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Hi. I'm Susan Wood, and like Dick
Lupoff before me (who's taking a
well-earned rest from writing about
other people’s books, to work on his

own), I'm a science fiction fan. |
discovered Lucky Starr and the Oceans
of Venus at about age eight, and loved
it. | loved its excitement, its colour, its
ideas. Face it, | /oved those Venusian
frog-creatures, the telepathic beasties
who lived in the swamps (remember
when Venus had swamps?) and ate
grease. When David Starr, space ranger-
superhero with the comic Martian
sidekick, fighting the awesome torment
of the froggies’ evil mind-controls,
defeated them with a jar of vaseline . . .
wow. | was hooked.

| also read cornflakes boxes, Jane
Austen, The Wind in the Willows,
Freddy the Pig, and my neighbours’
comics. Inevitably, 1 stopped being
eight, and stopped reading SF, because
I'd outgrown Lucky Starr, cleancut
cardboard heroes, and even ideas that
couldn’t soar when the writing merely
plodded along. Inevitably, | became an
English major, to give myself license to
keep reading. Inevitably, | started
reading SF again when a friend gave me
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Isle of the Dead and Babel-17, to prove
that SF could combine the sort of book
I'd learned to love (with characters,
good writing, all that literary stuff) with
the sense of wonder I'd missed since |
left the Heinlein juveniles behind.

| became, by profession, an ‘‘aca-
demic.” | teach Canadian literature, SF,
fantasy, children’s lit, composition and
technical writing, at any level from first
year to graduate school. | sometimes
find myself in a swimming pool at
worldcon, reminding myself I'm at an,
er, a conference related to my scholarly
work. (I am, too.)

| have remained a fan, writing about
SF (and teddy bears, Bob Tucker,
feminism, conventions and wombats)
for a variety of amateur magazines;
organizing programs for conventions;
and making friends with other fans from
Brooklyn and Liverpool, Canberra and
Capetown, Dawson Creek, B.C. and
Jesus Maria, Argentina.

| have thus spent the last twelve
years of my life falling, with what grace
I could muster, between two stools.

Academics still view ‘“paraliterature’’
with suspicion, and wonder exactly
what | am teaching. (Given the current
state of SF in the media, | don’t blame
them. Walk into the university book-
store, and what do you see, right by the

door? The Making of the Trek Conven-
tions! | Am Not Spock! and rows of
fluorescent killer-robots, which are “in”
this year as cover-art.) | get no academic
brownie-points, writing a column about
SF and fantasy, especially for something
called Starship.

I'm doing it because | like SF and
fantasy, and like to talk about it, about
the books that please and interest me.

Meantime the fans (some of 'em) still
mutter about ‘‘ivory tower academics’’
(over there, beside Mad Scientists, under
“C” for ‘““Clichés, outmoded”) who are
“ripping off the field” and “‘taking the
fun out of SF” by “‘making it Serious.”

Well: you will be disturbed by this
column, if you are disturbed when
someone suggests that SF and fantasy
deserve to be judged, not in terms of
Thrilling Wonder Stories’ worst issue,
but in terms of the best of current
fiction; that SF and fantasy can and
should provide genuine alternate worlds,
not just escapist colour, 1950’s white
middleclass male social assumptions,
and cheap happy endings; that craft
matters, because a writer worth your
time and mine is doing more than
turning out wordage by the metre in
return for the reader’s beer-money; and
that a “good’” book is not necessarily
one whose sole reason for being printed
is to occupy your eyes on a Greyhound
bus between Winnipeg and Minneapolis.

This approach has very little to do
with my being “an academic,” though it
has to do with my learning to
appreciate, and talk about, good books
in general. It has everything to do with
my being a fan. Because | enjoy SF and
fantasy, | want to see them done well.
There’s a place for easy-listening music,
and elevator muzak, but no-one pre-
tends they represent the state of the art.
There's a place for easy-reading sci-fi
(hereafter called ‘“‘skiffy’’) and formula
fantasy, too; but it's not academic
irrelevance to say, hey, we can all do
better than that.

OK. | admit, | sometimes wonder
what I'm doing, assigning The Best
Science Fiction of the VYear for
homework. | also wonder what I'm
doing, asking questions like: “What is
SF? What is fantasy? What do they do?
What can they do? How can they do it
better? What'’s going on in supposedly-
mainstream non-realistic fiction, and,
hey, doesn’t it make our cozy little
genre-world seem a little, um, cramped
sometimes?”’

What I’'m doing is having fun.

This column may end up as a
mixture of speculations and market
reports, theory and book talk.

A reviewer delivers market reports—
buy this, avoid that—based on more or
less informed assessments of a book's
style, content and so on. A critic starts
to develop a context for understanding
and enjoying that particular work which



the reviewer persuaded you to buy. The
context includes other books by the
same author, other SF/fantasy books,
other literature/art/popculture in gen-
eral. Me, I'm a booklover talking to
other booklovers. Anyone got a third
stool?

