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Four reasons for reading Thomas M. Disch . . .
1. To learn why Minnesota needs pyramids

The American Midwest is dull. The landscape is under
endless intensive cultivation, the way a clinically dead person
can be under endless intensive care — never allowed to die,
but not exactly full of life, either. L. Frank Baum described
it in 1901 as:

nothing but the great gray prairie on every side. Not a
tree nor a house broke the broad sweep of flat country
that reached to the edge of the sky in all directions.

He immediately whisked Dorothy off to Oz and pleasanter
adventures, and that pretty much sets the pattern. Mid-
western writers had to get their characters out of the Midwest
and off to Mars or Oz or somewhere. Anywhere would do:

the Middle West now seemed to me like the ragged edge
of the universe — so I decided to go East and learn the
bond business.

F. Scott Fitzgerald, of course. A Minnesota boy, like Thomas
M. Disch, and like Sinclair Lewis. Lewis noticed more than
the greyness; he set the prairie with ugly little towns and
filled the towns with hicks. His Carol Kennicott would have
no escape into Oz, no journey to the East. Yet she did escape
for a moment (and with the aid of science fiction). Looking
at the child that tied her down to Main Street, she said:

Think what that baby will see and meddle with before she
dies in the year 2000! She may see an industrial union of
the whole world, she may see aeroplanes going to Mars.

What so many writers have recognised, without always spell-
ing it out, is that the Midwest is more alien, more hostile than
Mars. Even the pastoral idylls of Ray Bradbury, at their best,
show this uneasy recognition,1 though he too balked at
making it plain.

Thomas M. Disch made it plain in The Genocides. Here the
Martian ‘aeroplanes’ are coming the other way, and humans
are trapped in alien territory.

This is the bare plot: extraterrestrial aliens have taken
over the earth, planting it with giant alien corn. Cornstalks
600 feet high are draining the lakes and wiping out all other
plant life; pests such as man are taken care of by a systematic
extermination.

The aliens never appear, though humans sometimes
glimpse their gardening equipment (as when it is incinerat-
ing a city). Human survivors are driven from large cities to
small, then to farms, then into the corn forests. Their morale
descends to levels where murder and cannibalism are
commonplace.

The dwindling bunch of survivors discover that the roots
of the giant plants are hollow and lined with a sweet, edible
substance like candy floss. They descend the roots, gnawing
away like worms or mice. Eventually they must surface again.
There are fewer of them, and they are defeated as a species.

What matters more than the plot, however, is who gets
defeated, and how. Characterisation in any disaster story is

a problem: the temptation is often simply to let the disaster
throw together a handful of stereotypes, then call them
archetypes. Disch resists this temptation. His people are of
course thrown together for survival, and they could be easily
classified (city mouse and country mouse, intellectual and
idiot, religious fanatic and moral monster). But few are
simple enough to be types.

The two city mice, for example, Jackie and Orville, first
appear fleeing a burning city and at the same time cracking
jokes. Irony is all, as Jackie notices how the alien incendiary
machines look like early Volkswagens.

‘Well, goodbye Western civilization,’ Jackie said, waving
at the inferno, unafraid. For how can one be afraid of
Volkswagens?

Bravado? Mrs Miniver? For Jackie (an actress) perhaps,
but for her companion there is something deeper:

Like everyone else, Orville pretended to hate the
invasion . . . but secretly he relished it, he gloried in it, he
wanted nothing else. Before the invasion, Orville had
been standing on the threshold of a gray, paunchy
middle age, and suddenly a new life — life itself! — had
been thrust upon him. . . . Would it not be true for the
other survivors as well? Did they not all feel this clandes-
tine gladness in their hearts, like adulterers together
secretly in a strange town?

Throughout the book, Orville becomes deeper, more
complex and more sympathetic. He begins as a technocrat,
snobbish and selfish, becomes a leader in the fight for
survival, and ends up discovering that he still belongs to the
human species.

Anderson, the rural patriarch, could easily become a
stock figure, with his humourless religion, his violent pride.
Yet he is allowed to mourn his dead children and to love
those still alive — even the monstrous Neil — and it is his
shrewd intelligence that keeps the little band going until his
death.

Neil is a type, a model comic villain. He will not become
a solid person in The Genocides (but we’ll see more of him
elsewhere). Neil is the man of pure impulse, untroubled by
morality or even thought. His half-brother Buddy describes
him as brutish, dumb, mean and dangerous, and so he
proves: the group is as much endangered by his stupidity as
by his malice. And yet:

Buddy envied Neil’s mulish capacity just to do things, to
spin the wheel of his cage without wondering overmuch
how it worked.

The ‘squirrel-cage’ problem, how to spend time without
actually thinking, turns up often in Disch’s stories. Here the
solution is easy, since Neil is really little more than a walking,
talking reflex.

Alice Nemerov RN is a good angel, an unselfish middle-
aged nurse who goes on helping the sick while perfectly
conscious that her efforts are futile (the squirrel-cage again).
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She tends a man dying of gangrene, she delivers a child for
which there will be no milk. After watching over the dying,
she dies needlessly herself.

Futile gestures abound, as do pointless deaths. A woman
rushes into a burning building to rescue a Bible in which she
no longer believes. Dozens of people fall victim to cannibal-
ism, while an undiscovered food supply is close at hand. A
pretty woman, fond of dancing, develops a terrible gluttony
and dies a monster.

In the Underworld, the group encounters a colony of
rats. Anderson, the leader, is unable to think of a solution,
so Orville supplies it. Even at the moment he agrees to the
plan, Anderson pointlessly kicks out at a rat, is bitten, and
develops a fatal infection. Orville’s plan accidentally kills
someone else.

Of the thirty-one persons who go into the underground
maze, only five come up again. The species is extinct.

To some, The Genocides seems bleak and over pessimistic.
One Swedish critic2 mentions ‘self-contempt’, and reads it
as simply a war of the worlds in which our side loses. It seems
rather an attempt to conquer bleakness and pessimism, the
kind of real self-contempt that leads to real genocide.

It should be remembered that The Genocides was pub-
lished in 1965, coincidentally the year napalm was first used
in Vietnam. The news photos of real genocide had not yet
begun to march nightly across American TV screens, but the
principle was clear. The Genocides was oddly prophetic in
many details: the overwhelming jungle; airborne machines
that turn living children into living flames; the impersonal
memos of the conquerors; even the body counts are there.

By another coincidence, 1965 marks the middle of a
decade during which the Midwest began to die. The
censuses of 1960 and 1970 (body counts again) show a
massive emigration. At the same time the principal Mid-
western crop, corn, was found to be killing the land —
stripping the topsoil and preparing the way for a new dust-
bowl.

