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OUR COLLECTIVE WAYS

Hello, and welcome to this bumper international edition of ASFR. Having
been enjoined by John Foyster - wearing his mean expression - to write 'a
witty and charming editorial’, I approach this task with some
trepidation. It was decreed to be my turn at the collating meeting for
July and September ASFRs, during which we collectively failed the
literary knowledge tests in The New York Review Quiz Book, though the
answers did become more inventive as the levels dropped in the champagne
bottles.

This was a pre-Conspiracy meeting, and the table talk revolved
around such vital issues as how Andrew Brown proposed to deliver a parcel
of Lucy Huntzinger's underwear with the right measure of panache and
discretion; and which Con-attending authors might consent to being
interviewed. This latter, at least, has been resolved, and future issues
are expected to include gems like a laid back (almost horizontal)
discussion with William Gibson, and words of wisdom garnered from such
people as Josephine Saxton, Suzy McKee Charnas, and Tanith Lee.

All the ASFR conspirators have now returned home, doubtless to the
relief of the newly-paranoid Euro-trotting Irwin and Wendy Hirsh, who
bumped into us in enough far flung locations to defy the laws of
probability and vindicate Tom Stoppard’s ideas about statistical reality.
You, gentle readers, can look forward to endless enthusiastic Con reports
in the next issue (though we'll probably omit any really juicy bits,
since it transpires that the Mean Editor maintains mixed moral opinions
about discretion being the better part of publication). Cherry Wilder
has already contributed her impressions, and other post-Con thoughts will
be welcome. From the collective point of view, the best thing about
Conspiracy was getting some real feedback: indeed, some people have
already managed to write LoCs, as witness the letter section.

Speaking of which, I'm not quite sure what to make of Andrew
Picouleau’s charge that ASFR suffers from a surfeit of 'logical
consistency'. I resisted the wicked impulse to write a semiotic
deconstruction of his letter on the grounds that this issue does in fact
contain Richard D. Erlich and Peter C. Hall's Prefilmic, Post
Poststructuralist Prostruction of ALIEN/ALIENS 3, which might go some way
towards satisfying the craving for the power of the incredible. On the
other hand, Russell Blackford has contributed one of his famous long
boring articles - this one on John Calvin Batchelor - and there is a
George Turner review of Beresford's The Hampdenshire Wonder, so the
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opportunity exists for interested readers to scan these works for
encrustations of the dreaded logical positivism: we'd like to hear from
you.

Since this is the last issue for 1987, we collectively wish you lots
of fun during the fast approaching end of year festivities. Cheers!
JW 25.10.87

A PREFILMIC. POST-POSTSTRUCTURALIST PROSTRUCTION OF
ALIEN/ALIENS 3: Heinleinian/Stallonian Vs. Wimpoid
Approaches

Richard D. Erlich and Peter C. Hall

Obviously we can no longer privilege the artist's work when criticism has
proved itself not only ontologically prior but also superior in most
aesthetic, ideological, and philosophical respects. Prefilmic criticism
is therefore necessary so that the work of film-makers will match the
expectations of critical theories, thereby eliminating the unfortunate
awkwardness of most post-filmic criticism dealing with works that don't
live up to theory. Accordingly, before the film-makers actually make the
thing and ruin criticism on the subject for ever, we wish to analyse
Alien/Aliens 3: Ripley's Revenge.

In the third member of the Alien/Aliens series, Ripley, of course,
must seek out the Homeworld of the Bugs and either wreak their
destruction or come to some understanding with them.[l] The wreaking of
the wrecking on BugWorld we will call the 'Heinleinian/Stallonean'
approach, after that Grand Master of sf, Robert A. Heinlein, and the
famous film auteur, Sylvester Stallone, writer, producer, director,
cinematographer, star, and Best Boy for Rocky I-IV and, most certainly in
the future, Last Blood, Part 2 (where Rambo finally gets prostate
surgery, finishes destroying the pinko, commie mutants, and nukes LA).
The 'wimpoid' (aka [Orson Scott) 'Cardian') approach ends with peace
between Bugs and Humans, and a better universe for all, in a typical
Bleeding Heart fantasy.

The realistic 'Heinleinian/Stallonean' scenario offers the classical
three-part structure of filmic drama (most noticeable in George Miller's
'Mad Max’ opus, George Romero's zombie oeuvre, and George Lucas's 'Star
Wars' trilogy). In the Beginning, after Newt has been kidnapped by the
Bugs (vivisected, violated, and dissected), Ripley learns that the
location of BugWorld has been discovered and helps organize the
expedition of Mobile Infantry and Colonial Marines that will blow the
Bugs to hell (20 minutes); in the Middle, the combined MI/CM forces fly 
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off on their mission and exchange some trooperly chatter before Ripley
gives an inspiring speech on the necessity and glory of damning the
torpedoes, winning one for the Gipper, and exterminating every last Bug
in the galaxy (10 min. + 10 min. = 20 minutes [it only seems longer]);
and in the Final Sequence, Ripley et al. fight the Bugs in glorious
hand-to-mandible combat, finally dropping a Nova Bomb into the Ultimate
Nest to free finally (if somewhat redundantly) the universe from The Bug
Menace (1 hour and 20 minutes). Only in a brief envoi (5 min.) do we
learn that the Nova Bombing may have been a bit excessive, since Ripley
had killed the Queen of Queens - in the sequence beginning with Ripley's
cry, 'Yo, BugBitch!' - thereby ensuring the xenocide of the Bug race.

In the Wimpoid/Cardian version, the Beginning and the Middle remain
much the same, except that Ripley is puzzled by the strangely beatific
look on the face of Newt when her body parts remaining after Bug
dissection (etc.) are finally located and reassembled for cremation.

The End of this version, however, differs radically (and, of
interest particularly to the more crass and exploitative producers in
Hollywood - or filmically advanced producers elsewhere - denies the
closure of the traditional three-part filmic structure, allowing for
multiple sequels, prequels, and coequels - or decorous openendedness).
Corporal Hicks makes initial telepathic contact with the Bugs,
mindmelding with a drone in heat. Screaming 'Make Love, Not War!', Hicks
comes pantingly up to Ripley and begs her for sex, which Ripley grants,
having been turned on by the first few minutes of battle (and the Nova
Bombing of several minor Bug colonies). Something, however, seems to be
wrong with Hicks, as he agonizes for several seconds over which Ripleyan
orifice he wants to enter. (As a Colonial Marine, Hicks is somewhat
polymorphous in his tastes, and has used and been used in every orifice
of the human body [plus six humanoid species and a pseudo-pore system of
a Giant Qumquat]; it's having two things in his mind at one time that is
unusual, if not unique, for a Colonial Marine.)

