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| MUST BE TALKING TO MY FRIENDS

Talking to people at recent meetings of the Nova Mob (Melbourne’s sf discussion group) I realised the publication of the
new edition of the Clute/Nicholls Encyclopedia of Science Fiction is the major sf event of 1993,

I've bought the encyclopedia (having failed to gain a review copy), but find that anything I would want to say about it has been
best said in the following piece published in The Age, 24 July 1993:

GUEST EDITORIAL:

Signposts back to the future

by Damien Broderick

Reviewed:
The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

edited by John Clute and Peter Nicholls

(Orbit 1-85723-124-4; 1993; 1370 pp.; £45/A$100)

‘We are the smart alecks,” declared
Australian science fiction scholar
Peter Nicholls nearly two decades
ago, in a feisty lecture at London’s
Institute of Contemporary Arts. ‘We
take our metaphors from all over,
from geology, design, traditional lit-
erature or relativity physics. We feel
free to mix our fundamentally aca-
demic observations with an ironic
raciness of manner.’

To thealert ear, cocked atan ICA do
in 1975, that admission might not be
alien or offensive. But to the haughty
academic world of criticism and
theory, science fiction smacked of acne
cures and lonely Saturday nights. That
estimate was not altogether wrong
then, and has become more apt since
the triumph of Star Wars, Terminator
and groaning bookshelves of lucrative
consumer fantasy fodder. ‘Academic
readers dislike us for our vulgarity,
while ordinary readers dislike us for
our constant display of our own clev-
erness.’

Wishing to advance the prospects
of his genre, Nicholls sought ways to
cut through prejudice and self-erected
hazard alike. Everyone would benefit,
he decided, if he and his smart-aleck
mates made their judgments ‘in a level,
friendly tone, veering neither towards
condescension on the one hand nor
obscurantism on the other’.

He had in mind espedcially his terri-
fyingly dithyrambic Canadian
colleague, John Clute, who had written
previously, with resigned contempt, of
genre science fiction’s ‘mild ignorant
readership’. Weary of spilling their
esoteric seed on barren ground,
Nicholls and Clute joined forces at the
end of the "70s (together with 31 others

of like mind, age and gender, plus one
woman) to produce the first edition of
The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.
This weighty, delightful volume ran to
672 close-packed pages and won gen-
eral editor Nicholls a Hugo Award
(science fiction’s Oscar), which struck
me as only fair: I had reviewed it in
1980 as ‘the most spectacular, well-re-
searched, balanced, amusing, compel-
ling work of reference I've ever seen’.
Since then, I've reviewed the Britan-
nica, and it’s still true.

A decade and a half on, its eagerly
awaited revision is at hand. If the first
edition contained some 730,000 words,
mostly written by its principal editors,
this hernia-inducing volume is more
remarkable still: 1.3 million words, an
extra 1500 entries, more than 200 theme
entries comprising a quarter of the
monstrous thing, 27 detailed entries on
sf from individual countries as diverse
and unlikely as Albania, Finland,
Israel, Romania and Australia, 544
science fiction movies listed and dis-
cussed.

The writing is tighter, the critical
poise of co-editors Clute and Nicholls
accomplished and compelling. I hardly
need revise a word of my previous
encomium, except to note how impres-
sively this edition meets the challenge
of a mode of writing (and film and
music-making) that has expanded so
enormously.

I have two problems in conveying
my pleasure in this book. The first is
inherent in its title. We think of ency-
clopedias as tools for scholars: dry,
concise, accurate but remote. Here,
though, Clute and Nicholls (and their
contributing editor Dr Brian Stable-
ford) invite us into a conversation.

It's hard to stop reading because
one entry draws you irresistibly to an-
other half-dozen. Not just snacking.
Major thematic discussions, such as the
entries on ‘Genre Sf’, ‘Definitions of Sf’
and ‘Sense of Wonder’, twine in a poly-
phonic discussion between Clute,
Nicholls and their contributors, invit-
ing thereader into the discursive space.
Indeed, the debates frequently reach
back into echoes of the previous edi-
tion, so we get some sense of the cease-
less evolution of current thinking
about this most protean of genres.

If the very word ‘encyclopedia’
does the book a disservice, masking its
engaging delight, the topic itself re-
mains a problem for many sophisti-
cated adult readers. SF — not the vile
‘sci fi", for reasons spelt out by Nicholls
— continues to be ignored or disliked
by readers trained to enjoy literary or
‘canonical’ texts while detesting any-
thing else.

I'm indlined to view this disdain as
a kind of learned incompetence, a big-
otry that wounds its practitioners as
much as its victims. More than one lit-
erary journalist has asked me, in genu-
ine puzzlement, ‘Why do you like
science fiction when everyone else
hates it?" This strange claim flies in the
face of solid sales of sf and fantasy at a
time when literary fiction struggles to
survive. Worse, it ignores the striking
realities of popular culture. Of the 11
top-earning movies of all time, nine are
science fiction or fantasy. Of the top 33,
17 can be included under that heading.
True, this is largely ‘product’ tailored
for unreflecting and sentimental teen
consumers. But it can hardly be said
that everyone hates sf when there’s
scarcely anything that viewers love




more.

Sf's delight in sheer imagination
blends magical escapism with an all-
too-realistic awareness of the impact
on our world of incessant technological
upheaval. Mass-media versions of sf
inevitably debase any subtle play with
either component, so it is not surpris-
ing that huge success at the box office
fails to translate into fame, fortune or
even critical esteem for sf’s best artists.
After all, periods when the whole fam-
ily routinely settled down to watch the
latest western did not produce a surge
of nuanced novels about existential
cowboys.

With sf, it's more complicated.
Despite spectacular epiphanies of
shaped light, no Spielberg movie of
UFOs or dinosaurs can approach the
cognitive delights of print sf, from A. E.
Van Vogt’s baffling super-intelligent
protagonists to William Gibson’s
cyberspace virtual realities.

As a result, Clute hardly needed to
alter his melancholy entry on Thomas
M. Disch: ‘Because of his intellectual
audacity, the chillingly distanced man-
nerism of his narrative art, the austerity
of the pleasure he affords, and the fine
cruelty of his wit, TMD has been per-
haps the most respected, least trusted,
most envied and least read of all mod-
ern first-rank sf writers.” Despite a
single award, Disch has ‘gone rela-
tively unhonored by a field normally

over-generous with its kudos’.

Similarly, of the prodigious Gene
Wolfe (whose four-volume ‘Book of
the New Sun’ is a repeated exemplar in
the encyclopedia), Clute notes:
‘Though neither the most popular nor
the most influential author in the sf
field, GW is today quite possibly the
most important.” In such dear sign-
posts, Clute directs readers new to the
genre toward texts that transform sf's
comic-book tropes: ‘A musical analogy
might be the Baroque technique of the
parody cantata, in which a secular
composition is transformed by rever-
ent parody into a sacred work (or vice
versa).’

Naturally, some errors have
slipped past a formidable sieve of edi-
tors, and I believe an errata list is avail-
able on request from the publisher.
Mistakes I noted in my own entries are
typical. The piece on me, by Russell
Blackford, mysteriously notes that my
“first professionally published sf, “The
Sea’s Farthest End” . . . can be found
in his early collection A Man Re-
turned . . It can’t, and the adjective
is ‘Furthest’, despite its outrage against
grammatical purity. The book of the
same name, from Aphelion (1993), is
not listed as a ‘ghost’ or projected title
— as many others are — which is a
minor irritation. Blackford was not
responsible for the blooper, which

creptin further up the food chain. More
annoying is the misspelling of film
theorist Vivian Sobchack’s name, inmy
entry on POSTMODERNISM. Oddly,
she is also incorrectly listed as SOB-
CHAK in her own bio/biblio entry. But
such errors are trifling when we con-
sider the magnitude of the whole
effort.

The most conspicuous failing of the
first edition was its exclusion of
women scholars. It was utterly jarring
to find that the thematic entry on
‘Women’ was by the ubiquitous
Nicholls. In this edition, Lisa Tuttle
writes not only on ‘Women Sf Writers’
from Mary Shelley to Ursula Le Guin,
Joanna Russ and Connie Willis, but on
‘Feminism’ and ‘Woman as Portrayed
in Science Fiction’. ‘The old stereotypes
are still around’, she notes, ‘although
women writers more often give them a
subversive twist: the Good Wife is mar-
ried to a lesbian star-pilot, the Spinster
Sdentist has a rich and satisfying sex
life.”

In justsuch subversive twists, Clute
and Nicholls have renovated their pio-
neering encyclopedia, fetched it into
the 1990s, and gifted us with a map not
just of futures past but of those many
roads which the surprising artistry of
the twenty-first century is bound to
explore.

Pinlighters

Scott Campbell,
11 Roma Avenue,
Kensington NSW 2033

Boy, am I pissed off. I'm
appalled at the hatchet job of
editing you did on my reviews. |
realise that editors need to
sometimes change things
around a bit, and remove
redundancies and tidy up the
grammar and so on, but you've
gone way too far. You've
mangled a lot of what I said,
completely rewriting sections in
your own way, so that what
remains does not even sound
like me, and often says
something very different to
what I originally wrote.
Sometimes your rewriting is,
embarrassingly for me, more
obscure and ungrammatical
than what I had written. You've
chopped out important chunks,
including a lot of the humorous

lines (which you probably felt
were not relevant; they were)
and kept in parts that I had
clearly crossed out. All of this
was done without even
informing me, and I regard this
as way beyond the pale.

Now I know you are going to
say that all the reviews you get
need work, and you have the
responsibility, as editor, of
doing this, and I accept this to
a degree. I did have some really
crummy parts which I was glad
to see you dropped or changed.
I do have sympathies for
editors, especially in Australia
where the local writers do seem
to be especially sensitive to
editorial control. But I draw the
line at complete rewrites of
what I say by someone who's
not very sympathetic to me.
Imagine David Stratton trying
to rewrite Robin Pen's Eidolon
column in his own words. Or

Tipper Gore rewriting P. J.
O'Rourke. That's what it felt
like reading some of your
changes.

In addition to the changes in
meaning, you've often changed
the way I said something, and
part of what I say is the way |
say it. When this is changed,
often the whole point of my
saying something is lost. As
clumsy and as badly written as
some of my paragraphs were,
they were intended to be
humorously put. When you
change the words, the humour
goes, and what I'm left with is
often just a nasty, sometimes
banal comment (which
sometimes no longer makes
much sense) with no humorous
style to protect it. Sometimes
the way of putting something,
the attitude and humour
revealed in the style, is more
important than what is said.