Since Disch could not know of a future census, could not
have seen pictures of burning children on TV, his insights
must have come from what he knew: that genocide comes
from bleakness of spirit, from spiritual poverty, that this
spiritual poverty, wherever else it is found, is common in the
Midwest, in that landscape of desperation. (A decade later
he would write, for Harper’s, ‘Pyramids for Minnesota’, an
unserious proposal to give people something to do, some-
thing to believe in, and something to look at.)

What’s wrong with the Midwest is not flatness or greyness
but people. It was just as flat when it was a home for the
Sioux, a pasture for their buffalo. It did not become boring
until a peculiar breed of genocidal people took over. Their
lives were flat and rectilinear, as the straight and narrow path
to the Heaven they believed in. Accordingly they cut the
Great Plains into squares, setting rectilinear boundaries for
states, counties, farms and fields.

Even their corn (‘maize’, as Europeans still insist on
calling it) is planted not just in rows, but in ranks and files,
so that each stalk stands at the corner of a tiny square. Their
recto-aesthetic sensibilities must have been gratified, too, by
noticing that kernels of corn are rectangular, set on the cob
in a satisfyingly military formation. Squareness and corn have
become synonymous with Midwestern hickdom.

Corn grows to a human height, then puts out a tassel. The
tassel is a sex organ and, from the plant’s viewpoint, is the
purpose of life. Ideally the tassel will dry and fling out pollen.
The pollen will fly over the squares to some piece of cornsilk,
the object of its desire. To prevent this, great numbers of

men, women and children go out into the fields each sum-
mer to castrate the corn. They emerge covered with sticky
sap, sunburned and richer.

Thomas M. Disch naturally knew about detasselling, that
great struggle of the human species against its own hybrid
corn. The last human settlement in the novel is called Tassel.
Sticky sap flows through the story in a living stream, carrying
survivors along from one adventure to another (as the living
Mississippi carried Huck Finn). The alien Plants are in many
ways just a hundredfold magnification of corn. They are seen
only from below, then from deep inside the roots (where the
corn-borer worm lives).

When they emerge at the end, the crop has been har-
vested and a new crop sown. The five survivors are figures on
a landscape.

But these figures were very, very small. The landscape
dominated them entirely. It was green and level and it
seemed of infinite extent. Vast though it was, Nature —
or Art — had expended little imagination upon it. Even
viewed closely, it presented a most monotonous aspect.
In any square foot of ground, a hundred seedlings grew,
none prepossessing.

2. To learn why your country needs you

I met someone who was a child in Nazi Germany. He doesn’t
remember much about how his mother was taken off to a
death camp. What he remembers is the exhilarating music,
the pageantry. For most children, that’s the first introduc-
tion to military life, a parade. The spectacle of a mass of sane
men dancing in unison down a street — the fancy dress and
the thrilling music — boy! No doubt in Spartan days when
the army marched past, parents held up their boys to see,
explaining that they would have to eat up all their vegetables
if they wanted to grow up to be big, strong hoplites.

Military life continues to fascinate grownups, and not just
those grownup children who make it their lives, but nearly
all grownups. If nothing else, there’s fascination in wonder-
ing how men can give up their bodies and minds to such a
tawdry institution. To want to be a killer may be natural (for
some). But a killer robot? A killer robot with shiny shoes?
That’s — fascinating.

Thomas M. Disch had his life complicated by the prob-
lem early. He was sent to a military academy run by the
Christian Brothers, an order possessing all the military fer-
vour of the Jesuits, but none of the Jesuit respect for the
intellect. As if in anticipation of the model soldiers it was
expected to turn out, the place was called Cretin. Disch
writes again and again of military life, its fascination, its
mind-crushing grimness.

An early novel, White Fang Goes Dingo, approaches the
problem obliquely (‘by the oblique’ as the marching order
goes). An alien race has dominated mankind by means of
something called the Leash, a method of total control over
mind and body. Men are, in effect, pets of the Masters. As
much as they are loved, trained and cared for, so long as they
continue to accept the Leash.

As in The Genocides, the aliens are never seen, though
their influence is everywhere. They can bring man not only
all that he needs for physical survival, but aesthetic pleasures
otherwise closed to him. For example, one pair of human
pets are taken into space, where they dance a pas de deux free
of gravity. This amounts to working through the old Jesuit
paradox: only as God’s slaves do we find true freedom. Here
the argument is almost too convincing. For if you were
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ensured a life free from drudgery, guaranteed a beautiful
body and an informed mind, and given happiness without
pursuing it, could you honestly turn it down?

Every Heaven has its discontents, of course, and here the
rebels seem curiously militaristic. They are suspicious of
beauty, they rely on simple slogans and icons, they are
thorough Roundheads. It is hard to sympathise with them,
since they offer nothing but freedom (i.e., self-mastery).

I include this novel among Disch’s military souvenirs, for
it does seem to set out the paradoxical argument: by pledg-
ing blind obedience, the soldier gets certain freedoms and
privileges. He is guaranteed physical well-being and freedom
from want. He gets comradeship, adventure, a taste for
power. He gets to join the great corps de ballet in the next,
highly choreographed, big show. He gets away with murder.

In Echo Round His Bones, the army is real enough, and so
are the murders. Captain Nathan Hansard has frequent
nightmares in which he sees civilians herded behind barbed
wire, a child incinerated. He has in fact killed a five-year-old:
‘I incinerated him in self-defense,’ he says, in the greatest
piece of self-justification before Nixon.

The murder has also killed Hansard’s inner life and
made him a misfit. This army is less suited to him than to our
old friend Neil, who turns up here as the mindless, mean
Sergeant Worsaw. Neil’s only skill was hunting; Worsaw’s
first act is to shoot at a rabbit.

The army is using a ‘manmitter’ to send men to Mars in
preparation for a war. Hansard is so transmitted and dis-
covers a curious side-effect. As his real self is sent to Mars, a
second, ghostly Hansard is created at the transmitter — an
echo. Free of the army, and of the conventional world, his
adventures begin.

The book is more wonderfully conceived than executed,
for it becomes necessary to explain the nature of echo-
existence in great detail (Milton has the same trouble with
his angels — what do they eat, etc?). In brief, the real world
is visible but insubstantial to the echo-person, who is wholly
indetectable to real people. Thus Hansard1 (in the real
world) could be seen, and could even write messages for
Hansard2 (the echo). The echo can read the messages but
not pick up the paper it is written on. Food, air, etc. have to
be echoed to keep him alive, which means that someone in
the real world has to take his existence on faith and send
supplies. There are also echoes of echoes — a Hansard3 and
so on.