Thinking him Buggerized, Ripley is about to toast Hicks with her
bedside flamethrower, when his Humanity overcomes, he plunges into her
vagina, and Ripley finds herself in mindmeld with the Bug Queen of Queens
(Ripley is also in orgasm: it's been years...). In mindmeld, Ripley
realizes that the Bugs are actually Just Folks and thought we enjoyed
being seized and used for hosting Bug larvae. 'Hey,’ the Bug Queen of
Queens says, 'it was just a mistake. What we had was a problem in
communication. Most species really like helping us reproduce. You saw
the strangely beatific look on Newt’s face, didn't you? Goddamn, this
Hicks guy is good! So now let's talk...' And they mindspeak, resolving
the film. On the personal level, a bug baby is transmogrified into a new
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(better, quieter, and less of a little scene-stealer) Newt [2, 3], and
Hicks and the rest of the Colonial Marines get left with the Queens. At
film’s End, Eternal Peace is restored, the Mobile Infantry gets
freeze-dried and stored for future emergencies (we told you this version
was open-ended), and the Bugs and Terrans divvy up the Universe into
good, liberal, several-parsecs-in-diameter spheres of influence (with the
Bugs going off to take over the Qumquats, who really do get off on the
Bugs until the Bugs let slip that they find the Qumquat species cute, at
which time the Qumquats move into their next biocycle and, in Aliens AB:
The Attack of the Killer Qumquats, destroy the whole Bug colony, down to
the last pupa, larva, and egg, while Ripley - but that's another movie).

Alien/Aliens 3, then, deconstructs itself into the standard two
bipolar and antithetical Urscenarios of Violence and Sex. We like that.
The synthesis of the two antitheses, however, will transcend and meld
(aufheben) the entire Alien Opus when Alien/Aliens 4A concludes with a
komos, in the Void of Space leading to the Ultimate Human/Bug orgy, the
Climax of which taps the Force of the Untergrund of the Universe and
blows everybody and everything up (except Barbarella, a role reprised
here by Jane Fonda for six-figures up front and a percentage of the
gross), thereby moving from Sex through Violence to the Kettererian
Apocalyptic. We’ll like that a whole lot more.

Notes
1 Readers lacking the metacritical acumen to anticipate our logic
should read Heinlein's Starship Troopers, Haldeman’s The Forever War,
Card's Ender's Game, Harrison's Star Smashers of the Galaxy Rangers,
Spinrad's Iron Dream - and screen a double feature of Rambo: First Blood
Part 2 and Plan 9 From Outer Space. They should also read Suvin's
Metamorphoses and Derrida’s Grammatology - because everybody should.

2 Note carefully the intertextuality with the American television
mini-series V.

3 Although Newt is in the same structural position in Aliens and
Alien/Aliens 3 as Jonesy the cat in Alien, we find that she is too
obviously cute and ripening for future use in the sequels to write her
out of the script at the End of Alien/Aliens 3. On the other hand, so
was the cat.
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i'i CONSI lair I ING Illi 1)1 MON: JOHN CALVIN
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UhiS papor was originally presented as a talk to the Nova Mob at a
nwtiiw in August 1987.]

I.

John Calvin Batchelor is the author of three novels, two of which are
particularly interesting to us because they fall clearly into the areas
of fantasy and science fiction. The third, and most recent, novel is in
no sense within the f & sf field - it is actually an historical novel
about the American Civil War - but is in many ways of a piece with the
earlier books, and bears at least some discussion within the forum of the
Nova Mob for what it tells us about Batchelor's overall strategy and
direction. All three novels have a gravity and consistency about them
which encourages us to look for an overall vision, and in this talk I
hope to convey something of the recurrences, the resonances, the vision,
I find within the body of Batchelor’s work.

The novels are The Further Adventures of Halley’s Comet, first
published in 1981, The Birth of the People's Republic of Antarctica,
first published in 1983, and American Falls, published in 1985, and in
only one edition that I am aware of: the massive Norton hardback of 570
pages, which could easily, if you dropped it, break your foot. As for
the other two books, I will be referring to the handsome trade paperback
editions published by Panther-Granada, though even in paperback Batchelor
provides weighty reading.

But in speaking earlier of the gravity of Batchelor's oeuvre, I
alluded to its moral seriousness and consistency, rather than its

physical poundage.
I said I would like to convey something of what the books have in

common: that moral weightiness; various continuities of style and
technique; cross-connections of theme and vision; a deep concern with
ends, means and moral foundations in human endeavour, a common textual
force and density. But I should immediately acknowledge the fact that in
obvious ways they are also all very different among themselves in mode

and storyline.
The Further Adventures of Halley’s Comet (henceforth Comet) is a

kind of pop Gothic novel, comic throughout, yet also angry, invective; it

features peculiar, sometimes grotesque, mega-buck capitalists, who are
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assigned the Gothic role of fabulously sinister aristocrats nourishing
sensational and grisly secrets in attic, basement or closet. The Birth
of the People’s Republic of Antarctica (henceforth Antarctica) begins
with an excursus into what readers of Thomas Pynchon would recognize as
Benny Profane territory, that of down-at-heel pop grotesquerie - but the
novel rapidly transforms, bursts forth as a near-future Viking saga, an
unremittingly stark and violent quest for haven in a world where
civilization is collapsing (Batchelor acknowledges the influence of Norse
sagas, and Egil's Saga in particular is a paradigm for the story and a
recurrent point of reference in the text, as Steve Higson has emphasized
to me). The narrative is heightened by awesome descriptions of natural
and socially-engendered cataclysm, descriptions which remain in the
memory when the detail of setting and plot begins to fuzz. American
Falls is set in the latter days of the American Civil War, and is an
astonishingly realized depiction of American society of the 1860s; in a
densely-layered story of spies, counterspies, double or triple agents,
and ambiguously motivated operatives on both sides of the war, Batchelor
confronts very modern themes about the morality of terror, the justice of
ends and means, the construction of history by its victors.

For the purposes of this discussion, I do not wish to concentrate
overly upon American Falls, the most naturalistic of the three novels,
and not of specific interest to an sf audience. However, something
should be said to try to do it justice, because it is Batchelor's most
recent and arguably most ambitious work - a towering novel - and because
it does connect imagistically and thematically with the earlier books.

American Falls is really about two men - Amaziah Butter and John
Oliphant - Secret Service agents of the Union and the Confederacy
respectively, and their exploits in the last months of 1864. The book's
various chapters have headings such as 'John Oliphant at Niagara Falls,
New York’ or 'Amaziah Butter at Washington City, District of Columbia',
contiguous chapters often paralleling one another, so that we get,
'Amaziah Butter at New-York, New York’, then 'John Oliphant at New-York,
New York’, the book focusing on the actions, motivations and, perhaps
secondarily, intrigues of the two characters.