The original title? It was ““Schematic
Models,” from Samuel R. Delany’s essay
“Shadows”’ in The Jewel-Hinged Jaw:

The critic sits at a certain distance
from the work, views it from a
particular side, and builds a more or
less schematic model of the work as
it strikes her. . ..

Basically, however, the critic is
part of the work’s audience. The
critic responds to it, selects among
those responses and, using them,
makes, selectively, a model of the
work that may ... guide, helpfully,
the response of the critic’s own
audience when they come to the
work being modelled. . . .

All criticism is personal.

The best is rigorously so.

OK, Andy. How about “Worlds Out
of Words,” which are what the SF/fan-
tasy writer builds ... and what the
writer-about-books builds . .. and what
Douglas Barbour (a critic who cares
about SF, and a poet) called his book
on Delany (a writer who's become a
critic speculating about SF, language,
words, and how we talk about all these
things). Delany, and Barbour-on-Delany,
are asking the questions 1'm asking.
They’re the living, breathing stuff of
what we’re thinking about, and working
on. Worlds out of Words, by the way, is
published by Bran’s Head Books, 45
Milk St., Frome, Somerset, England,
and sells for $12US.

If you want a good discussion of
‘“criticism”’ in SF/fantasy, | recommend
Joanna Russ’ “Books’” column in the
November 1979 issue of The Magazine
of Fantasy and Science Fiction. Onward
to the books.

TALES OF NEVERYON, by Samuel R.
Delany. $2.25. 264 pp. 1979. Bantam.

HEAVENLY BREAKFAST: An Essay
on the Winter of Love, by Samuel R.
Delany. $1.95. 127 pp. 1979. Bantam

One of the time-honoured reasons
for building a world out of words is to
comment on this world. Both of
Delany’s new books, one ostensibly
fiction and the other ostensibly a
nonfictional memoir, are in some sense
‘“fantasies,” playing with the idea of
their function in presenting “reality”
and in presenting ‘‘alternate universes.”’

Nevéryon consists of six linked
baroque tales, set in the sort of exotic
pre-industrial world you expect in
“heroic fantasy.” (Sorry about the
quotation marks, but I'm using tech-
nical terms and trying to suggest their
limitations, at the same time.) There are

dragons and women warriors, enslaved
barbarian princes and devious courtiers,
hunters’ huts, dockside slums and
palaces: and they’re all trimmings.
(Delany is, among other things, explor-
ing the Barbarian-Warrior-Mightythews
genre, to see what lurks behind the
formulas.)

The world, while interesting for its
own sale, solid and richly-detailed, acts
mainly as a distorting funhouse mirror
of our own beliefs, social and sexual
assumptions, actions and myths. In
“The Tale of Old Venn,"” in fact, Venn
uses mirrors to illustrate a point she’s
making about fiction, mirroring a
mirror-image of ‘“reality’”’ and creating
something new in the double-image
process. Elsewhere in the tale Venn
(who more than any of the characters is
a mouthpiece for her creator) discusses
the changes that come to a “primitive”’
culture when it starts to use money
(what is money? economics?) and
recounts a hunter’s solemn discovery of
penis envy (what are the differences
between men and women? are they
biological? social?)

The tales are crammed with ideas,
ranging from sexuality, slavery and
dependence, through creation myths, to
speculations about language itself. Any-
one misled by the cover and blurbs into
expecting escapist fantasy is going to be
puzzled, at best. If you want your brain
pleasantly stretched, though, Delany'll
do it. The tales are a “literature of
ideas” in the best sense. They're also
self-conscious, witty, sometimes irritat-
ing, sometimes slowmoving, and very
often brilliant in language and insights.

Heavenly Breakfast is a mirror-image
of a mirror-image, too, reflecting and
reflecting on ‘“real life” to create
“something else entirely, with its own
meaning” (to quote Venn). A man
named Chip lived, in the fall and winter
of 1967-68, in a Lower East Side
commune called the Heavenly Break-
fast, as part of a rock group of the same
name. During the experience, he wrote
down his observations, without shaping
them into stories with predictable
endings, ‘‘aesthetically manipulated
lies.” Several years later, Delany the
writer got out the notebooks when a
New York magazine requested an article
on communes; he began to shape the
material, and to analyse the communal
experience. Still later, Samuel R. Delany
published a manuscript, a memoir
“basically for myself” of “the Heavenly
Breakfast’' as an experience.