Let me give some examples
of where your unfortunate
editing left me with dumb (or at
least dumber) statements that |
never wrote.

On page 64 (second column)
of SF Commentary 71/72 1
apparently wrote the bald and
somewhat pompous paragraph
‘Characters in novels should be
interesting people, with plenty
of faults, not role models’
(which doesn't really square
with the sarcastic comments of
the previous paragraph). What [
actually wrote was:

Being that sort of person
may well be admirable (I
must apologise for harping
on about such characters),
but when authors make so
much of it, it becomes
distracting (especially when
the authors think they're
presenting subtle character
portraits). I don’'t want role
models, I want characters
who are interesting. And to
achieve this, characters are
allowed to have more than
just the sort of minor flaws
which only make them more
lovable. (Nothing wrong with
this sort of writing, but it
has to be done well, and it's
typically done better out of
the sf field.)

No one can seriously
maintain that Bruce's
replacement sentence does
justice to what I wrote. If Bruce
thought my original paragraph
was long-winded, he would
have done better to have cut it
out altogether. I can’t believe
such a highly competent and
distinguished editor as Bruce
(himself an award-winning
critic) did this, and didn’t even
have the courtesy to inform me
that he was making such
changes. (No, I do not take it as
read that editors have the right
to distort copy to that degree
without notice.)

Another example is on page
64 (first column) where 1
supposedly say: ‘I don't want
an essay.’ This replaces the
original:

I'd be very interested in
reading an essay on the
topic, but for a novel of this
sort to be worth your while,
the other elements have to
be interesting in themselves.

The characters, the plot, the
execution, or anything else
that may maintain interest
are what will make any such
work a good novel, rather
than just an essay.

‘I don’t want an essay’ sounds a
bit dumb, and is clearly not
what [ meant. And Bruce put in
a paragraph where I do say
that I am interested in reading
essays of this sort, and this
doesn’t make sense.

I would also expect, after
waiting over 18 months for
publication, that the reviews
wouldn’t have dreadful typos in
them that throw the reader.

For example, on pp. 60-1
there should have appeared
‘Morrow's main characters
seem to be the same as you'd
find in any standard American
Sterling-suckled cyberwimp
book.’ You replace
‘Sterling-suckled’ for
‘Sterling-sucked’, leaving the
reader wondering what the hell
is going on in my mind.

On page 63 I say that
Sterling's prose has an
‘impassive face’. You render
this as ‘impressive'.

On page 64, ‘tat’ becomes
‘tatty’, which means something
completely different. I can send
you a very long list of similar
mistakes if you want.

You even leave off half a
sentence. On page 63 I wrote: ‘]
expected something
mind-blowing, something
surreal and dangerous; that
certain something that ticks off
many an older reader.” You left
off ‘that ticks off many an older
reader’, leaving a fairly dumb
sentence.

I had enough of this sort of
thing as a student magazine
writer, but at least the editor
and typist often had an excuse;
they had little time to proof
stuff. When I was later editor, I
was always conscious of
making time to check stuff
before putting it out. I know
you're very busy, Bruce, and
I've said many times to you
what a great job you do putting
out this excellent and
necessary magazine, but you
can't excuse mistakes like that.
Send my copy to me, Bruce. I'll
gladly proofread my own stuff.

I'm conscious about giving
Damien Broderick a bit of an
undeserved bagging. I should

qualify what I wrote here,
because even though I don't
like a lot of his fiction (though I
still have much of his work to
read; maybe I'll like the rest of
his stuff), and I don't like some
of his non-fiction, I think some
of his other writing is superb,
and I feel I like the guy. I think
he’s just about the most
imaginative and intelligent sf
writer in Australia, along with
Egan and Dowling. He had an
excellent review of Daniel
Dennett's Consciousness
Explained in The Australian
recently, which revealed that he
has a first-rate understanding
of modern philosophy of mind
and cognitive science.

I make no other apologies for
my nasty comments, even
though rereading them in
September '92, two years after |
wrote them, I see that I've
sometimes been harsher than I
needed to be. While I, and to a
lesser extent other critics. do
sometimes call a spade a
fucking shovel, it's time
Australian sf writers became
less touchy about vigorous
criticism. Whenever I read
some writer or critic replying to
criticism in the fan mags, it
seems that what really
motivates them is not the
issues, but the fact that they've
been personally hurt by
criticism (and this is why most
fan mags are not worthy of
serious attention, or any
attention at all really). This is
understandable: no one, not
even me, likes criticism, and we
all take it personally. But we
have to expect it, and take it in
our stride. I would hope that
any critics of my work doesn’'t
hold back from saying what
they think. This doesn’t mean I
will take any notice of what
they say. A writer has no
obligation to put store by what
any critic says. But if you stick
your bare ass out in public,
you've got to expect people to
mock and throw things at it.

Note to the readers: Even
though I'm fucked off at Bruce,
he still has my admiration for
the job he does putting out SFC
and TMR, and I hope we can
continue to see them regularly,
even if Bruce obviously doesn't
want me to do any more
reviews for him. (He keeps
saying, ‘I'm not sure which
books to send you.’) I'm




obviously not real keen on
writing anything more for
Bruce, but I do think he's a
good guy. (I'm sure he doesn't
treat his other nice reviews like
he did nasty old mine.) I
suppose I can't really believe
that Bruce wasn't as sincere as
ever in editing my stuff. We're
probably just too different for
Bruce to preserve the spirit of
my writing when he edits it.

[ was bemused about Bruce
saying that I seem ‘imbued with
the spirit of the 1980s’, when
I've always been regarded as a
seventies fan who despised the
eighties. (The only good thing
about the eighties was that
they were more fun, a lot more,
than the nineties are.) I hope
Bruce isn't supposing that my
ironic use of modern slang to
mock trendy modern writers
and modern fashions in general
isn't the way I seriously speak.
If I call something ‘radical
(meaning ‘great’), my tongue is
firmly planted in my cheek,
even if I say it with a poker
face. Or is it my insensitive and
disrespectful attitude to issues
and beliefs the baby boomers
hold dear that leads Bruce to
his conclusion.

PS: My records show that ]
called James Morrow a ‘hack’
on the first sentence on page
59, not a ‘wimp'. Did I change
this at the last moment, or is
this another of your changes? I
don't remember making any
such change. I suppose Morrow
might be very offended by being
called a hack, but a hack is
what he is, in my opinion.

(15 September 1992)

This is the answer I wrote to Scott
Campbell:

Dear Scott

You must have thought that I had re-
ceived your letter and retired in high
dudgeon. Not so! I simply haven’t had
time to answer any letters since last
June.

Of course I meant to write as soon
as I received your letter. My reaction
remains the same: you found me out!
After all these years of copy-edit-
ing/rewriting contributions without
anybody objecting (or, as far as I can
tell, noticing), suddenly somebody ob-
jects strongly. And if I publish your
letter, which I will, suddenly my other
contributors will begin to wonder: ‘I
wonder what he did to my stuff.” Pity
help us if Colin Steele or Alan Stewart
checks too closely my versions of their
columns from the most recent issue of
SFC!

Okay, I realise I did not follow
Proper Procedure. But, as I say, I've
never needed to for SF Commentary or
The Metaphysical Review. There are
some people whose work I do not alter
because they write in complete sen-
tences. George Turner is the obvious
example. He even speaks in complete
sentences. (I know this, because I've
transcribed his impromptu statements
from several convention panels.)
Damien Broderick’s sentences seemed
undisciplined until I tried to improve
them; only then did I realise that he
writes his essays with considerable
skill and forethought.

Proper Procedure would have been
to mark all my intended changes on
your manuscript, then send it straight
back to you. That's standard editorial
practice in publishing houses, and I did
not follow it. (That's because I never
follow it when working for Macmillan;
since the books I work on are text-
books, I savage them just as much and
as often as I like. Nobody’s complained
yet.) Sorry. If ever you choose to con-
tribute to my magazines again, I will do
this.

As to your letter, I don’t agree with

much of it. I don’t agree that I've man-
gled your meaning, because often you
have given no idea of your meaning.
Your sentences are all over the place.
They don’t say things clearly. If you
were living in the same town, I would
say the same thing that I used to say to
one of my employers: ‘What were you
trying to say? Decoding his impossi-
bly prolix sentences, he would tell me
what he intended to say. I would write
this down as the correct version. Even-
tually this bloke took the hint and
stopped writing gobbledegook.

If I cut out the ‘humorous lines’, it’s
probably because I didn’t find them
humorous. The essence of humour is
simplicity and clarity.

I'llreprint your other points, and let
readers decide whether or not my ver-
sion is better than yours. However, I
did have to change ‘hack’. I once called
a writer a ‘hack’. In the very first issue
of SF Commentary. Never again. That's
as close as I've come to being sued. The
meaning I used was non-pejorative:
simply ‘an author who writes a great
deal for money’. Butany sf writer takes
this word as the worst kind of insult,
and I simply won’t use it again in my
magazines.

Apologies, however, for any typos.
In the case of the one you mention first,
‘Sterling-sucked /suckled’, I suspect
that slipped through because I hadn’t
worked out exactly what youmeant by
the phrase in the first place.

The real problem with your re-
views, apart from the impossibly over-
loaded sentences (and yes, I admit I
commit the same crime from time to
time), is that the reader gains no idea of
where you are coming from. You use a
wide range of emotionally loaded
phrases and sentences. You seem to
assume that the reader will react in a
certain way to these phrases and sen-
tences, but the reader gains little idea
of your literary and philosophical
stance. | suppose it would help if I had
been able to send you any books you
liked. If 1 knew what you liked, and
why, I would gain some idea of why
you don’t like the books I've sent you.
Until that happens, I see no point in
sending any more.

A pity. Ireally need somebody who
can read a lot of review copies and
cover them in 1000-2000-word re-
views.

We'll have to leave this as a truce.
I'll publish your letter; but I can’t see
any point sending any more books for
review until I have some faint idea of
what you might find suitable. Mean-
while, I will send you the next issue of
my magazine.

(17 February 1993)




SYDNEY J. BOUNDS,
27 Borough Road,
Kingston on Thames,
Surrey KT2 6BD,
England

I'm glad to learn you have some
small press sf still going. After
the boom of the past few years,
sf magazines seem to be going
to the wall here. I had assumed
this to be the result of (a) the
recession; (b) the high prices
publishers stick on books; (c)
the fact that most people find it
easier to watch the small
screen. (My library reports a
falling off of fiction readers
during the past year, and these
are free books.)