John Oliphant (who shares surnames with a minor historical character
presented in Comet) is the older and more impressive of the two agents,
smooth, cool, but deeply troubled - he is the novel’s tragic figure, as
his personal strengths are placed under incredible pressure during the
rebel South's last desperate months. By contrast. Butter is a callow
young giant; though tainted by the morally ambiguous circumstances in
which he finds himself, and courses he lends himself to, he is inevitably
on the side of victory. If he, too, ends up troubled, it is difficult to
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feel sympathy, or to avoid wondering how far his complacency has given
way to a genuine moral deepening as a result of his encounters with
Oliphant. Oliphant himself is involved in various stratagems to
demoralize the North, or perhaps just to salvage a chance of dignity for
a defeated South. From Butter's viewpoint, Oliphant is central to a
diabolical - or is it quixotic? - arson plot to burn the city of New
York, but we know that there is far more to Oliphant than that. Where
American Falls is perhaps more impressive than either of the more
speculative novels is in its complex but relentless refusal to accept the
markings of demonism which characters impose upon one another and
historical forces. At the same time as Oliphant is plotting a kind of
ur-Dresden inferno, the armed forces of the North, supposedly the side
championing human freedom and dignity, are involved in the most heinous
campaign of total war against helpless civilian populations in
war-starved Georgia. Does the end justify the means?

That archaic and perdurable question of deontology versus teleology
in ethics is knotted through all of Batchelor’s work, along with other
ethical questions about justice, acquisition, and (a contemporary
favourite) justice in acquisition. Each of the three novels contains
considerable tracts of what appear to be self-exposition, inviting a
reductive critical strategy of isolation and selection of key passages
which appear to present, often with little sense of a controlling irony,
summings up of the author's moral vision. Whether the storylines of the
books themselves really justify the vision in each case is another thing;
the fact is that each of these passages is presented in a tone and in an
immediate context which appear to give it endorsement.

American Falls is the novel which is least susceptible to that
reductive approach. While I shall attempt in a moment to isolate a
passage which is something very close to an exposition of the book’s
vision, the fact is that Batchelor presents us with a complex situation,
and the passage I have chosen, wherein Oliphant confronts his guilt in
the pattern of duplicity and injustice that is destroying America, soon
yields up ironies when inspected:

Oliphant pressed himself in self-examination. Why had he waited so
long, and what was new? He had delayed because he was weak,
selfish, and afraid, and he had arrogantly thought he could walk
through the war. But at last the war had touched him. America was
destroying itself and was being destroyed. The crisis that shook
the earth beneath him was now a final peril. He must be scrupulous
and prompt. He must think of the threat not only to his own family
but also to every family, alive now and to be born tomorrow.
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America was the world’s hope, and it was slipping into a pit from
Savannah to Niagara Falls. And what proof, John Oliphant? How did
he know that the last catastrophe was imminent and that anarchy
loomed? The answer was simply this: That he, the most fortunate
and blessed of men, could have been so personally reduced to have
attempted to set fire to the city he cared for and dreamed for more
than any other was a certain revelation that there was a madness
upon this country like a fever, and it was as real and deadly as a
fever, and it must be stopped!

It was what he wanted, to stop it. He concluded that the way
to stop it was for each person to stop himself or herself. Say, No
more. Confess, repent, hope, continue. This was what he looked to
say before his accusers and judges, and to the newspapers. This was
why he had surrendered. It was not meant as a final act, but rather
a new direction, a change in strategy.

But this was where Oliphant had miscalculated. The war had
changed everything like a forge. Oliphant might have changed for
the better and the future. America had changed for the worse and
the past. Reason was in eclipse. A people with so much blood
spilled cannot be expected to govern sanely. There were half a
million dead combatants. Their kin cried. Someone must pay!
Vengeance ruled, the irrational whispered, and hatred replied - in
the government, the Army, the homes, churches, graveyards. No one
man's humulity, or bravery, or act of confession could speak to the
outcry. How could Oliphant answer the depredations of thirty
million people, even with an Appalachian range of truth? Everyone
was sickened by the madness of the war, was deaf and dumb to sense.
Everyone had lost sight of the face of peace. All had eyes for, and
were the eyes of, a murderous mob.

(American Falls, pp. 477-8) r

What is perhaps most notable about this is that the epiphanic moment is
troubled and undercut by history. Oliphant's apparent revelation or
insight that the time has come to make a personal refusal to continue in
complicity with injustice has come too late in the game to be of any
power. And Oliphant himself soon realizes, perhaps in this same passage
(perhaps, for we have an intricate melding of narratorial and character
viewpoints), what the narrator tells us: a symbolic action on behalf of
justice is now futile.

I am suggesting that American Falls connects with the other two,
more speculative, books, not least in its weight of concern over morality
and justice, and particularly its concern over ends and means - but I 
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would wish to go on and devote most of this discussion to those other
novels. In particular, I shall be attempting to define the moral vision
of those books, in particular the ways in which they do inscribe the
marks of demonism upon more or less imaginary persons and historical
forces. I shall be conveying that the books possess great visionary
power, but also that they lend themselves to a kind of reductive
interpretive raiding, and they offer less to save themselves for
complexity than does American Falls. It is often left to us to look
behind the mask and marks of the demonic.

II.

Like all three novels. Comet is a physically large volume, some 424 pages
in my Panther-Granada edition. I would like to unravel something of the
design that makes up all those pages, but before coming to that I have a
ghost or so to deal with - the fact being that I have already gone on the
record with a snarling comment about Comet in a letter that was published
in Bruce Gillespie’s magazine The Metaphysical Review (No. 5/6 of October-
1985). There, I described the book as an 'enjoyable but ultimately
sloppy-minded piece of sub-Pynchon.’ I have reread the novel since then,
and also since writing my mini-essay on Batchelor for the second edition
of Curtis C. Smith’s Twentieth Century Science Fiction Writers. My
opinion of the book is now much higher, so this talk is partly a
recantation if not an exorcism.

I don’t wish to go into the details of my earlier view, which can be
looked up in any case. Let it suffice to say that the comment I made in
TMR, in particular, was inspired by a general dismay at the large number
of the magazine’s contributors who had expressed a growing lack of
interest in sf in favour of the broad tendency in contemporary writing
which seems most commonly to go under the name of 'magic realism’, though
earlier manifestations of the literary tendency in question have been
called 'black humour fiction’, 'tabulation’, and so on. The point that I
wished to make is that there is no inherent superiority of one set of
conventions over another, and that there is a risk of dismissing science
fiction out of a yearning for (subjective) novelty rather than out of a
recognition of the superiority of particular books written in other
forms.