Hansard’s ghosts meet the ghosts of Professor Panofsky,
the kindly crippled inventor of the machine, and the Panof-
sky’s ghostly wives. Or are they really married? Can ghosts be
held to marriage vows? They have a lot of Thorne-Smithian
fun with the idea.

Panofsky explains all, giving fine Jesuit arguments to
prove that echoes are free, not only of the world, but of sin.
Redeemed, the echo Hansard lives happily ever after.

Echo Round His Bones works well enough as a wonder-tale;
any deeper intentions in the book must be taken on faith. It
does seem to bring in once more the notion of physical
constraint (and how to get rid of it): freedom from the body
is freedom from sin; Panofsky (wholly cerebral and living in
a wheelchair) is a balletomane; his real Hansard has to die
before the happy ending.

On reflection, both White Fang Goes Dingo and Echo Round
His Bones seem to carry on from The Genocides. It too begins
in physical constraint, in the harsh discipline of a Puritan
settlement among the alien corn. As in real life, unthinking
obedience to discipline may be necessary for survival, but
only physical survival. Obedience can only carry a person so

far. The point comes (entry underground, loss of the Leash,
echo-life) where he is on his own. He must then find enough
anarchy in his soul to begin real life. In a way, these three
novels are all about growing up.

In that way, the military is all about remaining a child.
Both Neil and Worsaw are hopeless egomaniacs, both have
underdeveloped consciences, both are thoughtless and
violent. Both are model soldiers.

Disch went on to find out whether model soldiers could
be human beings, in two short stories, ‘1-A’ and ‘The Death
of Socrates’.

‘1-A’ takes up the case of the simple inductee who won-
ders, in a vague way, what army life will be like. He is
gradually enlightened (in a vague way) by the anecdotes of
others, but a sadistic drill sergeant and by a Field Manual:

From the earliest times, it has been considered a privilege
to be permitted to bear arms in the defense of one’s
nation or people.

Army life turns out to be simpler than he could have
dreamed, for it is death. The inductees are bullied and
marched and drilled for a few days, then mown down on the
parade ground.

The second story (which forms a part of the novel 334)
digs deeper. The conscript is Birdie Ludd, who begins as a
college student in twenty-first-century New York, with love
problems. No one can marry (i.e., have children) by law
unless they have enough points awarded by the government.
The system is complex, apparently in a tremendous bureau-
cratic effort to make it absolutely fair: points are awarded for
grades, for IQ and creativity tests, for individual creative
effort, for a family history of good health and character.
They are also awarded for attending college (so he attends)
and, as a last resort, for enlisting in the Armed Forces as a
‘gorilla’.

The story takes Birdie in detail through disaster after
disaster. He is pathetically stupid, bored with classes, a born
loser who cannot be reconciled to his loss.

He sat down to study the History of Art. He stared at the
picture of Socrates in the bad light. With one hand he
was holding up a big cup; with the other he was giving
somebody the finger. He didn’t seem to be dying at all.
The midterm was going to be tomorrow afternoon at two
o’clock. He really had to study. He stared at the picture
more intently. Why did people paint pictures anyhow?
He stared until his eyes hurt.

My eyes too, watching Birdie Ludd slide downhill, all the way.
He enlists finally in the US gorillas, end of story.

Not the end of Birdie Ludd, however. Though he does
not appear elsewhere in 334, this persistent character lives
on, outside the novel. I believe he is the kind of character
critics call ‘authentic’, the kind readers remember long after
they have forgotten where they read his story.

3. To learn why the squirrel needs to keep running

Thomas Mann and Thomas M. Disch both worked in insur-
ance companies. I don’t emphasise this, but there it is, if
anyone wants to base a PhD thesis on it (‘Writers Who Think
About Death a Lot’, or maybe just ‘Under Writers’).
Probably most writers think about death fairly often. After
all, the spontaneous overflow of emotion recollected in
tranquillity usually involves quite a lot of sitting still (bad for
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the heart, as any actuary can tell you). Besides, writers are in
solitary confinement. If prisoners and monks think about
death a lot, why not the lifers of the typewriter?

Sooner or later, most writers get to thinking about what
they’re doing. They write about writers sitting alone writing.
Poets in particular succumb to the iterative beauty of the
iterative beauty. Novelists try a variety of strategies: finding
MSS, making journals or only imaging imprisoned writers
(e.g., Samuel Beckett’s Molloy) who wonder what they are
doing (besides starring in a novel).

Thomas M. Disch has worked on this a few times. His
early story ‘Descending’ sets a character on a succession of
down escalators, apparently endless, treadmills with a dark
purpose of their own. Much later, in ‘The Joycelin Shrager
Story’, a person is finally ‘captured’ on movie film, so that
his privacy is public, his essence is ephemeral, his soul is a
flickering shadow. While neither story is explicitly about
writers, both are hoist-by-his-own-petard systems: a man who
steals from department stores is trapped in one. A film critic
gets his life criticised by a film.

Between the two stories, Disch wrote ‘An All-Day Poem’
(its first criterion being that he actually stayed at the type-
writer all day, working on it) and ‘The Squirrel Cage’. The
latter is about a character named Disch who sits typing at a
keyboard. He is unable to read the words, or even to be sure
that they are registered by the machine. He considers a story
about a man in a zoo, with several possible endings. He
considers a pogonophore, a curiously futile-sounding
creature. He considers futility.

At one point he holds an imaginary conversation with
whoever it is that holds him prisoner (‘Horrorshow monster,
Bug-Eyes, Mad Scientist, Army Major, who prepares the
wedding bed of my death and tempts me to it’). For the
writer, the usual captor is of course the body, for though the
mind may imagine itself racing away to freedom, isn’t it
possible that it’s only spinning the cage?

Camp Concentration takes up the problem of the impris-
oned writer in earnest. It is a solitary story, a prisoner’s
journal spun out partly for himself, partly for his audience
of jailers (they include a horrorshow psychologist, a mad
scientist and an army general, by the way).

It is also a Faust story, frankly modelled on Thomas
Mann’s Dr Faustus. In both novels, what is contracted is not
merely a bargain, but a case of syphilis, an arrangement that
brings genius, madness and death. Both novels ask: by what
magic equation, by what alchemy, can we separate creative
genius from corruption?