However, SFC blows the gaff.
Now I know the truth behind
the slump. The University of
Tasmania pays Scott Campbell
to discourage reading, no doubt
planning to take over a totally
illiterate world. Tasmania rules,
okay?

The interviews are mildly
interesting; but your article on
Carroll was the star item this
issue. One of your best pieces
of writing. But sell it? | have a
feeling you've left it too late;
reading, and books, are going
down the drain.

What I find baffling is that
with fewer readers, more people
want to write. The school is
finally going ahead with the
crime course; I've just read the
proof and now hope to get paid.

I've just read Pratchett’s
Guards! Guards! and he gets
better. I see you like Martha
Grimes too; I've read most of
her books and am tickled that
an American can beat most
English whodunit writers at
their own game.

No mention of the cats? I
trust they're keeping you both
in order.

(31 May 1992)

I've saved up cat news for the next
TMR but some has slipped into this
issue of SFC (p. 16). Neither you nor
Sally Yeoland would forgive me if I
left out the annual catalogue.

People in Australia seem to be still
reading, although we can detect little
evidence of this among our teenage
friends. Lawrence Smith, remembered
by some as a staff member many years
ago at Space Age Books, has been hav-
ing great success running Smith’s
Books, a secondhand book shop in
Smith Street, Collingwood. Bookshops

of new and used books seem to be
opening all the time, and few (that I
know of) closing.

Scott Campbell, who moves often,
and is no longer at the University of
Tasmania (I presume), was the star re-
viewer of SFC 71/72. Damien
Broderick liked his style, and others,
while not liking what he said, thought
him worth responding to:

LUCY SUSSEX,
430 Dryburgh Street,
North Melbourne Vic. 3051

I don't particularly wish to
respond to Scott Campbell’s ‘No
More Mr Nice Guy'. Reviewing
is a thankless task, and one of
the more unenviable aspects of
it is sniping letters from parties
who don't agree with the
review. As a reviewer, I find this
mildly irritating, and react by
muttering the c-word
(curmudgeon) a bit.

That said. the review of
Rosaleen Love's The Total
Devotion Machine did make me
want to write a few words in
the book’s defence.

Firstly, perceiving Love's
fiction as representative of the
past decade, which is described
as full of ‘caring-sharing,
concerned-about-everything
types who made the 1980s so
balls-achingly redundant’ (gee,
I must have been moving in the
wrong circles for ten years, as |
don’t remember encountering
anyone who fitted that
description) is overly reductive.
Love was born in 1940, but
unlike many writers of that
generation, she does not adhere
tediously to the values of the
1960s. Instead I perceive her as
articulating a range of social
issues from the past thirty or
so years but primarily the
debate about feminism — to
borrow a phrase from the
1880s, the ‘new Woman' —
which began in the early 1970s
and continued to the present.

Other themes get a look in,
namely ecology and science,
which I don’t see as presented
overly in terms of its potential
for harm, as is implied in ‘No
More Mr Nice Guy". Is the Total
Devotion machine, that
cunning babyminder, harmful?
Not unless you believe in the
divine right of paterfamilias to
leave somebody else clutching
the baby. However, I will admit
that the (possibly) harmful

effects of male scientific vanity
are satirised most wickedly in
stories such as ‘Tamani Drift’,
with its theme of male
pregnancy. ‘We did it because it
was therel’ cries Love's
researcher, although to me the
most delectably evil aspect of
this story is what he has done
with ‘Mrs Schiller and the
Balinese shrieking tree-frog'.
We never know exactly — and
therein lies the joy of it.

Incidentally, this particular
tale was reprinted in Spinifex
Press's Angels of Power, an
anthology of responses to
reproductive technology. When
Angels of Power was reviewed
both from a pro-and anti-IVF
standpoint in Australian
Women'’s Book Review, ‘Tamani
Drift’ found favour in both
camps — a tribute, perhaps, to
the evenhandedness of the
story.

Which leads me to another
point, about Love as satirist, of
the feminist ilk. Here is another
thankless task, where the
writer ends up in a no-win
situation. If she goes for the
bearded throat, the response is
gruff cries of ‘shrill’ and
‘strident” — two words which
immediately identify the
reviewer as a fuddy-daddy. But
eschewing the bludgeon
approach in favour of the claw
in a furry mitt, as I think Love
does exceedingly well, can lead
to accusations of being
‘lily-livered’ and ‘timid’. At least
the buzz word ‘delicate’ doesn't
recur.

Maybe it depends on your
particular palate. If Love is
being described as fare for
‘caring-sharing etcs.’, say a
bowl of brown rice and tofu,
then I detect amongst that food
hot peppers, onions, garlic, and
plenty of spice. Others might
not, and that is, I think, a pity.
I rather enjoyed the stories,
particularly ‘The Total Devotion
Machine’. And I adored
‘Batmania’. Later stories, such
as ‘Evolution Annie’, the title
story from Love's forthcoming
collection, her second from the
Women's Press, are even better.

To another matter entirely. 1
don't intend to defend Van
Ikin's anthology Glass Reptile
Breakout, for the simple reason
that I haven’t got around to
reading it. Most of the stories I
know already, that's one




reason, and the other is that I
have philosophical differences
with arranging an anthology by
alphabetical order of surname.
Having sweated a good deal
over pacing My Lady Tongue
and the nineteenth-century
crime collection (currently the
subject of screaming
arguments with a publisher
who shall be nameless), I do
think books of short fiction
benefit from having the stories
arranged in a fashion so that
they complement each other,
and the overall design.
Anthology editing considered as
a helix of semi-precious stonesl!
Actually, it is rather like
stringing a necklace.

The for-school aspect of the
anthology was noticed early on
by one contributor, who thus
felt obliged to omit details of
her political activism in the
bios. Teenage fiction being the
sort of minefield it is, with
shock-horror reactions to a few
bad words used by Gillian
Rubinstein, I suppose the
thought of parents’ committees
and teacher librarians
influenced the selection
somewhat, with nothing too
dangerous/depressing
included, like George Turner's
‘The Fittest’ or Pip Maddern’s
‘Inhabiting the Interspaces’. |
didn't notice much feminism in
the anthology, either. And while
I haven't investigated the
matter closely, I would bet
there aren't many swear words.

Re the WA Ink, one-third
written in WA aspect of GRB. |
haven't checked, but this may
have been a precondition of
publishing with the UWA
Centre for Studies in Australian
Literature. [ am informed,
though, that the cover does
relate to WA parochialism in a
jokey fashion. For those who
haven't seen the book, it shows
a pair of bright red legs in a
desert landscape, with atop the
legs a slightly distorted
silhouette of Australia. As the
legs are facing west, this means
that the figure appears to have
an erection in the area of North
West Cape, while its bum is the
eastern states. Melbourne
would be thus at anus position.
Tasmania is invisible between
the legs of the figure, which
would make it a bollock. Does
it ache, I wonder?

All that apart, it was this

anthology that was read by a
WA radio producer, who thus
encountered ‘Lipton Village
Society’, in its third printing,
almost ten years after I wrote
the damn thing. As a result the
story will be aired on ABC's
‘Fictions’ program late in 1992,
for the which, many thanks to
Van Ikin.

(9 June 1992)

GEORGE TURNER,
Flat 4, 296 Inkerman Street,
East St Kilda Vic. 3183

Re your comments on Brain
Child in SFC 71/72: Let me set
the record straight as to how
much influence you exerted on
the final text of the book, and
also on its successor The
Destiny Makers (then called The
Falling Axe). Perhaps more than
you imagine.

I recall that you complained
of the first chapter of Brain
Child that it left you a little
uncertain of precisely what was
going on, so I added 500-600
words of clarification to pin
down the intention of Arthur
Hazard towards his son David.
Then, as you point out, I did a
little cutting at the end to bring
about the sharper conclusion
you considered necessary — as
I did also on thinking it over.

For the next book, The
Destiny Makers, you had three
criticisms, one of which
concerned my original title (I
forget now what it was) and I
settled for a quote you had
indicated somewhere in the
text. Alas, the Avon editor
didn't like that either. Hence
The Destiny Makers.

More to the point, you
objected to a chapter in the
middle of the book, dealing
with newscasts and trivid
interviews, as breaking the
tension of the rapid-action
story. This bothered me
because some essential
information was buried there,
but in the end I dropped the
chapter altogether and found
means of inserting the
information painlessly in other
places. Again you felt that the
long post-climactic section at
the end let down the tension
too flabbily. As I recall, I
dropped about 1000 words to
bring up the conclusion more
rapidly.

So you will see that I agreed

with your stricture on all
occasions (after a certain
amount of carpet-chewing).
Both sets of advice dealt with
technical aspects of
presentation, the kind of
information you do not get from
reviewers or from the casual
reader who knows something is
wrong but can’t quite put his
finger on it, whereas you have
had enough editorial experience
to be conscious of what bothers
you. Non-writers probably
think that the publisher’s
editor will give this sort of
critical helping hand, but it just
ain't so in an industry where
there are enough good mss to
hand without wasting time on
the imperfect ones, particularly
where extensive rewrites are
concerned.

This kind of disinterested
assistance is invaluable to the
writer who is prepared to take
the advice he asks for rather
than defend his precious prose
to the death (and also prepared
not to take it when he feels he
shouldn't).

All sorts of people, notably
John Foyster and Yvonne
Rousseau, have picked up
faults and weaknesses in
earlier work and rescued it for
me before it was submitted to
the publisher. I try to
acknowledge them as each
book comes out, but the list
grows and grows.

The writer, with his vision
firmly fixed on his personal
Grail, rarely observes all that
he has done or failed to do (if
he did, critics would starve),
and is too often unable to see
that in creating a particular
effect he has unwittingly
introduced, as well, some less
desirable element, and one of
his most valuable assets is the
availability of someone with the
perception and knowledge to
give him or her the special
technical criticism that can
make or break the book. Every
writer needs a rider in the
chariot to whisper, ‘Remember,
thou too art mortal.’

(20 May 1992)

George’s letter forms a kind of ad-
dendum to his article in this issue
The Receiving End of Criticism’, es-
pecially as here he covers much of
the material that he talked about at
the November 1992 Nova Mob but
deleted in the published form.




I'm glad to be of help, George.
Among other benefits to me, the best is
always reading one novel ahead of the
rest of the world. The next one (due in
February 1994) is great, although I did
tell George that it begins a bit too
slowly. I'll be interested to see how
much he has cut the first 100 manu-
script pages.

