for a wilderness. He is fleeing civilization. He is frustrated that the Investigators of Moral Climates have already found their way onto Mars. He wishes that Mars could be left alone. He is like a Martian, sorry to see the Americans come and try to replicate America on Mars. He is also like Spender in this respect. Although they all have different motives, they all resist the waves of civilization that wash over Mars.

    

  


  
    
      What details show that the stories were not necessarily written to be parts of the same novel? Think of different descriptions of the Martian landscape, of different powers ascribed to the Martian race, and of the sheer diversity of stories.
    


    
      Pinpoint one passage from the novel that you think is overly sentimental, melodramatic, or simply bad. Explain why.
    


    
      Contrast chicken pox and atomic war as types of apocalypse. Note that, in this novel, both are the fault of Earthlings. Does Bradbury have a political message?
    


    
      Is Spender a hero? Why or why not?
    


    
      The novel features many robots that can pass as real humans. It also includes cases of hallucination-inducing telepathy. Discuss the function of truth and reality in the novel.
    


    
      What is the function of "The Green Morning" as part of the novel? Think of Spender. Given the theme of preservation versus civilization, what might the impact of these trees be on the Martian landscape?
    


    
      Many of the stories involve parents and their children. How does the theme of family fit into a novel about the frontier? Is it significant that the final story, which is also, in many ways, the most optimistic, is also the only one that prominently features an intact family?
    


    
      Would you characterize The Martian Chronicles as a work of science fiction? How does it compare to other works within this genre?
    

  


  
    Review Quiz


    
      1. Martian eyes resemble:


      
        A. yellow buttons.

        B. pearls.

        C. human eyes.

        D. red diamonds.

      

    


    
      2. Which expedition to Mars is most successful?


      
        A. The first

        B. The second

        C. The third

        D. The fourth

      

    


    
      3. Captain York is the commander of which expedition?


      
        A. The first

        B. The second

        C. The third

        D. The fourth

      

    


    
      4. Yll apparently kills York with a gun that shoots what?


      
        A. Bullets

        B. Bacteria

        C. Hallucinatory rays

        D. Bees

      

    


    
      5. When Martians begin to sing human songs, which of the following poets does Bradbury have a female singer spontaneously recite?


      
        A. Byron

        B. Shakespeare

        C. Shelley

        D. Carlyle

      

    


    
      6. Mr Xxx believes that Captain Williams' men are:


      
        A. radioactive.

        B. robots.

        C. hallucinations.

        D. actually Martians.

      

    


    
      7. Which of the following members of the third expedition is most skeptical of exploring the town?


      
        A. The chemist

        B. Hinkston

        C. Black

        D. Lustig

      

    


    
      8. Which of the following men neither punch the teeth of nor receive a punch in the teeth from another member of the fourth expedition?


      
        A. Hathaway

        B. Biggs

        C. Wilder

        D. Parkhill

      

    


    
      9. Most Martians have died of what?


      
        A. Hallucinatory Recursion

        B. Malaria

        C. Starvation

        D. Chicken Pox

      

    


    
      10. When he is being hunted by the other men, Spender has a book of what?


      
        A. History

        B. Philosophy

        C. Grammar

        D. Archaeology

      

    


    
      11. Which man is like Johnny Appleseed?


      
        A. Sam Parkhill

        B. Toma's Gomez

        C. Benjamin Driscoll

        D. Tom LaFarge

      

    


    
      12. The vehicle of Muhe Ca resembles:


      
        A. a high-tech butter knife.

        B. a Mesozoic phone booth.

        C. a crumbling mountain range.

        D. a jade praying mantis.

      

    


    
      13. Gomez is on his way to:


      
        A. a picnic.

        B. buy some luggage.

        C. plant trees.

        D. a party.

      

    


    
      14. The "black leaves" that float through the air while the musicians play are:


      
        A. the Martian form of grass.

        B. a phenomenon unique to the thin, Martian air.

        C. pieces of decayed Martian flesh.

        D. to dampen the acoustics of the room.

      

    


    
      15. Mr Teece's help at the hardware store is:


      
        A. insane.

        B. Native American.

        C. white.

        D. Silly.

      

    


    
      16. On their way to the rocket, what do the Negroes do?


      
        A. Shout triumphantly

        B. Leave piles of their belongings

        C. Loot the town

        D. Jeer at Mr Teece

      

    


    
      17. The "Fall of the House of Usher" is a short story by whom?


      
        A. H. P. Lovecraft

        B. Bram Stoker

        C. Edgar Allan Poe

        D. Nathaniel Hawthorne

      

    


    
      18. How does Stendahl kill Garrett?


      
        A. He shoves him up a narrow chimney.

        B. He bites into his neck.

        C. He seals him into a small alcove.

        D. He ties him down underneath a razor-sharp pendulum.

      

    


    
      19. Which of the following shapes does "the Martian" not assume?


      
        A. That of a criminal

        B. That of Tom

        C. That of Lavinia

        D. That of Mr. Spaulding

      

    


    
      20. Which of the following does not happen to Sam Parkhill?


      
        A. He sails a ship across the desert.

        B. He builds a hot dog stand from the wreckage of a rocket.

        C. He builds a family of robots.

        D. He is granted ownership of half of Mars.

      

    


    
      21. How does Walter Gripp find Genevieve?


      
        A. He drives from beauty parlor to beauty parlor.

        B. He sees her outline on the horizon, hunting wildebeests.

        C. He takes over a radio station.

        D. He uses the phone.

      

    


    
      22. Why does Hathaway look at four graves and say that he is sorry?


      
        A. He built robots to replace his dead family.

        B. He killed five members of the fourth expedition.

        C. He and Parkhill are racist Martian-hunters.

        D. He had to eat his family to live.

      

    


    
      23. The poem "There Will Come Soft Rains" is about what?


      
        A. How Earth could get along without humans

        B. How peace will follow war

        C. How mankind dare not leave Earth

        D. The ruin of Earth

      

    


    
      24. The "dad" in the final story was:


      
        A. a hippie.

        B. a Communist.

        C. a politician.

        D. an astronaut.

      

    


    
      25. When was the The Martian Chronicles first published?


      
        A. 1945

        B. 1950

        C. 1955

        D. 1960

      

    


    
      Answer Key:


      1: A; 2: D; 3: A; 4: D; 5: A; 6: C; 7: C; 8: A; 9: D; 10: B; 11: C; 12: D; 13: D; 14: C; 15: D; 16: B; 17: C; 18: C; 19: D; 20: C; 21: D; 22: A; 23: A; 24: C; 25: B

    

  


  
    Further Reading


    
      Bradbury, Ray. The Martian Chronicles. Bantam Books: New York, 1979.
    


    
      Mogen, David. Ray Bradbury. Twayne Publishers: Boston, 1986.
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