Louis Sacchetti is a thirty-five-year-old poet, jailed for
conscientious objection. He is prepared to spin the cage for
some years to come. Then suddenly he is moved to Camp
Archimedes, a peculiar underground establishment where
the prisoners, geniuses all, are provided with every amenity
(books, music, paintings, haute cuisine) and expected to do
nothing but pursue their various muses. Gradually he learns
that other prisoners have been injected with Palladine, a
drug derived from syph. It elevates their genius to new levels,
but brings rapid physical decay and death within months. It
is understood that he too will eventually be offered the
Faustian choice: god-like knowledge for death.

One of the jailers is General Haast, a mindless, happy-go-
lucky man (like Neil grown older, but still a healthy animal).
Haast happens to believe in alchemy, so has allowed one of
the other prisoners, Mordecai Washington, to attempt a
Magnum Opus: an elixir of life!

Mordecai is, I believe, Birdie Ludd. He had dropped out
of high school and into the marine corps, assaulted an

officer and gone to the brig. Now, at Camp Archimedes, he
once more meets Sacchetti, the bright classmate he’d envied
in high school:

And when you wanted to, you could really put down
people like Squinlin [a teacher]. Me, I just had to sit there
and take their shit. I knew it was shit, but what could I do?
They had me coming and going.

Birdie Ludd hears a lecture as:

‘Gibble-gabble Rauschenberg and blah, blah, the hell
that Dante describes as timeless. It is the hell that each of
us holds inside his secret soul.’

Shit, Birdie thought to himself with great precision.
It was all a pile of shit. He wrote Shit in his notebook,

then made the letters look three dimensional and shaded
their sides carefully.

This time the loser has been given another chance. Morde-
cai is now on a par with Sacchetti (indeed, far ahead of him)
thanks to Palladine.

The alchemical experiment is readied, while Mordecai
grows worse. He enters the tertiary stage of the disease (when
brain functions start to go). At one point he demonstrates a
childhood skill, tap dancing. The dance (to ‘I’ll Build a
Stairway to Paradise’) turns into an epileptiform seizure.

The Magnum Opus, it is thought, could save him yet, and
at the same time give General Haast the eternal youth and
life he has always pursued. It consists of a series of bewilder-
ing rites, some alchemical, some possibly scientific. The two
men drink something, and both are placed under hairdryers
hooked to electronic stuff. Mordecai dies of heart failure
(Palladine has weakened that, too). Haast lives, but is un-
changed.

That night in a terrible dream, Sacchetti realises what he
has known all along: that he too has already been infected
with the Faustian virus. Book One ends.

Book Two is more than ever solitary, chronicling his
mental ascent and physical collapse. His preoccupations of
old (Aquinas, Rilke) now possess him, his prose is a palimp-
sest, almost beyond decipherment in places, painfully lucid
in others.

Meanwhile the virus has broken out of Camp Archimedes
to infect the population at large; it moves the world. Sac-
chetti sees all his fellow prisoners die, he sickens, he goes
blind. When, with a group of fellow prisoners, he meets to
discuss curing the world, the meeting is seen as a mutiny and
the Mad Scientist prepares to execute him. Inexplicably,
Haast saves his life.

Haast then explains the inexplicable: he is Mordecai,
really, in Haast’s skin. The alchemical experiment was a
blind for a real test of ‘mind reciprocation’, in which Mor-
decai and Haast changed minds (or bodies). Haast, finding
himself in a dying body, had been shocked; his shock had
killed the body.

In a repeat of the Magnum Opus, Sacchetti is likewise
saved. The group (of healthy guards’ bodies containing the
minds of genius prisoners) now set out to try saving the
world.

The epigraph, from Pilgrim’s Progress, would suggest read-
ing Camp Concentration as a spiritual exercise on the same
lines: reward after trial, immortality after death. No Cross No
Crown, etc. That reading would be a mistake. The impor-
tance of Bunyan’s allegory here is that it is a dream. The
narrator is not only the prisoner Bunyan, but the mind of
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Bunyan, his unimprisoned part. The distinction is not as
trivial as it may sound, since freedom of thought was what
got Bunyan (and Sacchetti) into prison bodily; the body–
mind problem is no idle preoccupation for the prisoner of
conscience.

Bunyan’s mind makes a progress. Does Sacchetti’s only
make its cage revolve faster? Throughout the book, he seems
almost the antithesis of the vigorous Pilgrim, for (having
chosen prison) Sacchetti has given up making choices.

He does not choose to be taken from prison to Camp
Archimedes in the first instance — though he acquiesces, by
keeping his journal. He does not choose the evil sacrament
of Palladine — though he comes to accept its gift of intellect.
He finally does not choose to be rescued from his decaying
body and installed in the healthy body of a guard — though

I am overcome by happiness as by some gigantic benevo-
lent steamroller, crushed by Goodness.

Whence this spiritual inertia? Is it simply that Palladine
has reduced him to a zero, a self-devouring mind inside a
self-digesting body? I suspect that Puritans might read this
rather as a cautionary tale: one cannot get a super-intellect
without paying for it with one’s freedom, one’s identity.

In any case, Sacchetti is a zero. Though he speaks con-
vincingly of his personal triumph and despair, discoveries
and losses, the collapse of his body and the ascent of his
mind — though his voice remains real throughout the
Palladine changes and his body-change — he just isn’t there.
In the closing pages, he discovers his own absence:

Valery is right! Finally the mind is destitute and bare.
Finally it is reduced to the supreme poverty of being a
force without an object.

I exist without instincts, almost without images; and I
no longer have an aim. I resemble nothing . . .3

This kind of freedom sounds more than ever like prison.
So it is. Karl Popper’s ‘paradox of freedom’ seems appropri-
ate here:

In any democracy, Popper explained, men must be free
to choose a tyrant. There is always a risk that they will actually
do so, giving up their freedom. But to abolish that risk is to
impose a tyranny. The risk must remain.

The life lived wholly in the body is a kind of tyranny. It is
a life of numbness, routine, mindless instinctive behaviour.
It leaves neither time nor scope for thought. The alternative
is freedom of thought. But there is always a risk that the free
mind will choose to become (say) a Thomist, endlessly
engaged in pointless disputation, endlessly revolving the
same meaningless propositions. This too is a tyranny of
routine. Indeed, the free-wheeling mind is never far from
the squirrel-cage.

The paradox is apparent in writers. They pursue a seden-
tary, body-destroying occupation in order to gamble on
immortality. They avoid human company and sit alone in
order to gamble on communicating something. Only in
solitary confinement can they manage to dream of freedom.