MICHAEL HAILSTONE,
14 Bolden Street,
Heidelberg Vic. 3084

In SFC 71/72 you say: ‘Until
Aurealis . . . and Eidolon . . .
made it, no Australian sf
magazine had reached six
issues since Vision of Tomorrow
more than twenty years ago.’
What are you talking about?
My Cruxran for six issues (see
article in a recent issue of
Auredlis); and what about Void
and The Cygnus Chronicler? Or
don't they fit your definition of
‘Australian sf magazine'? What
about Futuristic Tales? Please
get your facts straight.

(7 July 1992)

In reply to Michael, I threw up my
hands in the air and claimed well-
meant ignorance. Until we get The
Encyclopedia of Australian Science Fic-
tion there will be no way to look up
such matters. My copies of these
magazines are deeply buried in
boxes or on shelves somewhere in
the house. There is nowhere I could
find out the circulations of the re-
spective magazines. My hazy mem-
ory told me that all the magazines
mentioned by Michael gave up at
about the fifth or sixth issues. Aure-
alis and Eidolon are still romping on,
although both are dropping an issue
in 1993.

Since sending off my last curt
note to you I have taken the
trouble to check up on my own
facts, and I see that both Void
and Futuristic Tales, rather to
my surprise, each ran for only
five issues. But the fact
remains that my own magazine
Crux ran for six issues.

That aside, I was moved to
write to you again on SFC
71/72 by your introductory
comment to ‘No More Mr Nice
Guy'": that Scott Campbell
‘seems imbued with the spirit of
the 1980s’. Feeling as I have
done about that reactionary
backsliding decade, I felt more
than usually drawn to read on,
to see what Campbell had to

say that would earn my anger
or contempt or whatever.

Your passing comment was
a good drawcard, but it brought
about false expectations, for I
found myself agreeing with
most of his remarks on that
decade. Indeed, it brings me to
wonder just what the spirit of
the eighties really was.
Evidently my perception thereof
is rather different from yours,
and that surprises me. because
I thought that you and I shared
pretty common feelings here. I
mean, we both mourn the
passing of the sixties and rue
the world's determination in
the eighties to sink back into
thorough boredom and
dreariness, not to name the
reassertion of naked unbridled
capitalism. We agree about the
despicable policies of Hawke
and Keating, but it is clear that
we are quite different in some
other aspects. I'm not at all
sure just where you and I part
company, as I don't know
enough about (though maybe I
should from reading your
autobiographical articles; let's
just say that there is a side to
you that's not very clear to me).

My only real disagreement
with Campbell is on what he
has not said rather than
anything he actually said.
Apart from a passing reference
to ‘the thoughtless yuppies' he
sees nothing about what I feel
the eighties were really about,
the aforesaid reassertion of
naked capitalist values.
Yuppies were and are very
much part of this, but I
wouldn’'t call them thoughtless.
I believe they knew damned
well what they were doing, so
this suggests that Campbell is
indeed imbued with the spirit of
the eighties, insofar as his
silence on their values implies
consent. But that’s not much to
go on, since he's writing book
reviews, not a social
commentary.

I'm wondering whether you
object to his comments about
‘caring-sharing
concerned-about-everything
types who made the 1980s so
balls-achingly tedious’. Quite
frankly, I can't help cheering
him on about that in spite of
my own concern about what's
happening to life on Earth and
social justice. I do disagree with
his remark that it was

fashionable to be
nonjudgmental in the eighties,
but even there he probably has
a point, insofar as it was in the
spirit of the decade to be
nonjudgmental about the
wrong things. We’ll come back
to this.

Let's get back to Philip K.
Dick and Valis. Indeed I feel
that Dick was lucky to be
spared having to live through
the eighties and on into the
nineties, into a world where
social justice and decent values
are vanishing as we watch, a
world that is becoming so
incredibly evil by the standards
of the sixties and seventies.
While it's all very well to
bemoan this evil trend, it's also
important to try to understand
why this is happening.

You and I have exchanged
thoughts on Valis before, and
clearly you still don't
understand it, and here we
differ greatly, since the book
made a longlasting impression
on me. I guess it appeals to my
mystical side; for the last
decade of his life I see Dick as
more than just a mere science
fiction writer. I feel he was
really onto something. No
doubt the dreary linear
leftbrained twits will sneer at
what I'm about to say, refusing
to allow any link between some
sf books and films with the real
(mundane) world, but bugger it,
[ will throw caution to the
winds and say it anyway.

If you find Valis hard to
understand, the same message
is to be found in the more
accessible Radio Free Albemuth.
Both books are highly
autobiographical, although the
stories are different. Dick writes
himself unashamedly into both
without trying even thinly to
disguise himself under another
name. In Valis he’s Horselover
Fat, but this is later revealed as
just a translation of Philip
Dick, and the two are really the
same person. At the back of the
book is an exegesis written by
Horselover, and the sixth
paragraph says simply: ‘The
Empire never ended.’ He's
referring to the Roman Empire,
which is still there behind the
facade of our reality. And this
Empire is evil.

We get the impression of the
Roman civilisation as pretty
barbaric and cruel, but a




couple of friends of mine
(who've probably never heard of
Philip Dick) have pointed out to
me that this picture is false,
and we can thank Hollywood
largely for this portrayal. I
won't go into Hollywood's
motives for so doing, but just
say that this caused me quite a
bit of confusion. But then just
last week I resolved this
apparent contradiction. You
see, for probably hundreds of
years Rome was a republic (the
world comes from the Latin res
publica, the people’s thing) and
so was a fairly wholesome
civilisation like ancient Greece.
But then just before the birth of
Christ, beginning with Julius
Caesar, it became an empire:
that is, it was taken over by evil
forces that took the power away
from the people. We are still
oppressed by that same evil
empire to this day.

When Star Wars came out, |
was conceited enough to
dismiss it as lowbrow space
opera, believing that I was into
higher things like True Science
Fiction. It is easy to see it on
that level, and I don't claim to
know what was going on in
George Lucas's mind when he
wrote the saga, but I've come to
see some pretty amazing
allegories therein. Maybe Lucas
meant it as a kind of allegory of
ancient Rome. Last Saturday
evening | watched Star Wars
and The Empire Strikes Back on
television, and it's a funny
thing that every time I see the
first film the early part seems
different. This time for the first
time | heard a reference to ‘the
old republic’. Presumably this
means that the galaxy was
basically okay under the
republic but became shithouse
when the Empire took over.

What has all this to do with
our real mundane world? Well,
in 1979 the second film of the
saga. The Empire Strikes Back,
was made, and in that same
year the Empire struck back in
our real world, and it has been
striking back with a vengeance
ever since. Who could have
really believed in 1978 that
we'd find ourselves in the
nightmare we now suffer in
1992? The eighties began in
1979. (See my editorial in Crux
3, Autumn 1980, for my
reaction at the time.)

Often I've wished that our

world had its equivalent of
Luke Skywalker, Princess Leia,
Han Solo and the rebel forces.
Far from that, instead I find
only betrayal by my own kind.
How I'd love to be able to fight
the Empire in some way. But
our real world is not like
Lucas'’s fantasy; it's just not
that easy. Dick knew this.
Paragraph No. 42 of Horselover
Fat's exegesis states:

To fight the Empire is to be
infected by its derangement.
This is a paradox; whoever
defeats a segment of the
Empire becomes the Empire;
it proliferates like a virus,
imposing its form on its
enemies. Thereby it becomes
its enemies.

This is not as startlingly new
as most may think; Dick was
merely saying what Herbert
Marcuse had written back in
the sixties, but who remembers
Marcuse today?

History bears out the truth
of Paragraph No. 42. The most
blatant example thereof in all
time must surely be the
Christian Church. which was
co-opted by the Empire to serve
its own ends after 300 years of
persecution. In our own time
the same has happened with
the Green movement, and I'm
truly astounded that Campbell
fails to see this. I refer to his
statement that ‘many people
(except the greenies) are too
scared to do or say anything
these days for fear of being
“ideologically unsound™. As a
former greenie myself, I can tell
you that what largely drove me
away from that milieu was that
very fear. There one is not
allowed to question such
articles of faith as the
Greenhouse Effect, or, worse,
one is expected to believe a
whole pile of pseudoscientific
garbage about Australia being
‘under the hole in the ozone
layer’, and maybe even worse
than that, even without the
dreaded ozone hole, that
sunlight is harmful and Will
Give You Skin Cancer. In other
words, one is expected to
believe all kinds of harmful
negative bullshit. What better
way to serve the Empire?

Like Campbell I too despise
the wimpy little ‘New Age
liberals’, especially Richard

Neville. Did you see that
bastard talking to Clive
Robertson on television a year
or two ago? He damned the
sixties, which made him, for
godsake, with faint praise by
saying that the present
environmental movement
probably owed something to the
sixties movement. God help us!
The Green movement, as it has
become today, is a gross insult
to those of who stood against
the Empire back in the sixties.
And what better example of No.
42 than the former campaigner
against censorship becoming
the new censor?

And all this caring-sharing
garbage. What hypocrisy. What
a lot of despicable wimps they
are. Oh no, they're not
judgmental about the real
evildoers of the world, the
international banks and
financiers, the militant
Moslems, Asian work practices
(‘You've got to understand
them, you know'), but they're
as judgmental as hell about
their own comrades, their
fellows. It seems that the future
of the world hinges on the
question of who cleans the
bathroom or washes the dishes
properly. With all their sugary
guff about caring and sharing.
they are quite lacking in true
humanity.

Worse, the trendy left
liberals refuse to believe that
the Empire exists. They even
expunge the word ‘evil’ from
their vocabulary. They get
utterly hysterical about
anything faintly smacking of
the right wing, so they stay
hopelessly trapped in their
ideological blinkers. Since the
Empire discredits anybody
aware of it with the label of
‘rightwing extremist’, the trendy
left is very much part of the
Empire and tamely doing its
bidding. It's gotten so that the
very term ‘right wing’ means
nothing to me any more. One
ABC journalist has woken up to
this and has tried to resolve the
confusion by dividing the ‘right
wing' up into three segments,
all bitterly against each other,
oddly enough.

And I'm afraid. Bruce, quite
frankly, I suspect that you are
trapped in this same ideological
rut. I remember that article I
sent you some years ago by
Tom Stacey published in the
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British Daily Telegraph, which 1
reprinted in The Matalan Rave
No. 9. I sent it to you because I
thought Stacey made some
rarely insightful points about
what was wrong with American
(and western) society in the late
sixties. I naively imagined that
it would interest you, yet you
just dismissed it as ‘rightwing
rubbish’. Either I'm politically
very naive, or you are truly
blinkered and brainwashed. I
wonder where the truth lies.
(27 July 1992)

Whew! Where do I start? With some
definitions, surely, since I can’t find
any clear terms in any of the above.