Mirrors. The final text isn’t the
autobiography of Samuel R. Delany, an
account of his socio-sexual-musical-
lit'ry-culinary-chemical  activities (a
companion, reading the interim essay,
says ‘“‘You've left out an awful lot about
yourself.”) It js a fragment about a
character named Chip, who walks
empty-handed into an apartment (you

look for one sandal, one bare foot),
meets eleven people (characteristics and
actions drawn from real people, to make
characters “true” to the truth of the
experience), interacts, observes other
modes of living, thinks about the
experiences he’s having, leaves with
three notebooks in a guitar case when
group and commune disband: and
who—this is the important point—
spends the months trying to create an
alternate world, trying to create a new
way to live.

The book is random, diffuse and full
of irrelevant details of what (for
example) people ate, not what they said
or thought or hoped they were doing.
It’s idyllic, too—surely no commune can
work with so little space, so many
different people, so few ripoffs/freak-
outs/illnesses, so few hassles (not over
sex or money, but over possessions,
dirty dishes, decisionmaking and the
sheer pressure of numbers)? It does
recreate a vision, though, not of
media-idealized middle-class 1967, but
of practical dreamers in a time when
building a new world seemed possible.
The narrator says ‘‘“We stand on the
brink of tomorrow’ and it's not just
stoned rhetoric or escapist self-deluding
fantasizing, but vision and creative
dream: the roots of fantasy.

Like Nevéryon, Heavenly Breakfast
kept me up late, at my bourgeois dining
room table, talking about communes,
dreams and realities, alternate universes
and this reality. _

And the nightmare bikers’ commune
at ‘334 Eleventh St.” (“real” that
address, or a nod to Disch?), the
creation myth from the Western Cre-
vasse, and the work done by “K. Leslie
Steiner”” on the ‘“Culhar’ text,” the
“source’” of the Nevéryon tales: they're
all equally true. a

THE BEST OF NEW DIMENSIONS,
edited by Robert Silverberg. $2.50.
333 pp. 1979. Pocket.

Recently, someone asked me what |
thought were the best SF stories of the
'70’s. Trying to work back beyond
1977, | started going “‘uuhhh ...” and
fumbling for titles that turned out to
have been published in the late '60’s.
My memory was jogged by The Best of
New Dimensions, 18 stories published
between 1971 and 1979, in the
prestigious original anthology for which,
Silverberg says, he sought stories which
combined ‘“‘early 1950’s craftsmanship”’
with “late 1960’s sensibility.” Many of
these are my kind of stories: ideas and
solid plotting combined with good
character development and controlled
experimentation.

The collection includes ‘‘Nobody'’s
Home" by Joanna Russ. Silverberg calls
it “one of the most vivid and plausible
depictions of the daily life of the future
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ever written,” and | agree; it rings
absolutely true. There’s Le Guin’s “The
Ones Who Walk Away From Omelas,”
Tiptree’s “The Psychologist Who Would-
n’t Do Awful Things to Rats,” Laffer-
ty’s “Eurema’s Dam,” and other ex-
amples of what SF in the 1970’s could
do when it tried. Silverberg encouraged
both established writers, and some of
the best new talent of the decade; and
the collection reflects this. His own
introductions give a fascinating picture
of how an anthology is put together.
This Best of . is an important
package, for anyone interested in
contemporary SF; and it gives me cause
to rejoice that New Dimensions is being
revived, from Pocket Books with Marta
Randall as co-editor. a

THE SCIENCE FICTION ENCYCLO-
PEDIA, edited by Peter Nicholls.
$24.95 hardback, $12.95 paperback.
672 pp. 1979. Doubleday/Dolphin
(US), Granada (UK).

Recently, the Noreascon Two com-
mittee—the group running the 1980
World Science Fiction Convention—
announced it was exercising its right to
create a special Hugo for the SF field’s
“best non-fiction book" of 1979.

The walk-away winner has got to be
The Science Fiction Encyclopedia. If
ever a project deserved to be praised,
this is it.

If ever a book demanded to be used,
this is it.

The Encyclopedia contains some
2,800 entries, ranging from bio-bibliog-
raphies for 1,817 authors, editors and
critics, through histories of SF maga-
zines and entries on films, to 175
general essays on SF themes: aliens to
xenobiology. It's so complete that
(statement of interest follows) Nicholls
asked me to do an entry for “SF in
Canada”; it’s so trustworthy on trivia
that he got my number of Hugos right
(though he got my academic rank
wrong—| hope he’s as good a prophet as
he is an editor).

I can pick nits as well as anyone.
John Clute and Nicholls get Ted White’s
middle name wrong (apparently a
mistake copied from Tuck). Nicholls
gets Ron Ellik’s middle initial wrong.
Malcolm Edwards insists that Warlord of
Kor is a novel. Etc. In a book like this,
the little details are exactly what
matter; | mention these only to point
out that the editor and contributors
care about details and, as far as | can
tell, overwhelmingly get them right.
(Nicholls includes the address of his
British publisher, Granada, and urges
readers to send corrections for future
editions. Since the British edition went
into a second printing immediately on
publication, such new editions should
be guaranteed.)