Disch writes frequently of prison, but his prisons are
seldom static. Surrealist examples include ‘Descending’
(endless down escalators) and ‘Let Us Hasten Quickly to the
Gate of Ivory’ (lost in an infinite cemetery), in The Genocides
human mice are trapped in an endless cycle of the seasons.
In ‘The Asian Shore’ a man is trapped into a life, but even
as it closes about him he makes frantic ferry trips to and fro
across the Bosphorus. In ‘The City of Penetrating Light’

someone (a little like Birdie Ludd) is trapped in the pursuit
of happiness, or rather, fun. The title refers to a dance hall,
the pivot of his ever-turning ‘well-rounded life’.

How to distinguish such lives from death is one more
reason.

4. To learn why New Yorkers and others need to dress up
nice

Death as a way of life has probably kept more writers writing
than any other subject. There is probably an infinite number
of ways of showing the skull behind the face, and an infinite
number of reasons for doing so. An early story of Thomas
M. Disch’s, ‘Now Is Forever’, introduces the Reprostate, a
machine that can be programmed to copy anything (given
the materials). People use it to remain immortal; they set the
controls to reproduce themselves, then use their own bodies
for material. The copy produced is always the set age.
Immortality through daily suicide? A squirrel-cage life.

The characters of Disch die often enough, and as often
change their skins: their bodies, their personalities or their
uniforms. That alchemy is required in Camp Concentration
calls to mind that ancient vicious-circle symbol of alchemy,
the snake biting its own tail. Could be that it’s only trying to
shed its skin.

People shed their bodies in the above-mentioned stories,
go naked into the Underworld in The Genocides, and divest
themselves of physical form altogether in stories like ‘The
Colors’. On Wings of Song the soul might escape the body,
only to be trapped in a different squirrel-cage. The vicious
circle of ‘The Colors’ is whiteness:

A rainbow, revolving, would be white: white, the harmony
of all colors, their resolving chord, unprismed light.

Skin-changing of one kind or another is a strong recur-
ring image in many of his stories. At the simplest level it is
mutilation: tattoos in ‘Displaying the Flag’ and On Wings of
Song; dismemberment in 334 (‘Bodies’) and The Genocides;
surgery in ‘Concepts’.

Elsewhere it occurs as a change of social status (i.e., uni-
form): ‘1-A’ and ‘The Death of Socrates’ (army induction);
‘Thesis on Social Forms and Social Control in the USA’
(temporary slavery); a new job in ‘Death and the Single Girl’;
in ‘Casablanca’ the reduction of a prosperous tourist to a
hunted refugee; or the delightful problems of ‘The Man
Who Had No Idea’ in a world where one needs a licence to
talk. In ‘The Asian Shore’ a man finds himself not merely
going native but assuming the identity of a specific stranger.

Again it occurs as escape from the body: in Camp Concentra-
tion, Echo Round His Bones, and On Wings of Song the escape
is absolute; in ‘Concepts’ it is via the kind of total-perception
transmitter that works two ways between planets; in ‘Every-
day Life in the Later Roman Empire’ the escape is from New
York monotony into a satisfying dream (via drugs) in which
the barbarians will never quite conquer Rome.

334, of which the last-named story forms a part, gets
under the skin of a dying city. The title is the address of a
giant government dwelling unit (3000 occupants) with
which each of the novel’s characters is somehow connected.
Birdie (‘The Death of Socrates’) loves Milly, a girl on the
eighteenth floor. Alexa (the Roman matron) works at an
office responsible for the building. Milly’s father Ab
(‘Bodies’) works in a hospital morgue and sells corpses to
those who like a certain kind of fun. Milly marries Boz
Hanson (same floor) who, through a miracle of modern
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surgery, is able to suckle their child himself (in ‘Emancipa-
tion’). His niece and Alexa’s son both attend the Lowen
School (a kind of dancing academy for bright kids unable to
find any other toehold on the city). They form a street gang
in ‘Angouleme’.

Since 334 is New York extrapolated, it is natural to look
for some ‘gimmick’, some line of extrapolation that defines
the book (as others have been defined by Overpopulation,
Police State, Urban Decay, etc.). There is no such gimmick.
Indeed, at first New York seems almost unchanged.
Extrapolation has been invisibly woven into the stories so
that it all seems slightly odd but familiar. The population is
still largely black, largely poor. Lifts still don’t work, people
are still born, live unhappily and die. And yet . . . hasn’t
something changed?

This is the way real cities are seen. Buildings and people
may come and go, but the city’s face remains unchanged.
Only gradually do we notice the absence of certain familiar
landmarks. I was well into this book before I noticed that its
New York has almost no violent crime.

The reason (the gimmick, if there were one) is a welfare
bureaucracy which has plodded its way through to a few
solutions:

Housing is strictly rationed. The drinking water contains
a contraceptive, so that couples planning a child must both
take an antidote pill provided by the state. Welfare can be
lived on.

Sexual freedom is wider, enhanced by school demonstra-
tion lessons and by the media (e.g., a TV channel devoted
to ‘art movies’). A menu of new, safe drugs has been devel-
oped, and is widely used in place of heroin, coffee and
tranquillisers.

Nevertheless, New York is still dirty, crowded and enig-
matic. It still seems like a super-intelligence test on which all
mere humans necessarily score zero. As always, the city seems
to stand outside time: faces and problems change, but there
is always a surplus of both.

Even telling the story of such a New York can’t be easy. A
diagram in 334 shows the title story crawling through differ-
ent lives, different times and different narrative styles. It
might be a maze of worm-tunnels in the Big Apple.

But the worms have style. Style, that seems especially right
in New York (any New York). Its citizens seem to put on faces
and clothes, seem to speak and act and possibly think, always
with the awareness of being on stage. They know they are
seen, and that’s important. In fact, it’s hard to think of a New
York without style: Damon Runyon people or Kojak in a hat,
Nick and Nora Charles or just someone observed by a New
York poet, say, Frank O’Hara:

. . . First down the sidewalk
where laborers feed their dirty
glistening torsos sandwiches
and Coca-Cola, with yellow helmets
on. They protect them from falling
Bricks, I guess.

Disch, too, understands that New York is New Yorkers.
Their lives are ‘life styles’; they are ready for the question:
Who do you think you are?

Birdie Ludd dresses up, all in white, for his important two
o’clock exam. He sings:

Slam, bang!
Why am I so happy?
God Damn,

I really don’t know.

But it’s a summery March day, so he dawdles in Battery Park.
After noticing an old panhandler who looks just like
Socrates,

He glanced at his wrist but he’d left his watch in the
locker as it didn’t fit in with today’s all white color
scheme. He spun round. The gigantic advertising clock
on the face of the First National Citibank said 2:15. That
wasn’t possible.