Someone said that there is only one
question worth asking about any poli-
tics or economics: “Who benefits? To
me ‘right wing’ applies to those politi-
cal or economic activities that tend to
accumulate wealth in the hands of a
small number of countries or small
groups of people within particular
countries. To me, such accumulation is
illegitimate, although in fact the laws
and economic systems of the grabbing
countries or groups will institutional-
ise the results of that grabbing. Hence,
‘Capitalism is theft’, as somebody fa-
mous once said. It must be, since the
wealth of any country or of the whole
world is created by the workers of the
world, not the grabbers. In fact, ‘suc-
cessful’ is a term that seems to have
always been applied to those people
freed from the necessity of creating
wealth, i.e. the leisured wealthy. The
Empire, if you like.

The institutions set up, however,
sometimes seem to work inde-
pendently of the forces that set them
up. Also, there are always individuals
and groups within the ruling classes
who have a wider view of society —
who see, for instance, that if you im-
poverish the people who do the work
and create the wealth, eventually there
will be nobody to buy the goods that
are created by the system. Which I take
to be the lesson learned during the
1930s Depression and World War IL.
Therewas a tendency during the 1940s,
1950s and 1960s in Western countries
back to some sort of equalisation of
wealth. This culminated in Australia
not in the 1960s but in the years 1972~
1975, the ‘Whitlam years’ that are now
denigrated by ‘right and left’ alike.
These years really threatened the Em-
pire in Australia because the enormous
wage rises and the government’s at-
tempt to redistribute real wealth posed
an obvious threat to the 10 per cent of
the population who are much wealth-
ier than the other 90 per cent. Vengeful,

the right wing entered into a period of
systematic depoliticisation and impov-
erishment of the middle classes that
threatened them during that short pe-
riod in the early 1970s. ‘Level playing
field” politics and the verging of both
major parties towards the extreme
right wing are merely the outward
signs of forces that praise nearby Asian
states and wish only to reduce most of
Australia’s people to the living stand-
ard of sweated coolies.

Worse, the ruling classes sold the
country (about 90 per cent of Austra-
lian companies) to the ruling elites of
other countries.

That's the political and economic
background to the difference between
the sixties and the nineties in Australia.
But what deductions can one draw
about ‘sixties values’ from those facts?
Since you don’t tell me what you mean
by ‘sixties values’, Michael, I'll have a
80.

For a start, the so-called 1960s did
not happen in Australia until the early
1970s. For any equivalent of San Fran-
cisco 1968, move to Melbourne and
Sydney in 1972, or possibly even as late
as 1975.

‘Sixties values’ came out of the
struggle to extricate Australia from its
connection with the Vietnam War. The
strategies used during that struggle
were our political education. More im-
portantly, those strategies were ap-
plied to a wide range of industrial,
social and political causes. In my case,
Ilearned much from the 1970 and 1971
teachers’ industrial campaigns, cam-
paigns that really paid off, in terms of
improved salaries and conditions, dur-
ing the months after Ileft the Education
Department in 1973.

‘Sixties values’ then, come out of
organised group activities that can
force concessions from the ruling
classes, concessions that would never
be made in a stable conservative era.

Those values were those of the peo-
ple who formed the groups: usually
young people from the same middle to
upper middle classes that had tradi-
tionally ruled the country. Daddy and
Mummy still ruled the country; their
children revolted.

Very little of this ‘sixties activity’
touched the lives of people struggling
to survive. For a few years, working
class wages and conditions improved,
until the Fraser, Hawke and Keating
Governments put the lower and lower
middle classes right back at the bottom
of the heap.

‘Sixties values’ are mainly remem-
bered in terms of consumer items:
popular music, drugs, clothes, books
and movies. What is forgotten is a real,
though transitory, feeling that people

might help each other in equality to
attain desirable ends. This ‘caring-
sharing’ feeling is the centre of every-
thing that was good about the 1960s,
which is why I find it puzzling that
you, Michael, should denigrate it.

What remains of the sixties move-
ment? Very little in the labour move-
ment. When the Empire struck back,
the workers’ movements collapsed.
Very little among upper middle class
young people. Their mission is to hang
on to what was grabbed by their par-
ents, or try to beamong the only people
still employed.

The only place I can see any rem-
nant of it is in the Green movement.
There you still find organised activity
on behalf of campaigns that affect us all
equally. Since the early 1970s, when it
became apparent that the planet itself
is likely to go down the gurgler, the
Green movement set out to try to stop
the seemingly inevitable.

I'm a very inactive supporter of the
Green movement, and still can’t see
what you, Michael, have againstit. You
seem to want to call ‘pseudoscientific’
facts that are in black and white in New
Scientist every week. Industrial society
has created waste products that now
threaten the life systems of the whole
planet. The hole in the ozone layer is
there every summer. (Not that I need
much persuading to stay out of the sun.
Considering my attitudes and lifestyle,
itwould be very bad luck if I contracted
skin cancer.) These industrial products
were created equally by Western and
Communist countries. Until recently,
they were not created by countries that
we regard as poverty-stricken. How
exactly does one persuade whole na-
tions to change their entire way of pro-
ducing wealth? Greenpeace and many
other organisations feel that they have
a much better chance of succeeding by
attacking issues one after the other.
This gives the impression of piecemeal
reform, but I take it that the strategy is
sound: undermine the enemy without
waking it too much.

As for ‘caring-sharing’ . .. well, we
now have the examples of the Victorian
and Tasmanian conservative govern-
ments showing us the meaning of the
opposite values. The whole purpose of
good government is, apart from equal-
ising wealth, to provide an efficient,
overall means of compensating for all
those fixable weaknesses in society.
Kennett has decreed that the rich will
no longer help the weak and poor
through the medium of government.
Instead the ‘private sector’ (the rich)
will be given the right to rip us all off.
No more caring and sharing. Anybody
who helps anybody else will get his or
her hands cut off. That's the eighties
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viewpoint, now translated into official
action in the nineties. The Green move-
ment s probably the only group of peo-
ple sufficiently subversive to find a
way to bring down these thrones. Or
maybe not.

Sixties values in the nineties?
Maybe I was never a sixties person. I
rarely join groups. I want to be neither
anyone’s master or servant. I never
smoked dope or took drugs. I never
wore hippie gear. I'm not even much of
a caring-sharing person, except in the
vaguest way. To me, the 1960s were the
Rolling Stones, the Beatles, Procol
Harum and the rest. Thad my transistor
radio at my ear while I studied for a
safe career.

But when I see eighties and nineties
values let loose in the endless rain of
bullshit that pours down on us from
Canberra and Spring Street, when I see
what it is like to be ruled by drunken
brain-dead sixteen-year-old-larrikins-
going-on-forty-five from the leafy sub-
urbs from Melbourne, I'd welcome
back any manifestation of sixties val-
ues. Anybody’s ‘sixties values’. Al-
though I still don’t know what you
mean by the term, Michael.

DIRK STRASSER,
Aurealis magazine,

PO Box 538,

Mount Waverley Vic. 3149

Aurealis's payment rate has
always been $20 per 1000
words. This is given on our
copyright page and on our
guidelines that we send to
potential contributors.

We don’'t have any real
backlog of stories, and we
rarely take more than two
months to respond to
submissions, although we are
averaging about 500
submissions a year.

Clearly 1 disagree with your
statement about the quality of
the Aurealis stories in the first
five issues. Most of the stories
accepted for Aurealis end up
being read by four editors, and
go through an exhaustive
selection procedure. We don't
always agree on everything, but
Stephen and I stand by our
final decisions.

We don't solicit stories; all
manuscripts are treated exactly
the same way. You obviously
don't see this as a virtue; we
do. Anyway, thanks for giving
the magazine such prominence
in your editorial.

(28 May 1992)

Apologies for not following up my
remarks by reviewing now the most
recent issues of Aurealis and Eidolon.
Your tastes didn’t seem to coincide
with mine at all, but suddenly No. 6
seemed a great improvement. I'll
catch up on my magazine reading
Real Soon Now.

PAUL VOERMANS,
11 Leinster Grove,
Brunswick East Vic. 3057

It's wonderful to be back in
Australia! I snaffled my first
copy of SFC for five years and
read about the changes in
Australian sf with interest.
Although I did have some
contact with fandom in Old
Blighty (the very charming
Bristol sf group. for example), I
never did find a decent channel
for news from home. [ suppose
1 ought to have written directly
to you. The trouble is that my
experience of reading SFC has
been one of wanting to respond
at length to, say, some review
by George Turner, then getting
embroiled in several thousand
argumentative words.
eventually sending it the way of
all the prose | wrote in the early
eighties, into the fat file marked
‘Unfinished Stuff. Now I've
given up both the theatre and
unnecessary trivialities like
full-time employment I find
myself able to give writing a
proper perspective. Better to
write a trivial, gossipy
something to you than a
profound not-at-all.

Perhaps it's just that I have
begun to write again myself
that gives me a sunny
perspective on whatever writing
I look at, but Australian sf
writing seems to have made
some collective decision on the
profound not-at-all as well. it
seemed we used to follow the
Gore Vidal idea — someone was
going around secretly handing
out prizes for people not to take
up writing on the principle that
there were too many writers
around already. In our case the
prize was a satisfaction about
not having succumbed to the
temptation to write what might
actually find publication. This,
to an extent, I blame on sf
writing workshops.

What I find upon my return
after a fair old absence is a
scene so healthy it takes me
aback. And if what you said

about the two magazines is
true, and the writers are
improving, then it's because
criticism of the quality of the
short stories in Aurealis and
Eidolon is not as important as
the fact that the writers whose
works appear in the two
magazines have been
encouraged to continue; it's
because they are not a writing
workshop. We need advice from
one or two consistent sources
rather than a welter of
democratic comment from our
helpful peers. Yay team! I shall
contribute to both magazines if
I can, and buy them as well.