I still hold to that, and still believe that there are some
outstanding writers producing conventional sf with up-to-date language
and concepts, and to great effect: William Gibson and Kim Stanley
Robinson (at least in Icehenge) to name two. But 1 am now far less
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inclined to use Batchelor or Comet as compelling examples of a converse
tendency: offbeat, whimsical, mainstream-oriented books evolving their
own set of conventions and virtually turning into just another genre
along with sf, women’s romances etc. I am still betting that publishing
is going to become more rather than less fragmented into genres, and that
we will see a sub-literary genre of books in the mould of perhaps Tom
Robbins, but I am not aware that that has actually happened as yet or
that Comet should best be seen in those terms. To be sure, the
sub-Pynchon' reference and the 'sloppy-minded' epithet were not wholly

without justification, as I shall try to illuminate, but my emphasis was
undoubtedly wrong.

So much for that.
Of the novel's 424 pages, about 305 are devoted to the pop Gothic

story which I mentioned earlier, and the book could be read with little
loss of intelligibility, though perhaps some loss of resonance and
perspective, skipping the other 119 pages. Perhaps one of the crucial
questions to ask about the novel is how critically it would be wounded by
omission of those pages, and, at any rate, how the documents which make
up those pages should be related to the main story which comprises
physically somewhat over two-thirds of the book. Despite having read the
book twice now, I do not have a definitive answer to those questions;
I'll tell you when I do.

The main story involves the doings in late 1985 and 1986 of the
Broadsword and Means families, which are seen as making up part of the
hierarchy of modern (capitalist) feudalism in America, the Broadswords
knightly masters in their own right, but obliged to perform 'investment
tricks on the 125th floor of the Great Monolith Southeast for the Means
Corporation'. The Means themselves appear to be subservient to a
scarcely-defined capitalistic power named and described in demonic terms:

The Means Corporation performed conglomerate tricks on the 150th
floor of the Great Monolith Southeast for the Proto Industrial Trust
(PIT). The Proto Industrial Trust (PIT) just tricked Creationwide
for Capitalism itself.

(Comet, p. 5)

The passage continues in this tone, contrasting the 'long-haired (Gk:
cometic) [the book is to be full of comet puns] terrorists' of the
American Revolution with 'superdukes and their well-armed vassals'
holding 'absolute sway over the Statue of Liberty yet burning for a
better day in the Manhattan Island's polluted harbour'. Notice here 
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something peculiar about the language in tone and syntax: not just the
learned and self-conscious joke about 'cometic' but more particularly how
simply inserting a definite article before the words 'Manhattan Island’s
polluted harbour’ creates what strikes us as a quite unnatural effect,
gives a sense of 'foreignness’. While the main document is not contrived
to identify a specific fictional author or audience, the sense of
narration by an outsider to the modern West s cultural assumptions
addressing other such outsiders remains throughout, mediated by the
detail of the language rather than by any framing device. Incidentally,
Batchelor’s narrator returns to the image of the Statue of Liberty in a
major rhetorical passage near the end of the book, which I have selected
for discussion later on the 'reductive raiding' principle.

The story presents a satirically and grotesquely distorted picture,
sometimes an unashamedly abusive one, of Western capitalistic society,
the capitalist distribution of wealth and power appearing as a weird
latter-day version of feudalism, but ultimately serving the demonic
interests of the Proto Industrial Trust (PIT), reminiscent of the Firm or
Them of Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow - this century's great pop Gothic
novel. (Pynchon's name is explicitly evoked on occasion in Comet.)

A criticism of how this is all handled is that the satire and the
humour come easily, but are really directed at the converted. The anger
and rhetoric is almost shrill in, for example, the image of the Statue of
Liberty burning for a better day in the polluted harbour (fiercely
enduring ideals in the midst of failed, corrupted practice) - all of this
is unlikely to convince anybody who is not already committed to some
nexus of freedom and justice concepts which might be constructed in
vaguely socialist - as opposed, say, to social conservative or to
libertarian - discourse. The fact that I may more or less side with the
choice of discursive formations here is of personal interest only and
beside the point. The novel creates the impression of standing outside
usual assumptions about what is valuable, proper, familiar, but it is
still reliant on unquestioned (unquestioned within the novel) orthodoxies
of concept and feeling, and hence Batchelor's elaborate Manichaean
architecture is as vulnerable to deconstruction as the moral architecture
of a politically naive glitterati thriller. Or, if not, it is saved by
an element of almost Blakean vision and defiance which takes the book's
radical politics beyond and beneath sentimental egalitarianism, and
challenges the very possibility of justice in acquisition of the fruits
of nature.

Strangely, the book's utopian anger (Damien Broderick’s phrase, from
another context, alas) tends to dissolve into sheer grotesquerie and
whimsy as Batchelor advances the story - advances it via accounts of a
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number of indulgent balls and fetes held by the Means and their
parasites. Most notable is a week-long birthday party styled the 'Rites
of Spring', but actually resembling some rich and decadent person’s
scheme for an SCA festival. The festivities include a jousting contest
in which the male participants are required to employ over-sized but
built-to-scale representations of their own penises. Through all of
this, Batchelor unrolls a winding plotline that includes the return of
young Effert Broadsword to claim his lost love, Grace Thyme, and to help
forestall an evil plan for conquest by the Proto Industrial Trust (PIT).
The plot involves the kidnapping of a number of the more sympathetic
characters in Craven Castle, deep within Everpine Forest. Within Craven
Castle, demonic powers are hidden, and also hidden away are the Means
family shames, including the hideously, unnaturally, aged and decayed
mother of the beautiful Justine and Christine Means. This sort of pop
Romantic embellishment goes on and on. The villains are opposed not only
by the more noble hearted (and often sentimentalized) members of their
own feudal empire but also by the Comet Clubbe, a bunch of disaffected
NASA types with bows and arrows, and by the Comet Incarnate, three
strange travellers emanating from Halley's Comet who have appeared
through history every 76 years, and who attack Craven Castle with a local
storm of meteors.