Earlier, he daydreams of Milly:

The first time he’d come to Milly’s apartment he’d
walked up these stairs behind her, watching her tight
little ass shift to the right, to the left, to the right, and the
tinsel fringes on her street shorts sparkling like a liquor
store display. All the way to the top she hadn’t looked
back once.

In the next story (‘Bodies’) Milly’s father Ab walks down
the street one April day, feeling good:

Ab felt like an old movie, full of songs and violence and
fast editing. Boff, smack, pow, that’s how Ab was feeling
now, and as the opposite sex approached him from the
other direction, he could feel their eyes on him, measur-
ing, estimating, admiring, imagining.

One, very young, very black, in silvery street shorts . . .

In a later story (‘Angouleme’) a member of the Lowen
School street gang has come to Battery Park to murder an
old panhandler, one July moon:

He looked at his wrist, then remembered he’d left his
watch at home. The gigantic advertising clock on the
façade of the First National Citibank said it was fifteen
after two. That wasn’t possible.

So it isn’t. The clock face says nothing; it is as unreliable as
the faces of New Yorkers, and as timeless. Even the planned
murder (by a boy steeped in the theatre) is too stagey to
believe.

Even more theatrical (than Birdie’s all-white colour
scheme, than old movies, than scenes set by the Roman
matron or the Raskolnikov of the Lowen School) is the story
of Lottie, Shrimp and their mother, Mrs Nora Hanson. This
is the title story of 334, cutting back and forth in time, point
of view and narrative style. It resembles a film in that the story
goes forward even during retrograde cuts and Tristram-
Shandy squiggles of digression. Each of the many characters
goes through turns of crushing disappointment (and even
total destruction of the façade) alternating with hopes and
plans (the new structure begun).

Lottie finds her ten-year-old son playing with makeup;
she is not horrified (this is AD 2026) and indeed helps him
create a new face. But the mask she has drawn is her own
face:

this was the whole portion Mickey stood to inherit,
nothing but these marks of pain, and terror, and certain
defeat.

Mickey is later incarcerated in a medical institution,
where he decides what he really wants to be, a ballplayer.
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‘Okay, Mickey, it’s your life.’
‘God damn right.’ These words, and the tears on

which they verged, were like a load of cement dumped
into the raw foundation of his new life. By tomorrow
morning all the wet slop of feeling would be solid as a
rock and in a year a skyscraper would stand where now
there was nothing but a gaping hole.

Mrs Hanson builds her façade of furniture. The familiar
things of her apartment are ‘her secret weapon’ against
eviction (there being too much stuff to clear out) and
against the hostile city in general. There is for example her
sofa with the missing leg. In another story she and son Boz
sit on it watching the 5:15 puppets on TV. In this story she
watches them with Mickey, her five-year-old grandson (both
enjoying the ‘Slam! Bang!’ catastrophes), then sits alone
doing the same.

Then a young man shows up to read aloud to her from a
popular novel. He is a PhD candidate studying ‘The Prob-
lems of Ageing’; Mrs Hanson (aged fifty-seven) is a case
study. The novel he reads is popular because it is porno-
graphic.

What was embarrassing was that the whole scene took
place on a sofa that was wobbling because one leg was
missing. The sofa that she and Len were sitting on also
had a missing leg and wobbled, and it seemed to Mrs
Hanson that some sort of comparison couldn’t be
avoided.

She falls in love with him and dyes her hair bright carroty
orange. That enterprise is doomed, of course, and so is her
avoidance of eviction. Her furniture ends up in the street,
and she sets fire to it. Lottie returning (she thinks) home,
finds

Her mother running off through the flames like some
opera star going out for a curtain call.

Lottie can only follow such an act by burning the contents
of her own suitcase, the clothes on her back, then herself.
She is saved for the mental hospital, where she says

‘The end of the world. Let me tell you about the end of
the world. It happened fifty years ago. Maybe a hundred.
And since then it’s been lovely. Nobody tries to bother
you. You can relax. . . .’

The life style best suited to New York, then, is death. Its
citizens may try out changing roles, new makeup, tattoos,
vain efforts to somehow get noticed before they die, but
finally they will die as they lived, unnoticed. They are to the
city no more obvious than the single bricks in a great façade.

Works discussed in this essay

The Genocides
White Fang Goes Dingo
Echo Round His Bones
Camp Concentration
334, a novel made up of stories:

‘The Death of Socrates’

‘Bodies’
‘Everyday Life in the Later Roman Empire’
‘Emancipation’
‘Angouleme’
‘334’

Stories from Under Compulsion (Fun With Your New Head in
USA):

‘Descending’
‘Now Is Forever’
‘The Squirrel Cage’
‘1-A’
‘Thesis on Social Forms and Social Controls in the USA’
‘Casablanca’

Stories from Getting Into Death:
‘The Asian Shore’
‘The Colors’
‘Death and the Single Girl’
‘Displaying the Flag’
‘The Joycelin Shrager Story’
‘Let Us Hasten Quickly to the Gate of Ivory’

Other stories:
‘The Man Who Had No Idea’
‘Concepts’

On Wings of Song

Notes
1 Ray Bradbury’s Midwest turns up on Mars in ‘The Third

Expedition’ of The Martian Chronicles. The explorers
find a complete replica of the wonderful home towns
they knew, full of the sweet old grandparents and
parents, the oldfashioned bric-à-brac of childhoods. It
all turns out to be a hypnotic dream created by aliens
with sinister motives.

2 Sam Lundwall, in Science Fiction: What It’s All About, New
York: Ace, 1971.

3 Dr Michael J. Tolley in a letter has pointed out to me
that the ending of Camp Concentration may be more
‘open’ (and less gloomy) than the ‘Valery’ quotation
suggests. ‘That statement of Valery traditionally cuts
both ways in s.f. treatments of the superhuman: the
superman dies as a man but is born as a genius. Cut off
from his roots, he may be aimless and despair; but this
is not yet (if ever) the condition of Mordecai and
Sacchetti, who have companions, mission, a set purpose
and a job to offset the despair. The Valery mood is
surely only temporary,’ he writes, citing two other, more
buoyant passages also in the closing pages of the book.
    It might also be argued that the buoyancy is only
temporary, at least in Sacchetti’s case. The final three
sections, numbered 98, 99 and 100, swing from opti-
mism to despair to optimism. But of such manic-depres-
sive cycles, as of any vicious circle, there is no clear
starting point, no clear end.
    Sacchetti himself seems to give up trying to analyse
his own condition and, in section 100, quotes Morde-
cai: ‘Much that is terrible we do not know. Much that is
beautiful we shall still discover. Let’s sail till we come to
the edge.’