There are 35 contributors listed,
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though the bulk of the work was done
by Nicholls, associate editor John Clute,
and contributing editors Malcolm Ed-
wards and Brian Stableford. (Technical
editor was Carolyn Eardley, who
“wishes to firmly dissociate herself from
some of the split infinitives which we
have felt compelled occasionally to use
for the sake of clarity.” Oh, | do like
this book’s style.) Many of the contrib-
utors are loosely associated with Lon-
don’s Science Fiction Foundation, with
a healthy mix of international experts.
Each essay is signed, and, though
judgments and opinions are present,
they're generally reasoned and interest-
ing.

gThe Encyclopedia is an invaluable
reference work on SF. It’s also more: a
history and survey of SF (in and outside
the Gernsback continuum) which, be-
cause of the theme essays and extensive
cross-references, really does give a
balanced picture of the field. The
material from outside the British/ Ameri-
can publishing world is useful, as is that
on films, comics, SF art (much of it
from Jon Gustafson) and criticism. As a
bonus, there are 400 well-chosen illus-
trations. As another bonus, the contrib-
utors and editor, bless them, know how
to use the English language, and write
with clarity, economy, and a surprising
degree of elegance.

Nicholls writing on Nicholls com-
ments that, when writing or publishing
criticism, he has been ‘‘generally at-
tempting to mediate between the two
extremes of academic orthodoxy and
fannish bonhomie.” Among other ac-
complishments, the Encyclopedia grace-
fully accomplishes this feat. Anyone
interested in SF will appreciate this
book. For me, it's already become both
an essential reference tool, and a
bedside browsing book (which may say
something about my habits, but says
more about the book: imagine a
reference work you flip through for
entertainment).

Buy the hardcover. You're going to
use this book, and the paperback won't
stand the strain.

Remember The Encyclopedia of
Science Fiction at Hugo-nominating
time.

And look forward to Nicholls’
promised companion-volume on fan-
tasy. [l

LEESE WEBSTER, by Ursula K. Le
Guin, illustrated by James Brunsman.
$7.95. 26 pp. 1979. Atheneum.

MALAFRENA, by Ursula K. Le Guin.
$11.95. 369 pp. 1979. Putnam.

It’s a pity this column is appearing in
February. Leese Webster, a children’s
picture book, would make a dandy
Christmas present for a child (who'll
enjoy the story about a clever spider
who starts spinning pictures) or for a

special adult (who'll enjoy the charming
fable about art and life). At first, |
thought the black-and-white line draw-
ings by James Brunsman were too crude
and cartoony; but they fit the book,
since after all, a spider and her web are
basically a collection of lines, and a
realistic spider might be scary. Does
anyone not working for a public library
actually buy picture books? If you do, |
recommend this one.

Malafrena is a realistic novel—about
the texture, actions and decisions of
everyday life, described in careful
shadings and nuances. It’s set in a
created world, the Orsinia of Orsinian
Tales (to give the author freedom), in a
real place and time, The Austro-
Hungarian empire of the 1820’s, the era
of the stirrings of revolutionary nation-
alism (to give the author context).
Through Itale Sorde, a young patriot
from the provincial gentry, and his
childhood sweetheart Piera, Le Guin
continues the debate on freedom and
responsibility, love and duty, she
presented in The Dispossessed and The
Eye of the Heron. | find it oddly
theoretical, at a bit of a distance,
though the world and the lives are
richly-textured. It's certainly proof that
any serious literature is a “literature of
ideas”’; and it should be welcomed by
anyone for whom Le Guin’s ideas have
human importance. O

MOON IN THE GROUND, by Keith
Antill. $12US. 220 pp. 1979. Norstrilia
Press, P.O. Box A491, Sydney South,
NSW 2000, Australia.

THE DARK BRIGHT WATER, by
Patricia Wrightson. $7.95. 223 pp.
1979. Atheneum.

Australian SF people tend to resent
and lament their isolation from the
supportive communities of fans, fellow-
writers, editors and, especially, pub-
lishers in Britain and the U.S. They've
begun to coalesce, in self-preservation
and self-defence, as a community of
their own, and Norstrilia Press is one
result. A fan-owned effort, it's produced
two volumes of stories from the
Australian writers’ workshops, and now,
expanding, a novel.

Moon in the Ground opens with an
aboriginal myth of a Moon Baby that
plummets to earth and destroys the
power of a much-feared shaman. It's an
interesting narrative hook, and could
have provided an effective fable for the
story, which focuses on a group of US
scientists (our shamans) confronting the
“moon baby,” a sentient alien artifact
they name “Pandora.” Unfortunately,
however, Antill mostly ignores the extra
dimension his myth and physical setting
(the desert near Alice Springs) could
have provided, though he does make
some use of the social tensions between
Australians and Americans. The scien-



tists (identified by last names, and
virtually indistinguishable) confront
Pandora. Everybody confronts Big Gov-
ernment. Since this is 1979, the latter is
far more scary. The artifact isn’t what
you'd expect (the ultimate weapon, or
the computer playing God); the govern-
ment-stuff /s what you’d expect, a stock
thriller-element, and unconvincing.