This month [May 1992] my
first novel comes out in
Australia. What a frightening
prospect. Yet already I find the
reception here has been one of
encouragement without
concern as to the quality of the
piece. Ah, what a friendly
country. Of course the novel
needs an honest response if |
am to improve as a writer. This
it will naturally get. What used
to prevail here, though, was a
scorn for anything not
transcendent of careers; it was
a perfect environment for noble
dabblers. This is not to say that
the writers emerging now are
not serious about their craft.
It's just that, removed from the
seventies into a world where no
world-shattering science fiction
is being produced, we are able
to floodle along making happy
objects for fellow readers to
enjoy. Paradoxically, this is the
very way to produce
world-shatterers. As sf readers,
we like to second-guess the
process. Where will the next
Dick come from? It's hardly
worth bothering about, and is
actually detrimental to the next
Dick, whoever she may be.
Yahweh save us from heaped
vituperation or praise!l What we
want is sales without all the
tosh. One reason we have so
many fat, foolish tomes called
Book XXII of the Shite Quest, or
whatever, is that some poor
blighter will write some
promising bit of fluff and will
then be encouraged to wallow
in the footsteps of the giants of
the field. Not only have many of
the giants vastly overestimated
statures but when we look at
the books that really are
wonderful it can stunt us in a
matter of seconds. The

12




backlash to this kind of
stunting is an underestimation
of your audience. Thus Shite
Quest. It's that or silence.

Australia seems (at the
moment) a place where there is
room for several floodlers. From
what I've seen so far there's a
nice line in criticism careful to
avoid hyperbole. And there are
writers — writing. How good it
is to be home.

(27 May 1992)

Good to have you back, Paul. Before
you left, we hardly saw you. Your
whole life was devoted to the thea-
tre, and you seemed to have forgot-
ten writing altogether. You were too
much trouble to get to know, and we
didn’t take the trouble. Come your
return, and you are a writer, and
suddenly very easy to get to know.
And we got to meet Fiona as well.
And enjoyed the (now) two novels.

Thanks for saying what I really was
trying to say about Aurealis and Ei-
dolon in the editorial for SFC 71/72. 1
really have no excuse for not saying it
more clearly. The fact that the two
magazines are there, and seem stable,
and are actually reading stories and
publishing them, changes the writing
environment completely from the fond
old days of the great writers’ work-
shops. I just hope that plenty of the
successful writers from the new Aus-
tralian markets make the jump to the
overseas sf markets.

BUCK COULSON,
2677W-500N,

Hartford City IN 47348
USA

I'm surprised Arthur W. Upfield
didn't spark a crime-writing
industry in Australia. With 33
books published (34, now that
four of his articles have been
put into a small-press
hardcover in this country) he
was successful enough. I'd still
like to get a copy of his
biography, if any of your
readers have access to cheap
secondhand books.

Anyway, you can forget
academics and literary persons
as necessary to any fiction
industry; either the general
public buys the books or there
is no industry. Academics are
only necessary to academic
book publishing; they're mostly
parasites on the popular fields.

That ought to spark some
dialogue in such an
academic-conscious field as

Australian science fiction. Of
course, in this era of
high-priced books, Australia
may not have enough
population to support a
popular book industry.

Your last sentence is correct. It is es-
timated that only about 10 Austra-
lian authors support themselves
entirely from writing. The others,
even quite successful authors, sup-
port themselves through running
writing courses, stints as author-in-
residence at universities or colleges,
prizes, or (of course) by working
nine-to-five jobs. Many of these extra
forms of income depend on having a
certain academic visibility. Science
fiction is still on the nose, while
crime writing has suddenly become
academically respectable. Hence
crime writers can be treated like
‘real’ writers and gain some of those
extra benefits that enable them to
survive.

A few writers do sell enough copies
of their books within Australia to be
considered successful. But even those
authors depend very much on reviews
and radio and television coverage to
sell copies — in other words, they de-
pend on being a ‘name’ — the sort of
author one would like to have on one’s
shelf as well as by the bedside.
Dreaded respectability again.

Speaking of outdated
futures, as Walt Willis does in
SFC 71/72, 1 was recently
looking through some old
Planet Stories from 1940 and
ran across one set in the
far-future world of 1963, which
is a bit startling to read in
1992. (World War Il was still
going on and the Axis was
winning.) That's one reason
why science fiction stories no
longer mention specific dates; it
hampers reprints.

I'm not likely to ever write an
autobiography, but if I did I
wouldn't have to ‘ignore the
pain’ of my life. Sure, I've got
two diseases that might kill me
off any day, separately or in
combination — diabetes and a
bad heart, or to be specific,
two-thirds of a bad heart. And I
haven’t been a financial
success in any field; I expect
Juanita and I rate as ‘poor’
these days. But I've had a hell
of a lot of fun out of life, and
expect to continue having it, I
have a fine wife and scores of
fine friends and expect to
continue having them and

continue to increase the
number of the friends, and I've
done more of what I wanted to
do than the average person
ever manages. So far the
physical pain has been
moderate and the mental pain
almost non-existent. I'm sorry
Aldiss has it, but I don't think
he’s typical of humanity.
Possibly he's typical of
successful writers, though; I
wouldn’t know. Or of the ‘Type
A’ personality, if that
classification is still popular.
(2 June 1992)

It all depends on whether you find
that there are times in one’slife that one
cannot write about. I take it that that
was Aldiss’s point. There are bits of my
childhood to which I could only do
justice by writing a sort of Robert Cor-
mier horror story, but above which I
would probably glide if I tried an auto-
biography. And I've had a very shel-
tered life, asI find out when I hear other
people’s life stories. Things started to
come good when I was teenager, and
really began to move about the time
when [ began my continuous moving
autobiography: ‘I Must Be Talking to
My Friends’ in SF Commentary and,
later, The Metaphysical Review.

PATRICK McGUIRE,
7541-D Weather Worn Way,
Columbia MD 21046,

USA

I am still not entirely pleased
with SFC's emphasis on short
reviews, but I gather that stems
in part from the simple fact
that nobody is writing you long
articles, and anyhow, many of
the reviews you are running do
squeeze in some general
considerations. For that matter,
thanks to the small but
readable type that the new
technology provides they are
longer than it first appears to
one who spent early adulthood
reading typewritten fanzines.
One suggestion: When you
have several reviewers treating
of the same book, or even
different books by the same
author, would it perhaps make
sense to group such reviews
together instead of splitting
them up by reviewer? That or
provide cross-references, or a
lot more information on the
table of contents than now
appears there. When writing
this, I can't even readily
determine how many books
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were in fact reviewed by more
than one person.

You of all people, Patrick, should
remember that during the great days
of SFC I indexed every issue. Some-
how a few years of intermittent pro-
fessional indexing has taken the joy
out of the exercise. But, if I feel ener-
getic when I've typed this issue, The
SFC Index’ might yet retum.

1 do think that crime/
mystery fiction is inherently a
bigger market than sf, because
it appeals to more frequently
encountered personality types,
so that it might not be safe to
extrapolate from the recent
Australian success of crime
fiction to sf. Also, I am given to
understand that crime fiction is
now in a general boom period.
Mystery writers are even using
phrases like ‘Second Golden
Age'. A change in the
Australian situation might have
to do with this as well as with
purely domestic events.

Damien Broderick seems to
be misinterpreting, or maybe
just imprecisely stating in his
review, certain aspects of A
Canticle for Leibowitz that are
important to its understanding.
There exists a hopelessly broad
usage in which any
non-Christian is a ‘pagan’, but
since there are plenty of real
pagans (polytheists/animists),
such as Mad Bear, kicking
around in Canticle, it would be
more useful to recognise that
the ‘pagan’ Texarkanan scholar
mentioned in the review (and
who is named Than Thaddeo, if
memory serves) is a secularist.
The book’s argument is that
secular knowledge is not
merely neutral but good, but
that, like anything else in this
world, it can be misused, and
that for its safe use, growth in
moral wisdom must parallel
growth in knowledge. Than
Thaddeo, in his desire to
divorce secular learning from
wisdom (as symbolised by his
wish to transfer the monastery
archives to a secular university)
makes one of the first steps
down the wrong path, in the
novel's argument.

Canticle does suggest that
the Catholic Church has a
major role to play in promoting
the growth of moral wisdom,
but I think this can be
interpreted symbolically

without a great loss of literary
force — how else to explain the
book’s popularity among
non-Catholics? It is irrelevant
to this more generalised
interpretation that someone is
a ‘disbeliever in Original Sin’,
provided that the disbeliever is
willing to recognise — as who
since the French Revolution is
not? — that progress is not
smoothly upward and that
people often act in
contradiction to their own
ideals. In fact, there is a little
speech near the end of good old
secular-humanist Isaac
Asimov's The End of Eternity
making almost exactly the
same point as in a Miller
passage Broderick cites: that,
in the absence of a larger
vision, a policy of minimising
suffering and maximising
security has brought society on
Earth to disaster.

Miller, who had fought in
World War II, also provides a
bit of comfort that, whatever
horrors eventuate, God
ultimately will neither abandon
individual human beings nor
let humanity totally screw up
everything. This aspect of the
book can meaningfully be
broadened quite a bit beyond a
strictly Roman Catholic
interpretation, but admittedly it
probably would not make sense
to a thoroughgoing secularist
(not that a ‘disbeliever in
Original sin’ is necessarily a
secularist). Eternity's proposed
larger goal is letting people do
what they want,
unmanipulated (which, we are
told, will lead to the exploration
of space and colonisation of
other planets). Canticle’s larger
goal is harmony with God
(which is possible only if people
freely want it, unmanipulated,
and which will, the novel
maintains. lead to exploration
and colonisation). Canticle's
and Eternity's ‘larger visions'
are not entirely in
contradiction, but to the extent
that they do differ, I myself find
that Canticle’s is the more
satisfying.

I greatly enjoyed Dave
Langford's reviews. He
mentions that somehow the
‘myth’ of Saberhagen's
berserkers is better than any of
the stories about them. This
seems to be a more general
phenomenon — somehow the

idea of Sherlock Holmes is
better than all except two or
three of the Holmes stories, for
instance. H. G. Wells often
packaged his science fiction as
social fables — he probably
sincerely wanted to provide
such instruction, and in any
case including a social moral
helped market his works to a
broad public with no special
interest in sf. It is clear,
however, that some proportion
of his readers simply ignored
the fable and grooved on the
basic idea — time travel,
invasion from another planet,
or whatever. Orson Scott Card
somewhere remarks that a
story on paper is merely the
medium by which a writer tries
to get a reader to tell a story to
himself, and the latter may not
be all that close to the former.
Langford says that Card's
The Originist’ ‘could well be the
best Foundation/Empire story
ever written' (page 48).
although he thinks most of the
stories in Foundation's Friends
are merely routine. Myself, I
thought almost all the stories
were far above average for a
shared-universe book, and I
even have a theory to explain
this. Most of the authors had
grown up reading Asimov; they
had assimilated the Golden Age
Asimov stories at an
impressionable age, and much
more thoroughly than people
commonly do those stories that
they encounter only as adults.
They can therefore work with
such material as their own, in a
way that is very difficult to
parallel when people first
encounter the to-be-shared
universe well into adulthood.
Dave also mentions Jack
Vance's whimsical names for
characters. I here introduce my
own candidate for a name for a
Vance character: Mittelscharfer
Senf. It's simply German for
‘medium-spicy mustard’, but
from the first time I saw that on
a label, I realised its potential.
On another linguistic
question, it's interesting (a) that
the Spanish edition of
Dragonhiker’'s Guide (page 44)
adds a couple of words to make
the title sound more
science-fictional (estelar,
galactico), and (b) that the title
leaves key words in English,
impairing the puns —
presumably because they were
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so left when the translations of
the relevant books were done.
Since Covenant is a person’'s
name, not much could be done
about that, but ‘Dune’ is
presumably the translation into
English of whatever the name
of the planet in Frank Herbert's
far-future language is, so there
was no logical reason not to
use the Spanish word (duna)
when the Spanish-language
edition came out.