— Copyright © 1980, Literary Estate of John T. Sladek.
Grateful thanks to the Literary Executor, Christopher Priest,
for permission to reprint.
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I must be talking to my friends

Scanning in the nineties
During the 1990s, I kept adding more and more material to
the computer files for SF Commentary. Whenever I was sure I
would publish the next issue, Something Happened, and the
next issue spent another few years mouldering on a com-
puter disk. My patient contributors, such as Colin Steele,
Doug Barbour, Ros Gross and Alan Stewart, continued to
send me material. I’ve collected in my files a snapshot of SF
and fantasy in the 1990s, seen from the perspective of a
number of writers. I intended to publish the views of all these
writers in one issue. This is what has stopped me from
publishing during the 1990s. If I had the time to publish a
large issue, I did not have the cash. Or the next issue of The
Metaphysical Review was more urgent. If I had the cash, I had
no time to publish.

So at the conclusion of this issue you will find Part 1 of
‘Scanning in the nineties’, a selection from the vast amount
of material that Colin Steele, SF and fantasy reviewer for The
Canberra Times, sent me during the 1990s.

I trust that his reviews, ranging in length from four lines
to a column, will remind you of the buzz of excitement that
crept back into science fiction during the 1990s. Australia
underwent its SF boom, thanks to the work of Aphelion
Books, the Eidolon and Aurealis collectives, and the major
publishing houses, who suddenly realised that Australian

fantasy and SF (a) exists, (b) sells large numbers of copies.
Meanwhile, Britain was exhibiting an extraordinary boom in
both quality and quantity of interesting SF titles, helped no
doubt by the growing importance of the Arthur C. Clarke
Award and the intensive fan and academic critical activity
that exists in Britain. A fair amount of good material came
from America during the decade. In the cracks between the
dump bins of fantasy blockbusters one could always glimpse
an interesting title or two, usually published by Tor Books or
one of the small publishers.

The book itself seems threatened: by price rises that
outstrip the general inflation rate, by the elimination (in
Britain and Australia) of the hardback in favour of the
clammy-to-the-touch-but-still-very-expensive trade paper-
back, and by the electronic book, whose effects are still to be
assessed. Yet there are still vastly more books published (and
sent to me as review copies) than I or any other person can
absorb and assess. Hence, again, my thanks to people such
as Colin Steele, Alan Stewart, Doug Barbour, Ros Gross, Paul
Ewins  and others who have been keeping an eye on the field
for me. After I run the ‘Scanning in the nineties’ series, I
won’t bother to ‘keep up’ with the field, but will revert to the
medium-to-long reviews that have been SF Commentary’s
staple since its beginning.

Mr Perrin and Mr Traill
Dick Jenssen rang earlier in the evening. ‘Have a look at Mr
Perrin and Mr Traill,’ he said. ‘It’s a nice little British movie,
and it starts about 12.15 a.m.’ I’d last seen this film thirty
years ago: if I remember correctly, Marius Goring and David
Farrar star as the older and younger teachers at a British
public school at the beginning of this century, men who hate
each other at first sight, and fall out rather badly.

I had been reading, so I did not turn on the TV until
12.30. Channel 2 was not showing Mr Perrin and Mr Traill.
Instead, it showed a picture of vast clouds of smoke billowing
off the end of Manhattan Island. Cut to a picture of smoke
rising from the middle of one of the towers of the World
Trade Centre. Then to the picture of the space where the
World Trade Centre tower was. Where the towers had been.
Finally, most astoundingly, the picture of a giant jet plough-
ing into the side of one of the towers, and exploding in fire
on the other side. Unbelievable.

Then Channel 2 showed the first pictures of the burning
hole in the side of a Pentagon. A voice of an Australian
journalist in Manhattan: ‘Everybody is ducking each time
they hear the sound of an aircraft.’ 

I’ve talked to other people who had been watching TV
that night. They were watching West Wing. In the episode,
the President was dealing with an incident of terrorism. The
TV channel cut to the pictures from New York. Where did
the fiction finish and the actuality begin?

Unbelievable; that’s still my only reaction to what hap-
pened. Since everybody else, including every fan on every
email list, has emitted all the possible clichés about the
situation, I don’t want to add to them. I could trace the line
of my own thinking, but I don’t believe I have any special
insights on the matter. On the night I thought: this is straight
out of science fiction books and disaster movies. We’ve read
and seen all this. The terrorist in Stand in Zanzibar who lets
off bombs for the pleasure of it. The disappearing towers at
the end of Fight Club, a film that is a satire on American
fascism, but also provides a blueprint for attacks on centres
of world trade. Whoever planned the operation of 11 Sep-
tember has read the same books and seen the same movies
as I have. The perpetrators must be Americans, who know
their own country intimately. They know how to stick a
screwdriver into the guts of their own system.
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Christopher Hitchens and Robert Fisk were interviewed
by Phillip Adams on ABC radio the night after the bombings.
Hitchens pointed out that, in the endless CNN coverage,
nobody asked why the bombings had occurred. Just who are
these people who can kill many thousands of people casu-
ally, and themselves as well? It’s this latter fact that points to
religious zealots, rather than right-wing Americans. Robert
Fisk, a roving reporter for the Independent in Britain, said that
the people who planned this operation won’t make de-
mands. They have no demands. They are nihilists in the
nineteenth-century meaning of the word: they don’t believe
that the modern world should exist, therefore nobody can
make bargains with them. The Bush Administration has no
understanding of such people, therefore all the current
military action will fail. If fifty people (at most) can carry out
such an operation, it probably only takes fifty people (who
understand their enemy) to destroy them. Instead, Bush
uses jets and missiles. The final death toll of innocent people
will be much higher than that of people lost in New York,
the Pentagon, and on a field in Pennsylvania.

In the SF world, we don’t seem to have lost anybody from
the events of 11 September. We’ve heard tales of people who
were late for work, were held up in the underground, were

late for or caught a plane before or after one of the hijacked
jets. Still, there could easily have been an SF convention
being held in one of the World Trade Centre hotels at the
time, or one of the publishers might just have moved there.

Seven thousand people didn’t return that night. They
might have been us. They might still be us. I suspect that the
only American who understands what has happened and
what is likely to happen is a humble American SF writer
named M. J. Engh. Her book Arslan (1976), the best SF book
of the last thirty years, and her story ‘The Oracle’ (Edges,
edited by Ursula K. Le Guin and Virginia Kidd; Pocket
Books; 1980) show that Marjorie Engh should be inter-
viewed about what is happening at the moment.