I can't give away everything about this book, but as for the evil
plan itself? ... This involves a mixture of secret technology and
legalistic chicanery, the true arsenals of the capitalist 6lite. The
novel, remember, takes place in 1985-86, and it is planned by the nasties
that a spaceship be sent to rendezvous with Halley’s Comet in order for
them to claim ownership of the comet itself. While not much, perhaps,
can be done with a comet, such ownership would be used to establish a
legal precedent for private acquisition of a far greater property in
space, the planet Mars: the hidden agenda. And after that, who knows?
For all its whizz-bang plot twists, Gothic and romance echoes, outrageous
satirical devices, linguistic alienation effects, and fantasy cum sf
trappings, the novel amounts thematically to a simple attack on
(demonized) unscrupulous acquisition, represented by the fabulously
opulent and decadent Means family and the higher, or lower. Power which
it serves. The family’s name and motto, 'OMNINO OMNINO OMNINO' ('By All
Means By All Means By All Means') give away its nature, and the book is
simply structured to match its simple thematic purpose, the plot
involving the thwarting by a range of more or less lovable, if often
muddled, parties of a selfish and unscrupulous 'plan for conquest':
Lovables, one; Capitalists, nil.
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The sections of the book which do not advance the main story but
take up nearly one-third of the pages amount to two documents: the
story, as told by Rufus Broadsword, or 'Wavy Rufus', of the previous four
apparitions of the comet; and an article from the magazine Kong Weekly
depicting 'The Birth, the Crime, the Peace, and the Triumph of the Straw
People (1968-1978)', which is essentially the story of the Means sisters
prior to the main action of the novel.

Both documents give the book a certain broader perspective in
history and ideas. Batchelor gives a particularly Pynchonesque account
(& la Herbert Stencil's embroidery of the recurring appearances of the
decadent and eponymous goddess, V.) of the 76-year-periodic visits of
luminaries associated with the comet. All this involves a good deal of
historical detail and more than passable comedy. Particularly amusing
are the humourless attempts by one character to find evidence to try Sir
Isaac Newton for heresy - based upon the great scientist's obsessive
experiments with apples. Batchelor’s comedy oscillates between the
Pynchonesque and the Pythonesque.

This document also puts a focus upon the 'true meanings’ of
philosophical concepts, an appropriate nexus of concepts for each age:
capitalism/nationalism/revolution (1910); socialism/ nihilism/revolution
(1835); colonialism/republicanism/revolution (1759); monarchy/oligarchy/
revolution (1682). Those four triads of concepts are presented to imply
a four-fold three-point homology, but if there is one it, frankly,
escapes me. There does seem to be an implication of the permanent need
to struggle against oppression, whatever names are given to the
historical credos of oppressor and oppressed. There also appears to be
an implication in the book that the seductiveness of cynicism, decadence
and rationalization is equally permanent, and that appears to be the
point of the Kong Weekly 'parable’.

Near the end, Batchelor presents us with a lengthy passage in direct
omniscient voice which appears to the reductive raider to encapsulate the
whole set of thematic assumptions that have been deployed throughout the
novel in inscribing, for example, who will be the heroes and villains and
what will count as demonic plotting to be foiled by a mixture of goodness
and whimsy. The passage is at the end of a chapter called 'The Passing
of Wavy Rufus’, which depicts the gentle death of one of the good guys,
the ancient blind astronomer Rufus Broadsword, who is eventually shown in
a fairly corny but engaging conversation with 'San Pedro’ at the gate of
heaven. We are told, 'And with that it seems neatest to leave Wavy Rufus
looking oyer heavenly meal plans while chuckling about mankind’s
appetite. The narratorial voice then launches into a diatribe about
man s [not humanity’s’, I’m afraid] hunger’ and 'bizarre yen for
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profit', laments that 'Earthman has not known colonial hubris as he will
know it as Spaceman’, and concludes with the following gloss on all that
has gone before:

As for the existential dimensions of 'Harold Starr' and et cetera
Great Schemes, like the 'Mars (not Macho) Project,’ it seems best to
consider that some men can look at the dome of the sky and see only
daylight and darkness. Others can look at the dome of the sky and
see the atmosphere's life-support system and, beyond, the cosmos'
twenty-billion-year-old H and He cloud. What is more, to be fair to
those who function better when relieved of positivism's jargon, it
also seems best to consider that some men can look at a comet and
see an irregular clump of ice, dust, and gas. Other men can look at
a comet and see a Revolutionary.

And what do you see when you look at the Phantom of Liberty yet
burning patiently off the Manhattan Island’s Wall Street, up which
motor the plushly upholstered sedan chairs bearing the fabulously
wealthy children of industrial largess past the impossibly poor
victims of industrial rapine? And what do you see when you look at
the G-type star called 'Sun', when you look at the glitter of the
planet called 'Venus’, when you look at the ruddiness of the planet
called 'Mars', when you look at the rest of the celestial bodies
that comprise our (arguably unique) solar system?

Do you see, as the Means Corporation and its overlord, the
Proto Industrial Trust (PIT), that Creation is a primary industrial
trust to be plundered (one celestial body after another) at will for
self-aggrandizement? On do you see, as Effect Broadsword and his
compatriots - true swords and brothers & sisters of the realm - that
Creation is a primary sacred trust to be celebrated for the wonder
of it all?

(Comet, pp. 385-6)

All of this takes us deep into post-postLockean theory of acquisition,
linked to a kind of neo-Blakean imperative to bash those Lockes off the
doors of perception! Pynchon has some similar, and maybe denser, more
exciting passages in Gravity's Rainbow. Such a passage may be read as
only one more sentimental construction, based upon assumptions about the
natural world which need to be exposed and challenged. I don’t see it
that way, except on alternate days; it is a possible approach. The
passage is also readable as impressive stuff, biting deeply enough,
perhaps, to undertunnel the tunnelling boa-deconstructor: visionary and
practical philosophy as well as fabulously rhetorical prose. Whether 
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such vision is sufficient to save the simple thematic emphases, the
demonized-versus-valorized centres of value inscription in Comet, is a
question I choose to defer.

III.

As I said, Antarctica is in obvious ways a very different book from its
cometic predecessor. It begins similarly in a Pynchonesque mode, with
the peculiar and by no means immaculate conception of its major
protagonist, one Grim Fiddle, in a setting reminiscent of the Whole Sick
Crew scenes of Pynchon’s V. - in this case among a bunch of American
draft-dodgers in Sweden at the end of America's involvement in the
Vietnam V/ar, 1973.

In the early pages we are presented with an assortment of eccentric,
grandiose, and sometimes magical characters, including the hero's mother
who will later be known as 'Lambda Time-Thief' - she is a Norse sibyl who
will later appear to the narrator as an albatross (though many things
that are not so will later appear so to the narrator). The book moves
towards an ending in which the aged Grim Fiddle abandons the manuscript
story of his life, which he has been writing and which we are reading,
and hurries off to a mysterious fate in the wastes of the Antarctic. In
between, the protagonist’s life displays most of the narrative signatures
of an archetypal Raglan/Campbell-style hero which John Barth has made so
familiar to us all, though his story and wanderings resemble specifically
those of a doomed and bloody seawolf from some Norse saga, rather than
any Greek hero, much less the great figures of the Bible with whom his
followers compare him (interestingly, such comparisons are made known to
us through the narrator’s perhaps disingenuous attempts at analysis and
rebuttal).