The book is interesting enough, and
certainly as competent as anything
currently issued by North American
paperback houses; | hope one buys
reprint rights, if only to encourage
Antill and Norstrilia. The problem is
that, much as | wanted to hail this book
as a new discovery, | can’t. It won the
Mary Gilman award for Australian
literature given by the New South Wales
Trade Union movement (!) in 1970.
We’re told that Antill has written other
novels, but this is his first to be
published—in 1979. | wish that, in the
intervening years, someone—his own
conscience, if not his editors—had made
him do extensive rewrites. The actual
writing is less than competent: muddy,
imprecise, and full of sentence frag-
ments, run-on sentences and sentences
that change subject in midstream.
Maybe you'll be so caught up in the
story that you won’t be confused and
irritated; for me, the writing had exactly
the opposite effect. O

Patricia Wrightson, in contrast, is an
able and graceful writer. The Dark
Bright Water, a sequel to The Ice is
Coming, follows her aboriginal hero
Wirrun as he and his friend Ularra leave
the white coastal city, the world of ““the
ordinary things a man had to live with,”
for the Outback, the world of the
People and the spirits. The Yungga-
murra, a water-spirit, in woman'’s form,
sings sweetly, luring him to death; and
all the land is disturbed. Wrightson does
make good use of the Australian
background, both the physical setting
and, especially, the strange and haunting
myths associated with the Outback.
Like Wirrun, we come to accept the
reality of Yunggamurra and Mimi, as
present and actual as the rocks and
streams.

Wrightson's prose is flowing and
evocative, her characters (both the abos
and the spirits) convincing, and her
emotional relationships (the friendship
between Wirrun and Ularra, the attrac-
tion between Wirrun and Murra) power-
ful. Packaged as a “‘young adult” book,
this is meant for everyone who enjoys
good, and unusual, fantasy. O

And finally. . . . | checked with Dick
Lupoff to make sure that our columns
didn’t overlap; and for that reason, I’'m
not reviewing Octavia Butler's Kindred
(Doubleday) and Thomas M. Disch’s On
Wings of Song (St. Martin’s). | admired

them both, though. Butler’s fantasy
premise was too arbitrary, but the
emotional situation it set up was
fascinating and convincing. As for
Disch’s book, it’s my choice for the best
SF novel of 1979.

The following two reviews have been
sitting in Andy’s files since the spring of
1979, but we both decided to run them.
This column is full of recommendations;
here's another: remember ‘“‘Options’’ at
award-nominating time. o

JUNIPER TIME, by Kate Wilhelm.
$9.95. 288 p. 1979. Harper and Row.

In Juniper Time, Kate Wilhelm’s
twelfth novel, she returns with increas-
ing skill to the territory she has staked
out for herself. Her subject frequently is
the struggle of human beings to survive,

psychologically as well as physically, in
a devastated near-future world where
“the machine society’” demands con-
formity. Here, her protagonists are
Arthur Cluny, a graduate student in
astrophysics, who longs for space; and
Jean Brighton, a graduate student in
linguistics, who understands the ‘“‘mag-
ic’’ and the power of words. Both are
the children of dreamers, men who
schemed to build the first space station.
Arthur has grown up to be the tool of
power-hungry men; Jean has rejected
the “large machine that had no need for
souls or consciences or feelings,” the
military-government-industrial machine
which destroyed her father.

Yet neither Jean nor Arthur has a
real choice, since they are both born
into a “shrinking world” without hope.
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“Bewilderment, humiliation and apathy,
these were the masks people wore, and
it was terrifying.... And they were
helpless. Nothing could be done."”

The actual drought devastating the
world is a powerful metaphor for this
lack of hope. Wilhelm presents these
bleak scenes with impressive skill. Her
understated style effectively suggests
the people’s despair, and the horror of
the ‘“‘newtowns’’—refugee camps in
which civilized people become either
apathetic or violent, like the gang which
rapes and brutally beats jean.