If Scott Campbell is a
teacher or student in a
philosophy department (page
59), one might have hoped he
would have had some
instruction in precision of
expression. If he is going to
raise the red flag against the
opiate of the masses (page 61),
the least he could do would be
to define his target with some
minimal clarity. It is certainly
news to me that ‘the Church’
has consistent views on ‘moral
issues such as abortion’ unless
‘the Church’ is taken to mean
neither the body of Christians
in general (the most common
Protestant usage), nor the
Anglican Church, but the
Roman Catholic Church. But
that doesn't seem to work
either: an argument could be
made that Catholicism is a
‘dangerous . . . religious force’,
but it scarcely can be deemed a
‘lowbrow’ one (page 61). This is
so generally recognised that
even its enemies see the
Catholic Church as a malign
corporate intellect, spinning
fiendishly clever webs, on the
order of Professor Moriarty's
gang. So just whom is
Campbell attacking? Or is he
merely off ranting in all
directions at once?

(2 June 1992)

Or have I massacred this bit of Scott
Campbell’s prose as well? (See the
first letter in this column.)

Australia must be one of the few
countries in which detractors of the
Roman Catholic Church would add
lowbrow” to their list of insults. Until
after World War II the Church mainly
represented Australians descended
from Irish forebears, people who
formed most of our working class. Al-
though the Church itself showed
plenty of signs of wealth, it saw itself
asrepresenting people without wealth,
and had very strong connections with
the Australian Labor Party. All these
connections have become detached or

rewired during the last forty years, es-
pecially as Australia’s ‘working class’
became made up of European and
Asian migrants, many of whom had no
religious allegiances, and the ALP be-
came a middle-middle-class party dur-
ing the 1960s.

ANDREW WEINER,

26 Summerhill Gardens,
Toronto, Ontario MAT 1B4,
Canada

Thanks for SFC 71/72, which
reminded me that I never got
around to complimenting you
on your piece on Dick's
mainstream novels in the
previous issue. Since I haven't
read any of these novels other
than Confessions of a Crap
Artist (which didn't exactly
leave me hungry for more) I
was relieved to have you
confirm that I don't need to
read them. Like you, I found
Dick most interesting when he
was obsessively exploring the
nature of ‘reality’, and only
‘science fiction’ (or a reasonable
simulation) allowed him to do
that.

I hope I didn’t give the impression
that the true-blue Phil Dick fan could
avoid his mainstream novels. How-
ever, | think they would be more
interesting to a student of the 1950s
American novel than they are to sf
people. It’s only when I read Hazel
Rowley’s biography of Christina
Stead (an Australian writer of Com-
munist sympathies who had to go
into exile from New York to Europe
in 1951) that I realised how abso-
lutely McCarthyism attacked every
aspect of American life. Of course
Dick couldn’t get those novels pub-
lished in the fifties! Today we can
appreciate them as a unique record
of what was happening at the time.
We can also see why some sharp
intellects, such as Dick, Sheckley,
Knight and Bester, could only have
published in the sf field at the time
— sf was so unrespectable that
somehow the FBI thought police
missed it altogether.

I wonder what Dick would
have made of what ‘reality’ has
become. After Reagan, the Gulf
War, the ozone hole, and the
LA riots, it becomes clearer
than ever that we're living in a
Dick novel (The Penultimate
Truth, say, or maybe just The
Zap Gun), in which nothing is
what it seems, and media and

governments conspire to keep
us in ignorance. You could
draw the same conclusion by
reading Noam Chomsky, but
Dick was more fun, in a
black-comic way. Movies like
JFK, however crudely, reflect a
growing sense that They're
Lying To Us. But who are
They'? Personally I don't care
to think about it too hard.

Did you ever see They Live,
by the way? It's a silly horror
thriller about concealed alien
invaders, but with about two
minutes of pure Dick at the
front end. (When you wear
these magic sunglasses, you
look up and all the advertising
signs say ‘Buy’.) More Dickian
than Total Recall, although 1
was thrilled to see an actual
wallscreen in the latter.

I empathised with your
discussion (In No. 71/72) of
Australian sf. Home-grown
Canadian sf publishing is in an
even more pathetic state. As in
Australia, there has been an
upsurge in local crime
publishing in recent years, but
I don't think it portends
anything useful for sf. Local
crime writing is just that —
local. Readers can relate to
familiar settings. Sf is for the
most part non-local — it could
be set anywhere. Also, there's a
big difference in readership.
Adults read (and publish) crime
fiction. Most adults are not
interested in sf, except as
product for adolescents. The
market for adult (that is,
non-sci-fi) sf in the USA is
vanishingly small, and in
places like Canada or Australia
it's virtually non-existent.

I thought your review of
Station Gehenna was fair
enough, by the way. Although
in a sense the book isn't
Malzbergian enough — it
makes too many (clearly
reluctant) concessions to sci-fi
action-adventure.

(6 June 1992)

Amazing — a writer with a clear-
eyed view of his own fiction! Even
the most ordinary writers I meet get
grumpy if I say anything disinter-
ested (or even mildly flippant) about
their work. You’d think they would
all be trying to improve their work
instead of defending every line and
comma of their current work.

Local publishers can sometimes sell
small quantities of Australian sf books,
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as long as nobody mentions anywhere
on the cover or in the publicity sheets
that it might be considered ‘science fic-
tion’. It’s that fundamental barrier that
hasn’t fallen here yet.

DIANE FOX,
PO Box 9,
Cranbrook NSW 2779

Thank you for SF Commentary
71/72. 1 haven't written letters
of comment for ages. At first
this seemed to be caused by
burnout, followed by sheer lack
of energy. A couple of months
ago I found out the cause of
this. Probably in early 1991, I
came down with an apparently
flu-like virus that wrecked my
thyroid. I have been running on
a quarter of my normal energy.
It is rather surprising that I
have managed to keep up with
my job, which involves
long-distance commuting. I had
no ability to keep up with my
other interests. The damage to
my thyroid is permanent, so I'm
on tablets. At least I feel up to
coping again, but I'll be in
trouble if civilisation collapses.

I've gafiated to a degree, but
am again reading sf in large
quantities, and looking out for
Australian sfand fantasy.

You wrote a fascinating
article on Jonathan Carroll.
You're right about the magic
turning dark. This is most
obvious in Voice of Our
Shadow, which is out-and-out
horror, and thus more
‘ordinary’ than anything else
I've read so far by Carroll. The
end of Sleeping in Flame is
disconcerting and blackly
funny rather than actually
horrifying or hopeless. The
Land of Laughs was disturbing
because it showed the usually
positive and life-affirming
power of creativity being used
for creating a petty
dictatorship. Is Carroll saying
that creative people can be evil
corrupt bastards like everyone
else, or something even darker
— that creativity is a form of
power, and all power is suspect?

(8 June 1992)

That's one of the inferences that you
or I might reasonably make, but I
doubt if Carroll is the sort of writer
who ever ‘says’ any particular thing.
A slippery customer. In the end we
always feel that Carroll’s viewpoint
in any of his novels is pitched a long

distance fromthat of any character in
that novel, especially the main char-
acter.

I trust you can find some more per-
manent help for your thyroid problem.
Our cat TC, who has had almost every
other uncommon complaint, had a
malfunctioning thyroid gland. He was
very thin and very stroppy, and
seemed likely to die at any moment.
We took him down to the Veterinary
Hospital at Werribee, where they
dosed him with radioactive iodine and
kept him in solitary confinement for a
week while the radiation destroyed
part of his overactive thyroid gland.
The treatment must have worked; TC
immediately put on weight and re-
turned to his former energy level.

SIMON BROWN,
16 Ulmarra Ave.,
Camden NSW 2570

I was flattered by your kind
words for "All the Fires of
Lebanon'. However, I find
myself in the peculiar position
of disagreeing with you, at least
on one point. You say the story
had an impact ‘that could not
be found in a mere journalistic
report of Lebanese events'. In
fact, Robert Fisk's Pity the
Nation, a journalist's first-hand
account of Israel’s invasion of
Lebanon in 1982, and the
consequences of that invasion,
is such a powerful account that
in several parts it literally had
me in tears — an effect no
other book has ever had on me.

I wrote ‘All the Fires of
Lebanon’ after reading Fisk's
work partly to rid myself of the
anger and sorrow I felt —
writing as catharsis, if you
want, something I rarely
indulge in. Though pleased
with my efforts, I now realise
the story only hints at the real
tragedy, the real horror, of
Lebanon's long war, something
Fisk imparts with a skill and
tenacity that leaves me numb
with jealousy.

Since hearing Fisk’s regular broad-
casts on Philip Adams’s Late Night
Live during the Gulf War, I'm pre-
pared to believe you about his jour-
nalistic skills. I buy so many books I
never get around to reading, but
now I'm kicking myself for not buy-
ing Pity the Nation on the one occa-
sion when I saw it in a book shop.

As usual, the books I've
enjoyed the most over the last

couple of years have been
non-fiction, with one exception
(more on that later). These
include Robin Lane Fox's The
Unauthorized Version, about
truth and the Bible, Martin
Bernal's Black Athena, about
the Afro-Asiatic roots of
Classical civilisation, James M.
McPherson’s Battle Cry of
Freedom, the Civil War volume
of the Oxford History of the
United States, and Nancy
Phelan’s A Kingdom by the Sea,
a warm and frequently very
funny account of growing up in
post-World War I Sydney.