The story of Grim Fiddle's wanderings and rise to greatness is
cruel, monumental, horrific, a postheroic saga in which tragic characters
struggle against each other and in battle with the hostile elements of
wind, storm wave, fire, ice, volcanic eruption, and sheer bitter cold -
all this in a near-future world wherein civilization is collapsing and
human nobility and reason seem able to provide little hope of redemption
in the face of ubiquitous evil and hardship. Much of the book's rhetoric
circles about the reality of evil, though the nature of that reality is
also an object for scrutiny. The depictions of the hostile natural
elements are outstanding, and so dominant, so ubiquitous, as to render
quotation inept to convey the book’s power in this area. If I had to
choose just one example, it would be the description of the tempest
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engulfing Grim Fiddle's ship Angel of Death south of Port Praia in the
Cape Verde Islands. Grim Fiddle, as narrator, tells of winds 'the force
of several gales over deck', of valleys and caverns of water. Most vivid
and astonishing for me was this short passage, in which the narrator,
reflecting in tranquillity, suspends the action in a textual space of
explicitly false calm, tears away illusion to reveal demonic truth in a
tiny vignette relating also to the character of his Grandfather, and then
unleashes the fury and terror of the gale in a headlong, uncontrollable
rush of action:

I recall one moment that overwhelmed me: I was struggling at the
wheel to keep us into the wind, when of a sudden I looked up to see
what I thought were clear skies to the east. I called to
Grandfather and the rest, that we were saved, that the storm was
broken. Grandfather catapulted into the cockpit, wiped his eyes
clear of caked salt, and looked up to where I pointed. He
straightened gracefully, then he raised his arms high and screamed,
'A fine laugh, Satan!' I saw my error. What I had thought were
white clouds marking a break in the weather was in fact the white
crest of a cliffside of water. Angel of Death shot up that wall,
dipped hard at the top, then plunged again toward the centre of the
sea.

(Antarctica, p. 120)

The protagonist-narrator’s name, 'Grim Fiddle', is a kind of rebus
for or microcosm of the style and content of the book, the name uniting
as it does concepts of severity and frivolity, though all the transitions
taking place through Antarctica are towards the increasingly severe
(again, though, this will have to be qualified). The lighter touch of
the earlier chapters gives way to the grim saga of exile and a struggle
for survival and some kind of social haven. Though the narrator himself
does not fully understand it, there is a vast backdrop of the collapse of
civilization across Europe, and massive dislocation worldwide, apparently
in response to war in the Middle East and the sudden virtual end of oil
production. In harsh times, ancient and suppressed racial and other
hatreds become rampant, and the seas fill up with refugees on a scale
never even contemplated before, the so-called 'fleet of the damned', much
of which drifts to the Antarctic, refused succour on any populated shore.
The remaining civilized nations carry out a massive programme of relief
and resettlement, but we are led to understand that the effort is
half-hearted and serves the interests more of the giving nations than the
disenfranchized and dispossessed hordes on the ice.
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> ts> nt of fact, the Ice Cross, the organized charities on the ice,
accompanied by powerful international peacekeeping forces,

x-.# ^-o hopelessly embroiled in the area’s battles and intrigues among
strongmen and warlords, most of whom began as the licensed

oerot xes of squabbling nations but ended up beyond anyone's direct

T>e book appears to be almost unremittingly pessimistic, although
-e ending is by its ultimate rhetoric a surprisingly optimistic one and

certainty a familiar one in American prose romance: the central
character hurrying out to meet his destiny, his energy finally exceeding
h s desperation, his hurry an effort that not only calls upon but defines
h'S energies, and his identity itself. We are left with a space for Grim
riddle’s personal action right up to the end, and this connects with the
initial phrase (Moby Dick-like and Cat’s Cradle-resembling): '1 am Grim
Fiddle. In the end. Grim Fiddle puts down the manuscript in which he
has brooded over his own identity and goes out to define some further
identity beyond the words of his book:

I still have hope to be wise, and to make right by doing right. In
all, I was not a legend, I was a man. I was Grim Fiddle. No, I owe
more to Israel’s sense of humour than that. I am Grim Fiddle, and
in a hurry, and very, very lucky for it.

(Antarctica, p. 388)

The protagonist joins the mainstream of heroes from American prose
romance, from Huck Finn avowing 'if I’d ’a’ knowed what trouble it was to
make make a book I wouldn't ’a’ tackled it, and ain't a-going to no more’
and then resolving to 'light out for the territory ahead of the rest'
through to Yossarian last seen lighting out for his own territory -
Yossarian jumped. Nately’s whore was hiding just outside the door. The
knife came down, missing him by inches, and he took off' - Ellison's
Invisible Man who launches into his last half page of 'buggy jiving' by
announcing, 'I'm shaking off the old skin and I’ll leave it here in the
hole. I m coming out, no less invisible without it, but coming out
nevertheless. And I suppose it’s damn well time,' and even Saul Bellow’s
Henderson the Rain King, last seen running 'laps and laps' around a plane
temporarily grounded in the Arctic: 'I guess I felt it was my turn now
to move, and so went running - leaping, leaping, pounding and tingling
over the pure white lining of the grey Arctic silence.' (I would also
cite One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest, but can find no suitably neat
quotation to prove what seems an intuitively obvious comparison with
Chief Bromden s glass-splashing escape into moonlight and possibility.)
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If Grim Fiddle ultimately discovers an identity and a capacity for
goodness through (but transcending) his own writing, he has had to find
it out of a life that has been monumentally destructive. Key scenes in
the book resemble elemental and social designs for Hell: seas like
mountains, seas of fire and ice, societies falling into demagoguery and
terror. Grim Fiddle and his companions end their great sea voyage,
dispossessed of home, scattered on the barren Falklands and the northern
fingers of the Antarctic, where life proves to be mean, violent, and
easily corrupted. The hero turns out to have the makings of a berserker,
an uncontrollable man-wrecker, and goes mad, fantastically paranoid, when
he attains political mastery, identifying himself as a servant of the God
of Hate and colleague of the Prince of Darkness, Satan.

As with Comet, it is possible in Antarctica to find a passage which
seems to bring together the ostensible themes of the book in a definitive
and totally unironic exposition. Here in his final words of advice to
the son he hopes will some day read his manuscript, the narrator does his
best to sum up what he has learned in a long and extreme life,
conclusions drawn by a deep-thinking and detached autobiographer:

Do more; tell them that if there is not a single moral to my story -
what sort of life has one theme - there is this: The path to truth
is to be fair-minded; never set yourself up above another and you
cannot fall. The hoard to discover on this path, as a good man, is
that you should never bend to a master. Beware of charity. Charity
is the grin of slavery. Any man in a position to give charity - not
to share, not to distribute equitably - but to give from his
largesse charitably, attained that lordly position by first becoming
a master of the earth, and of men, a slave-master. Be a bold man
and stick the masters. Look into the face of kings and tell them
they are doomed to fall. Carry the assurance that there is only one
country from which exile is insufferable. It’s name is Heart’s
Truth. Remember that you are Grim Fiddle's only son, and Peregrine
Ide's only grandson, and Mord Fiddle’s only great-grandson, and so
your heritage is exodus as much as it is truthseeking.