Yet Wilhelm insists on the necessity
of choice. We can choose, not to
live—this is a tough-minded book, and
Wilhelm makes no promises—but to try
to live. We must choose to hope. Jean’s
search for her own ‘real place,” in the
Oregon desert with an Indian tribe
relearning survival skills, and within
herself as she comes to terms with her
past, counterpoints Cluny’s loss of his
dreams. Wilhelm’s skill at character
development and center-of-conscious-
ness narration is clearly evident in
Juniper Time.

| could have wished for even more
psychological exploration, and fewer
plot mechanics—the discovery of an
“alien” message encoded on gold,
kidnappings, murder, political machina-
tions, international intrigues. The frame-
work of Juniper Time is spectacular, a
science-fiction thriller. Yet its heart is
quiet, an exploration of what it means
to be human, an individual, whole. The
book can be read as entertainment, or as
a disaster novel with ecological over-
tones. It can also haunt your mind,
asking hard questions about human
nature.

That's Wilhelm’s territory. She ex-
plores it well. 0
UNIVERSE 9, edited by Terry Carr.
$7.95. 182 pp. 1979. Doubleday.

People have accused me of writing
nothing but positive reviews. Well, yes.

siRrship
1s Available in

MICROFORM

University

Microfilms
300 North Zeeb Rd..
Ann Arbor, Mich. 48106

Unless | find a really “important’ bad
book, | simply can't be bothered
finishing anything crummy-to-mediocre,
much less write about it just to see the
blood flow. Marking term papers gives
me all the lousy prose | need.

| always finish Terry Carr’s Universe
anthologies. For some reason, | seem to
prefer the odd-numbered ones; and #9
kept me away from a stack of
technical-writing exams for an enjoyable
evening.

The anthology contains 9 original
stories, from Carr’s usual blend of
established pros (Bob Shaw, Greg
Benford), newer luminaries (John Var-
ley—is he an ‘‘established pro” now,
with his Nebula? can’t keep these
categories straight—Marta Randall, John
Shirley, Greg Bear) and good new
writers (Paul David Novitski, Mary C.
Pangborn and Juleen Brantingham, the
latter two with their first published SF
stories.)

Carr says of Varley's novelette
“Options” that it ‘““may well be the best
story he's yet written.” Yes. It's
stunning. It’s the story we’ve been
waiting for him to write, about the
beginnings of that future society in the
Eight Worlds, when the easy sex-changes
are first introduced. Cleo is a happily-
married mother of three on Luna who
decides (after much soul-searching) to
find out what it’s like being Leo.
Husband Jules is quite happy as a man,
quite unhappy with Cleo’s decision. Are
“man’” and ‘“woman”’ just social roles,
limitations put on the minds and hearts
of male humans, female humans, human
humans? Cleo says: “It’s the option |
want. ... | want to know how much of
me is hormones, how much is genetics,
how much is upbringing” (p.171). So do
I. This story will produce a lot of
discussion and thought.

Paul Novitski's ‘“Nuclear Fission”
also focuses on the problems people will
have, even if we achieve an almost-
utopia of sane power use (zeppelins and
home computers), back-to-the-land liv-

ing, an end to rigid sex roles, and so on.
His future is both possible and plausible;
his people are convincing. Juleen Bran-
tingham’s “Chicken of the Tree” is a
short parody of the search for rural bliss
in a polluted world (“Pickles ... gave
back my Euell Gibbons autograph. | ate
it for breakfast with honey and
yogurt”’—p.130.) It’s the sort of thing |
never have the nerve to actually submit.

Marta Randall’s ‘“The Captain and
the Kid” is a delight. Randall handles
first-person, present-tense narrative ex-
tremely well, convincingly showing the
Kid’s exasperation with, and love for,
the Captain, cranky about being stuck
on a colony planet.

Bob Shaw’s novella ‘“Frost Animals”
is a murder mystery with a difference,
as Dennis Hobart, returning from space,
recalls events which happened 13
subjective months and 18 Earth years
before. | found it emphasized ideas, and
rather arbitrary plotting, at the expense
of character.

Greg Benford’s “Time Shards” in-
volves a Smithsonian scientist of 2000
AD attempting to recapture a voice
from 1000 AD—and asks what we’re
leaving as ‘‘history’’ for 3000 AD. [t’s
an entertaining short story with well-
handled dialogue. Like it, Greg Bear’s
“White Horse Child” is a fine variation
on a familiar theme: a fantasy in which
an imaginative child learns to tell stories
despite a repressive, Billy-Graham-
reading community dedicated to con-
centrating ‘‘on things that are real” like
the hardships of life. Mary Pangborn’s
“The Back Road' is a pleasant Simak-
style tale of strange happenings in rural
New England. John Shirley’s “Will the
Chill,” very different in tone, is an
adventure story and psychological
study.

Universe 9 is an interesting collec-
tion, then, with an outstanding Varley
story. It's a worthy addition to the
series. And now I've got to get back to
marking those papers . . . Om

—Susan Wood
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| want to thank Andy Porter for
giving me a lead into this column.
Starship arrived today (March 6) with
an introduction saying “l hope Susan
can overcome the deadliest peril the
columnists in Starship face: attack of
the deadly deadline beast.” Well, my
deadline was March 1, and my column
still isn’t quite finished. Part of the
problem, a large part, is a creature | call
the Strep in Residence. For over a year,
I've had a series of strep infections
which seem to be mutating, resisting
any and all antibiotics. (I may miss the
next deadline because the US Army
bacteriological warfare people have
kidnapped me for research purposes.)
I've just been sick again. My doctor
prescribed Sleep, so I'd return from
school and flake out at 6 pm instead of
writing.