Julian Bames’s Flaubert’s
Parrot, a novel first published
around 1985, was the first long
piece of fiction I can honestly
say I enjoyed more than any
non-fiction work in nearly five
years (with the possible
exception of Pity the Nation — a
reading experience I'm not sure
you could classify as
‘enjoyable’). It's immensely
witty without being the least
pretentious, strangely
scholarly, and a book I've gone
back to several times to re-read
my favourite sections, of which
there are several. Recently I've
also read Barnes’s Before She
Met Me and A History of the
World in 10 (and a half)
Chapters, both well written, but
neither as successful or
accomplished as Flaubert’s
Parrot.

Moving house has meant
dredging up old copies of
magazines and anthologies for
packing, unpacking and
repacking. I took the
opportunity to go over a few of
them, and found myself falling
in love all over again with the
science fiction short story, even
ones from as far back as the
1930s. To some extent this
surprised me, but I have to
admit that an original idea told
competently has it all over a
trite idea told well — the
problem with a lot of modern
short stories (and not just in
science fiction).

(23 September 1992)

DAVE PIPER,

7 Cranley Drive,

Ruislip, Middlesex HA4 6BZ,
England

Make me redundant, please! |
could draw me pension, and
spend all day, every day,
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reading and re-reading The
Publications of Gillespie.
Which, given the increasing
size/length of such
publications, is just about the
only way I'd be able to do "'em
justice.

Me? I appear to be reading
even less sf this year than I did
last. Seems to be a continuing
process, I fear. I read the
magazines ‘cause I'm a
magazine junky. Doubt if I'll
ever pack up reading them, but
very few novels. I've got Connie
Willis's new novel awaiting a
rainy day, and I just finished
Powers’ Last Call, which I
enjoyed very much, but then, I
enjoy all his stuff. Apart from
anything else, the price of
paperbacks makes a decision
as to whether to buy or not
really ‘Is this by one of my
favourite authors?’, in which
case I'll probably buy. Anyone
else’'s magnum opus has to
compete with mundane stuff
like booze, and Camel, and
tapes, and all stuff like that.

I go through periods of
dissatisfaction with the
magazines but I invariably buy
them. and periodically, really
look forward to an issue almost
to the extent that I did nearly
40 years agoll!l Gawd!lll I think
it's a case of getting bitten by
the bug at an early age, and
you just never lose it. I meet
fans up at Fantasy Centre who
are rock-solid sf fans but never
read the magazines and
wouldn’t have one as a gift. I
guess, to be honest, I just love
‘em. Colour me a dinosaur!

(20 July 1992)

Me, too, but I've never got back to
reading the magazines since I
stopped in the mid-1970s. OnceI de-
cided not to keep up with all the
magazines, I felt quite a relief. 1did,
however, keep up buying the origi-
nal fiction anthologies, and now I
have hundreds of the things, most of
them unread since the early 1980s.
When the genie offers me three
wishes, my first will be: ‘Make me a
rapid reader.’ I am a man of many hid-
den handicaps, but the inability to read
fast is the most crippling of all. My
other two wishes? I have hundreds of
candidates, but the two that seem most
pressing are: ‘Give me eidetic mem-
ory’, since [ am perpetually depressed
by my complete inability to learn lines
of verse or prose; and ‘Give me vast
musical abilities, or at least the ability

to play some of my favourite music on
the piano.” I know I should include in
my three wishes ‘Save the ecosphere’,
‘Equalise wealth among all the world’s
people’ and ‘Reduce the world’s popu-
lation to safe levels’, but perhaps my
special genie will give me six wishes.)

ANDREW WHITMORE,
PO Box 11,
Hawkesdale Vic. 3287

I must apologise for not having
written to you sooner. The
main problem is that I wanted
to try and comment sensibly,
and at some length, on SF
Commentary 71/72, but,
whenever I sat down to write
anything, I found myself
deciding that I needed to do a
little more background reading
first. Thus, as a result of the
various essays and articles in
the issue, I've been reading
Philip Dick, Jonathan Carroll,
and various other authors, in
an attempt to order my
thoughts and comment
sensibly on what you and
others have had to say.

Thank you very much for
your review of Fortress of
Etemnity, which was entirely
unexpected and most flattering
indeed. My own opinion of the
book remains somewhat
ambivalent, although its flaws
seem to be becoming
increasingly glaring as time
goes by. I certainly tried to
subvert as many heroic fantasy
conventions as I could,
although the fact that it is one
of the very few novels in the
genre to feature an
unashamedly Marxist hero and
proto-feminist heroine appears
to have escaped most readers.
(If, indeed, there were any
readers at all to speak of: my
royalty statements suggest
them to be exceedingly thin on
the ground.)

That must have had much todo with
the ghastly cover that Avon gave the
book, Andrew. Not many books
have been as successfully undersold
as Fortress of Eternity.

I haven't read a great many

of Dick’s non-sf novels, but I
did find Sutin's biography
fascinating. The best thing
about it, of course, is that it
inevitably leads one back to
Dick's books themselves.
Whether simply through the

passage of time, or by virtue of
the insights into Dick’s
personal life afforded by Sutin’s
biography, these novels now
seem quite different to when I
first read them. Originally,
what appealed to me in Dick’s
works were the quirky
backgrounds, bizarre incidental
inventions and ‘reality-shifting’
plots — in other words, all
those things we traditionally
regard as ‘phildickian’. Now,
however, I am struck by the
extent to which his books are
character-driven, especially in
something like Now Wait for
Last Year, in which the sf
aspects of the plot (time-travel
theme, alien invasion, etc.) are
entirely subordinate to the
relationship between Eric and
Katherine Sweetscent, whose
mutually destructive
relationship is very much the
heart of the story. This is
ultimately resolved in a
marvellous scene featuring Eric
and a robot taxi, where Eric
says:

‘If you were me, and your
wife were sick, desperately
so, with no hope of recovery,
would you leave her? Or
would you stay with her,
even if you had traveled ten
years into the future and
knew for an absolute
certainty that the damage to
her brain could never be
reversed? And staying with
her would mean —'

‘l can see what you mean,
sir,” the cab broke in. ‘It
would mean no other life for
you beyond caring for her.’

‘That’s right,” Eric said.

‘I'd stay with her,’ the cab
decided.

“Why?'

‘Because,’ the cab said,
‘life is composed of reality
configurations so
constituted. To abandon her
would be to say, I can’t
endure reality as such, I
have to have uniquely
special easier conditions.’

‘I think I agree,” Eric said
after a time. 'l think I will
stay with her.’

‘God bless you, sir,’ the
cab said. ‘I can see that
you're a good man.’

If we are to believe Sutin's
portrait of Dick, this just goes
to show how much more
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compassion Dick demonstrated
as a writer than in his own
personal relationships.

It is interesting to note that
the characters in Dick's sf
novels would appear to be
portrayed rather more
sympathetically than those in
his non-sf works. At least, that
is the impression [ get from
your article. Could it be,
perhaps, that by setting his
stories In various fantastic
altermative realities, he was
able to distance himself more
from his material than was
possible with his other, more
overtly autobiographical works?

If the main characters in all the nov-
els, sf and non-sf, are based on Dick’s
view of himself, he is certainly much
more severe on himself in the non-sf
novels than he is in the sf novels. This
must have something to do with the
fictional models he took. Sutin shows
how much Dick wanted to be the new
Great American Writer. His models for
the non-sf novels were the great
ironists. I see a lot of Flaubert and the
other nineteenth-century realists re-
flected in his devices. With the sf? Van
Vogt, early Heinlein, all the writers of
the Golden Age. Hardly great ironists,
but models of brilliant looniness. Only
Dick could have put together the two
influences, as he did in his best books.

The question of biographies
in general is also an intriguing
one. For example, do
interesting subjects make for a
good biography, or do good
biographies make their subjects
interesting? I know, for
example, that you've read
Douglas Day's biography of
Malcolm Lowry. I read this
many years ago, and found it
quite fascinating. and certainly
far better reading than any of
Lowry's own works (with the
exception, perhaps, of Under
the Volcano). Now, is there
something intrinsically
interesting about Lowry
himself, or is it Day's portrayal
of the man that catches our
attention?

On the other hand, Joseph
Blotner's massive two-volume
biography of William Faulkner
is excruciatingly dull. To read
it, one would scarcely think
that Faulkner would have been
able to review his past for more
than a few minutes without
being bored to death, let alone
distil from it a series of the

most remarkable novels in the
language. Does this make
Blotner a bad biographer, or
does the fault rest with
Faulkner himself, a notoriously
private and retiring person?
Perhaps a little of both.

Your enthusiastic advocacy
led me to read Carroll's The
Land of Laughs. which Mary
had already recommended to
me in the most glowing terms.
Previously, I had read
three-quarters of Bones of the
Moon, which I found
interesting, but happened to
put aside one day and never
bothered to pick up again.
While having no such problem
with The Land of Laughs (which
is indeed ‘unputdownable’ in
the strictest meaning of the
word), it didn't really possess
the qualities that might
warrant me elevating Carroll to
the rarefied heights of my own
personal literarv pantheon.
What so appeals to you — the
sheer verve of the narrative and
a style limited to ‘the places,
events, sights, sounds and
rather hectic observations of
the narrator’ — are the very
things that prompt me to damn
the book with such faint praise
as ‘a good read'. To me, the
book bears too much
resemblance to a screenplay.
There's action aplenty, but little
opportunity for reflection, and
at the end one is left more with
the impression of an express
train rushing past than a piece
of art that may be studied and
admired at leisure.

Well, I got a lot more out of it from
a second, detailed reading than I did
from the first reading. The strength of
The Land of Laughs, compared with
Carroll’s other novels, is the strength of
its fable. It is as delicious, as inviting to
infinite contemplation, as any of the
great world fables. ‘What if everything
you wrote down as fiction came true?’
Give this to a hundred of your favour-
ite authors and you would have a hun-
dred interesting answers. But I doubt if
you would have any that would take
the fable so far, that could make it so
completely ironic and cruel in every
aspect, as Carroll does.

Not that I was trying to elevate Car-
roll to any literary pantheon. As I tried
to imply in the introduction to the es-
say, when [ struck Carroll I was strug-
gling to find any sf or fantasy author I
could read with consistent enjoyment.
Carroll gave me what I used to find in

Bester, Knight, Sheckley and Dick. A
few other new writers, espedally Con-
nie Willis, are interesting, and a few old
favourites, such as Aldiss and Le Guin,
have published deeply enjoyable
books during the last two or three
years.

I have a somewhat
idiosyncratic method of rating
my favourite authors, which
owes more to Adam Smith’'s
‘invisible hand' than any
established literary theory.
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