(Antarctica, p. 387)

This is heroic rhetoric, though Grim Fiddle himself raises the question
as to whether it is adequate as a summing up of his life ('what sort of
life has one theme'), and I query whether it is true to the direction and
textures of the story he tells. The great difficulty with Antarctica is
a gap between its explicit thematic discourse, which includes the lengthy 
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exposition of an imaginary (demonized) philosophy called 'Brave New
Benthamism’, and its narrative force. While the novel purports to attack
the acquisition of 'largesse' (or 'largess' in the passage I raided
reductively from Comet some time back) and its rationalized selfish
deployment in charitable appeasement, little sense is conveyed that these
evils have shaped the cataclysmic and horrific events which make up the
texture of the novel. Brave New Benthamism itself is a philosophical
straw person, so obviously contriving in its rationalizations of
self-serving political action (such as America's activities in
Indo-China) as to seem, in turn, an authorial contrivance. We can accept
the invitation to abominate Brave New Benthamism without feeling any
challenge to whatever real-world political philosophies we may hold. At
the same time, the supposed shaping events which exemplify the evils of
acquisition and controlled, rationalized charity take place largely off
stage, or are confined to the increasingly fragmented and expository
final stages of Grim Fiddle’s narrative. Grim Fiddle even offers an
apology for the shape of his biography, but one which does not rescue for
us his interpretation of events:

I intended years more of autobiography, greedy and lonely man. I
had hope for a manuscript thrice this size, more, since I have no
need to finish before my own end. There is intervention. My work
is arrested unfinished, and what I have managed to remember and to
confess could be for nothing if I do not gain the time to explain
completely.

(Antarctica, p. 340)

Thereafter, the story (the last 50 pages) is written 'with details
at odd angle to my narrative’, becomes largely a work of exposition and
even criticism of the narrator's life, the totality of which is a kind of
withheld text being criticized and judged - and one which is not of a
piece with the development of the narrative and narrator hitherto. The
final sections of Antarctica contain summaries of the wars and betrayals
of the Ice Cross and its enemies, including a fitful and elliptical
account of the roles of Grim Fiddle himself and his Queen, Cleopatra

i Furore, daughter of Charity Bentham. Cleopatra's story, presented
i through exposition rather than chronological enactment, is quite simply

I incredible, involving her reported ability to stem the tides of political
| and military disasters through callous sexual bribery and betrayal. But,

I more importantly, Grim Fiddle’s rise to power in the Antarctic, his
I crimes against humanity and self, and his fall from grace, the very
■ matters upon which he most broods, are left almost entirely undramatized.
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Similarly for the Brave New Benthamite politicking of the world's
nations, which constitute the real evil in Grim Fiddle's rhetoric, the
evil which turns away from making evils right.

This discussion can take us quickly into evaluative questions of the
novel’s ultimate success or failure, or even into biographical questions
of the author's interest or boredom in completing a manuscript
acknowledged by its narrator as being one-third the proper length. Those
are all questions which I wish to defer. But there remain questions
about the effects produced by this odd breakdown in the narrative
movement.

In the washup, the narrative refuses to be a parable about demons of
acquisition, power and self-betrayal. Against the grain of the book's
explicit thematic markings, Antarctica remains in the memory as, above
all, a Romantic portrayal of the ambivalence and transcendence of Nature,
both redemptive and destructive, both opposed to and aligned with the
social universe, but ultimately aligned with the transcendental
individual. The book does self-deconstruct its images of nature as
demonic. I have mentioned its powerful images of storm wave,
land-locking ice, fire and volcano. The giant volcano known as 'Satan's
Seat' is its supreme image of demonized elemental forces, a source of
destructive energy which connects imagistically with our concept of the
sulphurous gulfs of Hell, and which throws up fumes that can resemble a
Satanic horned figure brooding over the landscape, evidence and emblem of
the reality and ubiquity of evil. His imagination captured by that
image, the mad narrator undertakes a lone quest to renew his own evil
power at Satan's Seat - all this during his period of identifcation with
the cause of an assumed God of Hate. He receives not a measure of dark
power but a moment of Romantic epiphany in which his 'humility before
that splendour ... returned me to cold reason.’ He realizes that he has
suffered delusions of 'conspiracies, treacheries, imminent world wars’,
and is 'mortified’ at his identification of himself and of mighty nature
with Satan.

While the elemental power of nature in Antarctica reinforces the
sense of real violence and destructiveness in the world, nature is as
much contrasted as compared with human destructiveness. It appears that,
as Grim Fiddle tells his wheel dog on the ice at the moment of his
epiphany, evil is a human invention, and human beings have the power to
correct it. More, evil is a construction of human society which can be
transcended by the individual in solitude and communion with the
splendour of nature. The vision is properly Romantic in the great
tradition of American prose, however pessimistic the book may often seem
in tone and movement.
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This leaves us with the novel deconstructing its own natural demons
while leaving us with the undeconstructed and unreconstructed social
demons of false charity, selfish acguisition, moral calculation and
rationalization away of human hardship.

As in Comet, those demons are also vulnerable to deconstruction,
their existence depending upon a rhetorically assumed congruence of moral
and other assumptions between implied author and presumed reader, as well
as upon the narrator’s argumentative interpretation of his life, which
interpretation is contrived and at odds with the actual dramatization of
the life’s great events. Altogether unlike American Falls, with its
complex traditional ironies, and unlike Comet, which is a more elegantly
structured and consistently visionary novel (at least if we confine
ourselves to the main narrative document), Antarctica leaves its real
demons undefended from the attacks of boa-deconstructors, reductive
raiders and other critical enemies.

For all that, I find Antarctica the most interesting and powerful of
Batchelor’s three books, its power stemming from its stupendous
depictions of elemental strife and human hardship, its interest stemming
from the character of its very failure as a consistent text - its
narrative breakdown, its strange disparities of dramatic and thematic
discourse, its rantmgs and ambiguities of narratorial tone and
sincerity. The novel has a way of continuing to resist, to defer or
twist interpretative or evaluative closure at any of the levels I have
touched on. It is plainly and almost aggressively the kind of text that
all novels (however unconsciously or furtively) are said to be by
exponents of modern criticism. Think of it as an icy, unfenced,
critically contested plain of words which we raid at our peril, knowing
hat the meanings which we take away may mutate in the night to
ragon worms. Time passes, and the deconstructive worm turns: there you
ave the Viking enterprise of modern criticism and perhaps the ultimate

meaning of Batchelor's novel.
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REVIEWS

Russell Hoban, RIDDLEY WALKER, Pan Books, 1982, 214 pp., $A6.95

reviewed by Marie Maclean

The construction of this intellectually complex and emotionally gripping
book took Russell Hoban five years, five years which he spent, like his
hero.