There’s another problem. I've written
everything except the lead reviews,
which I've been working on for three
weeks. | have seventeen failed drafts and
terminal reviewer’s block. | hate writing
killer reviews. Yet | feel | have to talk
about these books, because they fail in
extremely important ways, because
they're by a major contemporary
novelist crossing over into SF, and
because they’re what non-SF readers
will regard as representative of today’s
SF, which they are not.

CANOPUS IN ARGOS: ARCHIVES
Re: COLONIZED PLANET 5. SHI-
KASTA. Personal, Psychological, Histor-
ical Documents Relating to Visit by
Johor (George Sherban) Emissary
(Grade 9) 87th of the Period of the Last
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Days. 365 pp. 1979. Knopf, $10.95;
Jonathan Cape £5.95 (Canada $17.95).

CANOPUS IN ARGOS: ARCHIVES.
THE MARRIAGES BETWEEN ZONES
THREE, FOUR, AND FIVE (As Nar-
rated by the Chroniclers of Zone
Three). 256 pp. 1980. Knopf, $9.95.
Jonathan Cape, £5.95 (Canada $17.95).

What /s a science fiction novel?
(Welcome to part 2 in a continuing
plaintive query into the void.)

It's no news to anyone who's noticed
a “mainstream’’ novel in the last five
years that ‘realism,” as a literary
convention, is wearing a bit thin.
Meantime, fantasy and flights of imagin-
ation, the roots of story, are regaining
acceptance.

Doris Lessing, a British mainstream
novelist of considerable ability, consid-
erable preoccupation with Serious
Themes, and considerable status in the
world of contemporary literature, ob-
serves in the preface to her novel
Shikasta that ‘“‘novelists everywhere are
breaking the bonds of the realistic novel
because what we all see around us
becomes daily wilder, more fantastic,
incredible. . .. fact can be counted on
to match our wildest invention.”” When
Le Guin says this, we SF people listen,
and Andy Porter publishes her national
Book Award acceptance speech in his
magazine. When Lessing says this, Gore
Vidal pays attention in the lead review
in the New York Review of Books (Dec.
20, 1979).

Lessing has made previous forays
into “inner space fiction” (Briefing for a
Descent into Hell) and SF (Memoirs of a
Survivor). In these cases, her metaphors
served her well, and she them. Now
she’s embarked on a projected epic,
“Canopus in Argos: Archives.”” Shikasta,
the full title of which | refuse to keep
retyping, “‘has as its starting point, like
many others of the genre, the Old
Testament.” Really? What genre?
“Space fiction’’? or moral fable, which
is what Lessing is really writing? Huh?

The series is set in “a realm where
the petty fates of planets, let alone
individuals, are only aspects of cosmic
evolution expressed in the rivalries and
interactions of great galactic Empires:
Canopus, Sirius, and their enemy, the
Empire Puttiora, with its criminal planet
Shammat.”’

Discovery of this realm gives her “the
exhilaration that comes from being set
free into a larger scope, with more
capacious possibilities and themes.”’ She
says finally that ‘“space fiction, with
science fiction, makes up the most
original branch of literature now; it is
inventive and witty; it has already
enlivened all kinds of writing; and ...
literary academics and pundits are much
to blame for patronizing or ignoring it.”

Wonderful! we SF people say. (We
knew it all along. Fans are slans. Etc.)

Unfortunately, Shikasta, while lofty
in purpose and imagination, is neither
good SF, nor a good novel.

Writing SF does not give you the
freedom to break the rules of known



fact and common sense. | was trying to
discuss Lessing’s stumbling mis-use of
various SF conventions and Von Ddn-
iken clichés, when the March 1980 issue
of the Magazine of Fantasy and Science
Fiction arrived with Algis Budrys’
careful review of the novel. | commend
this to you.

Writing SF does not give you
freedom to abandon the traditional
values of fiction.

Listen, | like serious moral fictions; |
enjoy George Eliot. But Eliot, Le Guin,
Lessing in her earlier work, Stapledon
whose influence is clearly visible here
(though Lessing gets the title of Last
and First Men wrong, while praising it)
and Varley whom I'll be praising in a
minute, know the difference between a
muddy tract about Good and Evil, and a
novel which embodies its ideas in
believable characters, well-developed
societies, and—oh, how philistine of
me—interesting plots. Shikasta lacks
these.

Johor comes to Shikasta-Earth. He
sends back reports in purest bureaucrat-
ese. This is mistake number one.

| started to get very bored. People
are only case-histories. Okay, we're
involved with a sweeping vision span-
ning time and space, but so what?
Stapledon makes the fate of galaxies
matter to the little human reader.
Campbell in “Twilight,” surely the
worst-written Influential SF Story ever
reprinted, nevertheless communicates a
powerful vision of humanity's rise and
disappearance. It can be done: not here.

Two-thirds of the way through the
book, Johor the superbeing is born as a
human, George Sherban—to save the
near-future world which is busily
destroying itself. His sister Rachel keeps
a journal. She's real. She talks about life
as a privileged young white woman,
daughter of doctors, in various third
world countries. She faces suffering and
death. “The reek of blood going up
from this planet must be in somebody’s
nostrils. Somebody needs it.” Who?
Why? Whay? Suddenly, these ideas
matter. Then Rachel is disposed of,
offstage, and the book dies with her. O

Marriages, in contrast, almost comes
alive. This book is presented as a story,
almost a fable, narrated by the ‘‘chron-
iclers of Zone Three.” one of whom is a
“genefather’” to Al-Ith, Queen of the
Zone. She has been ordered to marry
Ben Ata, warrior king of Zone Four. As
a first advantage, the book's style is
interesting. Lessing captures the ca-
dences of oral storytelling well. Also her
stance allows her to explore some
interesting questions about the relation-
ship of life, truth and art. The
narrator(s) frequently mention that a
given scene is depicted, in popular art or
story, in such-and-such a way, though

what ‘“really happened’ was much less
symbolic (and generally a good deal
more human and interesting). The
stance also makes the narrator and
society real, through an obvious sense of
superiority to the barbarians down there
in Zone Four.

Having established that an ‘‘exem-
plary marriage’ is about to take place,
the narrator then comments: ‘‘While
this famous marriage was being cele-
brated in the imaginations of both
realms, the two most concerned re-
mained where they were. They did not
know what was wanted of them.”
Exactly. The mysterious Protectors, and
the author-as-God, have their own ideas.
Human beings come alive, and matter
more, in Marriages than in Shikasta, but
not quite enough, in the end.

Though Zones Three and Four are
well-developed as societies, for example,
the overall context is not. Fine, the
Chroniclers are writing for their own
people, but Lessing is writing for us. Her
science fiction convention is only that, a
device to set a moral fable in motion.
The Zones are real places; yet where are
they, and who lives there? (Zone Six is
where the souls of the dead on Shikasta
go to await rebirth.) They are divided
by an “invisible barrier’ of air, denser in
Four and more rarified in Two.
Travellers cannot move between Zones
without illness, unless they wear pro-
tective ‘‘shields.” Again, this is an
arbitrary device to explain lack of
previous contact, not anything logical or
convincing. When the marriage of duty
turns into a friendship which changes
both parties, a mysterious drum begins
to beat; it ceases when king and queen
must part. How, why, and wouldn’t it
drive everyone bonkers? The Protectors
ordered Ben Ata to build a pavilion to
certain precise specifications for his
bride. Food mysteriously appears there
for them when they imagine it; then it
ceases. Why? Lessing could have used
such mysteries effectively, having her
characters question the forces directing
their lives. Instead they are irritations,
showing a fatal lack of concern with the
reality of her creation.

Similarly the ‘marriages’” between
the Zones are symbolic, with some
human reality, and not, alas, the reverse.
Al-Ith, “queen by will of the people,” is
the incarnation of her reaim and its
values: civilized, sensitive (her race
communicates with its animals), spiri-
tual, sexually liberated, and so on. Ben
Ata represents his race's problems:
barbarian, uncouth, materialistic, sexu-
ally unenlightened (he doesn’t know
how to perform a sex act that isn’t a
rape) and so on. Both are created and
used to discuss those values.

The marriage, which brings civiliza-
tion to Four and challenge to decadent
Three, is also primarily a symbol. The

title’s a misnomer. The book concen-
trates on the relationship between
Al-1th and Ben Ata, the nuances of their
emotions. Very late in the book, Ben
Ata “marries’’ a barbarian princess from
Zone Five so the symbolic social
interactions can continue, while Al-Ith
becomes an exile, entering mystic Zone
Two.

There are some fine moments in
Marriages. | especially enjoyed Al-lth’s
meetings with the underground wo-
men’s society of patriarchal, militaristic
Zone Four. For example, in secret
ceremonies, the women help each other
to lift off the heavy helmets which
people are forced to wear if they spend
unprofitable time looking up at the
mountains of Zone Three. Those hel-
mets, though; that chosen lack of
freedom to dream and aspire; that
defiance, that mutual aid as women
support each other’s necks and gaze up,
far away: they’re powerful symbols but
still not quite humanly <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>