Walking my riddels where ever theyve took me and walking them now on
this paper the same. (p. 8)

Many writers have endeavoured to extrapolate a world of the future, many
have evoked the bleak, mutant-haunted existence left in the wake of the
nuclear winter, but none have found a more satisfying model in the
present world on which to base their extrapolation.

The Inland of the story is a land bombed back into the Stone Age,
only just returning to a form of settled culture, dominated by rituals
which dimly record past customs and past history, and where man and woman
have returned to the primitive pattern of breeding at twelve and dying at
thirty. Apart from the dubious literacy of a small 'guvment' group and
the village shamans or connexion men, it is a society completely reliant
on oral transmission. Where in our world can we look for the model of
such a group and for its use of language? Where but in that ignored
subculture, rich in its own traditions and its own language, the life of
schoolchildren. As Douglas Newton said, 'The world-wide fraternity of
children is the greatest of savage tribes, and the only one which shows
no sign of dying out.' (P. and I. Opie, The Lore and Language of
Schoolchildren, 1959, p. 2)

Children have their part-phonetic, part-mutated language, their
variable yet basically unchanging formulae handed down through the
centuries, and their savage rituals. They also of course have a sexual
life and lore more extensive than adults are usually willing to
contemplate. As in all oral cultures their language uses exaggerated
rhythms, doubling and tripling of speech patterns, and simple rhymes and
metres to ensure the passage of knowledge and ritual from generation to
generation. Whether Hoban used the mine of information in Iona and Peter
Opie's classics The Lore and Language of Schoolchildren and The Singing
Game directly or whether his thinking simply ran parallel to theirs, it 
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is from this base that he extrapolates not only the language but some of
the structures of his book.

The language, which unnecessarily causes some readers to draw back
in dismay, mostly presents no more problems than a child's essay. Read
it aloud and you'll hear the meaning, just as you'll hear remarkable
rhythms and moments of living poetry. It is sprinkled of course, as are
children’s songs, with linguistic mutations, which in Riddley Walker are
memories of the scientific and technological expressions of a bygone age.
We get almost as much satisfaction out of deciphering them as Hoban must
have had inventing them.

It is the singing game ’Fools Circel 9wys' which structures the
book. One suspects early on that the model is ’Oranges and Lemons' and
it becomes certain in that chilling climax when the mutant Eusa folk
circle their victim with the shining axe, chanting their ’Chop, chop,
chop’ ditty. The circular conversation of the bells becomes the
widdershins circle of the ritual which moves around the ring of dead
towns from Horny boy (Herne Bay) to Sams Itch (Sandwich) until it comes
to rest in Cambry (Canterbury), the site of both the recurring sacrifice
for which the axe must be sharpened, and the original disaster which that
sacrifice must expiate, since Canterbury was the centre of the nuclear
explosion which devastated Kent (the Inland of the story). However, the
children’s game, which echoes the hidden bloody ritual recurring in a
twelve yearly cycle, is also the model for Riddley’s journey of
initiation, and every stage in it is given a double meaning by Abel
Goodparley, the chief decipherer of hidden meanings, the aptly named Pry
Mincer.

The other thread which readers are given to lead them through the
labyrinth, or to lead them ever deeper into its byways, is the Eusa
story, a remarkable conflation, in the hermeneutic and alchemical
tradition, of the story of St Eustace (which Hoban derived from a mural
in Canterbury cathedral) and the vaguely remembered history of atomic
development and nuclear disaster. The ingenuity shown in creating a
multiple scientific and religious allegory by generations of interpreters
is the same which created the mandalas of Chartres Cathedral or the
alchemical references in the stained glass of Notre-Dame. Once again
Hoban taps into a tradition as ancient as that of the philosopher's
rk°ne -^e °n^ °^er science fiction writer who has used the model of
the religious hermeneutic so effectively is Walter M. Miller in A

an icle for Leibowitz, which both in its use of myth and ritual and its
ematics of atonement for the recurring misuse of scientific knowledge,

must have been one of Hoban’s sources of inspiration.
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Like Miller too, Hoban uses the power of the Name of the Father.
Oedipus haunts the book, which is riddled with ritual murder and with the
ever present threat, and reality, of castration. Riddley Walker himself
is but one of the figures which belong to this archetype. Celebrating
his coming of age on his twelfth name day, our hero begins by
symbolically (?) killing his father, not once but three times, and
sleeping with his mother, in the best mythical and, I might add,
playground tradition. He gains special power but also, naturally,
special penalties, caught in the game of sex and death which the children
celebrate in their songs and which is incorporated in that greatest of
masculine bogeys, the figure of Aunty (Death)

Stoan boans and iron tits and teef be twean her legs plus she has a
iron willy for the ladys it gets red hot. (p. 87)

(One feels the latter appendage is an afterthought, given the general
trend of the story The Bloak as Got on Top of Aunty'.)

Riddley takes on his father's role as connexion man, seer and augur,
but soon moves over the fence into the land of the mutants, where he must
undergo his initiation. There he finds his monstrous doubles, the
faceless listener and Tiresias figure, his moon brother the Ardship of
Cambry, and the black dog, leader of the pack which rules the bad lands.
The white shadow figure is the tempter and the black shadow figure the
protector in the quest which follows. Riddley's quest is both positive
and negative. His positive quest is for the first knowledge, the wisdom
to be gained by a pilgrimage to Canterbury, the womb of the world. There
in the wood of stone, the crypt of the ruined cathedral, he achieves a
major revelation. His negative quest is the quest for scientific
knowledge and particularly the secrets of the 1 big 1, the atom bomb, and
the 1 little 1, gunpowder. He succumbs to the same lure as the mythical
Eusa and all his successors, who having eaten of the fruit of the tree of
knowledge, must pay the price.

The fascination of this book is the constant challenge it presents
to the reader. Nothing is given, nothing is easy. Like the spectator in
the Punch and Judy show, which doubles the Eusa story with its ancient
and yet always renewable allegory, the reader must actively participate
in the making of the text. Each enigma we solve leads to another fork in
the labyrinth. Words split before our eyes like the body of the 'Littl
Shynm Man the Addom’ in a text which functions like a fast breeder
reactor. The book is at once a journey to the mythical past and a
chilling vision of the future.