And Mr Perrin and Mr Traill? I guess I’ll catch up with the
movie eventually. Its theme is the peculiar ability of human
beings to hate and seek to destroy each other, although to
any outside watcher they are the same sort of person and
share the same interests. Any dispassionate alien observer
would assume that human beings, collectively, could only
cling to each other on this delicate, threatened ball of gas
and water and try to stop the disasters to come. But people
are the disaster. Happy twenty-first century, everybody. 

Discover’d and surpris’d
In the nineties and through 2000 and 2001, the SF world has
lost many of its most valued citizens. I can’t mention them
all, because I can’t remember them all. A year or so ago, it
seemed that fandom was losing a legend a week. During the
early to mid 1990s, Australia lost Roger Weddall and Ian
Gunn, two great friends and much-valued members of Mel-
bourne fandom. In 1997, Australian SF lost George Turner,
then Frank Bryning only a year or so ago. In 1999, world
fandom lost Mae Strelkov, although the news took some time
to arrive from Argentina. Fabled Irish Fandom has been cut
down, one by one: George Charters during the seventies,
Bob Shaw some years ago, followed by James White and Walt
Willis recently. Only the English John Berry (a member of
IF in the early fifties) is left. I can’t believe that Buck Coulson,
from Indiana, has gone; his last letter to me was as irritating,
funny and entertaining as ever. And the writers keep saying
farewell: John Brunner, most spectactularly, the first writer
to die at a World Convention; and Poul Anderson most
recently. Suddenly the young turks and New Wavers are SF’s
senior citizens.

As a recent unpleasant reminder that suddenly we have
become older, John Foyster was admitted to hospital re-
cently, suffering from a suspected stroke. As I write, he’s
recovering well. But he’s only sixty, fghodsake. Damian
Warman, Juliette Woods and Yvonne Rousseau celebrated
his birthday earlier this year with a celebratory seventy-page
fanzine telling of John’s exploits. John Bangsund and Lee
Harding, the two other members of the ASFR team, also
recently suffered health problems shortly after their sixtieth
birthdays. Peter Nicholls announced at his sixtieth birthday
party that he had been diagnosed as having prostate cancer,
and includes further melancholy news in his letter in the
‘Pinlighters’ column. Eric Lindsay, who is of my generation,
and Nick Stathopoulos and James Allen, quite a bit younger
than I am, have both suffered heart attacks in recent years.
All this lies before us!

Terry Frost wrote somewhere on the Internet that although
the nineties were pretty bad, at least they weren’t dull. I
watched in horrified fascination as successive Australian
governments, in the name of economic rationalism, de-
stroyed the livelihoods of people who once considered
themselves comfortably middle class, and made it almost
impossible for the poor to live. Elaine and I and many others
have had to suffer the July 2000 changes to the Australian
tax system, seemingly designed to bankrupt everybody but
the very rich. During the 1990s I often decided that the world
had become stale, flat, and definitely unprofitable.

Yet people kept forcing pleasant surprises on us. When he
died in 1997, George Turner made me his Literary Executor
and Heir. George had never mentioned the possibility to me,
but he had it written there as a codicil to his will. No
explanatory note, of course. 1997 was a bad year because we
lost George Turner, and Elaine and I were burgled for the
first time in our lives (the news of George’s death reached
us five minutes after we returned home to find that our
house had been burgled). However, George handed respon-
sibility for his works to me — and the guidance of Cherry
Weiner, his American agent. Nobody wants to publish
George Turner in America at the moment, but in time
people will rediscover his books.

During the nineties Yvonne Rousseau introduced me to
Acnestis, the British apa (amateur publishing association)
for people who (still) read. In Acnestis I found a powerhouse
of fans who read vast amounts of everything, including SF
and fantasy, review for their own fanzines and magazines
such as Vector and Foundation, run the British Science Fiction
Association, sit on the Arthur Clarke Award annual jury,
form a centre of SF fan activity, especially based on London,
and are all-round good people. Unfortunately, Yvonne
dropped out of Acnestis some years ago.

12



When many Acnestis members visited
Australia in September 1999 for Aussie-
con 3, I enjoyed their company. Two of
them, Maureen Kincaid Speller and Paul
Kincaid, agreed with me over dinner one
night during Aussiecon to begin a new
intercontinental fanzine. Steam Engine
Time No. 1 appeared in March 2000, and
No. 2 exists in computer files. We de-
cided to concentrate on the long critical
article, what George Turner calls the
‘theme article’, instead of reviews of indi-
vidual books. Which means that Steam
Engine Time will be published side by side
with SF Commentary. Maureen, Paul and I
are busy people, so the trick will be to
keep either or both publications going.

The highlight of the 1990s was that day

in late 1995 when I received a letter from
Jean Weber inviting me, on behalf of the Aussiecon Bidding
Committee, to be its Fan Guest of Honour if Australia won
the bid in September 1996. I was shocked and delighted
then. I still don’t quite believe that I was given this honour.
As I said in my Fan Guest of Honour Speech, I can name a
large number of people who should have been given the
honour instead of me. Well, they weren’t. Thanks again to
the Committee, and to all the people who worked on Aus-
siecon 3. It was one of the great weeks of my life.

Here at 59 Keele Street, Elaine became a freelance maths
and science editor in 1992. Since she is one of the few in
Victoria, she has been very busy since then. To keep herself
sane, she spent eight years digging over, in order to remove
vast amounts of rubble and bricks, the next-door block of
land that she bought at the end of 1991. (A photo of the
block as it was then appeared in the Garden Party edition of
The Metaphysical Review.) She has been stocking the new
garden with Australian native plants. All this activity has been
closely supervised by the cats. We still have five cats. During
the decade, we lost Monty and TC, and gained Polly, the
second most recent arrival, who hates Violet, the most recent
arrival.

After he suffered an abrupt change of career and lifestyle
in 1992, Race Mathews took the trouble to get in touch
withus and other SF people in Melbourne. Thanks to him,
we’ve kept in touch with lots of people we might not have
seen regularly otherwise, and caught up with Dick Jenssen,
who had dropped out of fandom in the early seventies, and
Bill Wright, who disappeared in the early eighties. Dick is a
generous man. Thanks, Dick, for the good company, fine
meals, movie education, computer rescues and dazzling
graphics, and involvement in the development of DJFractals.

Thanks also to Richard Hryckiewicz, who would really
rather not have to save us from computer disaster every few
years.

Early this year, I received the following letter: 

MICHAEL LEVY

Dear Bruce,
It is my great pleasure to inform you that your essay ‘The
Good Soldier: George Turner as Combative Critic’, has been
named a runner up for the Science Fiction Research

Association’s Pioneer Award for best critical article of the
year. The Pioneer Award winner and two runners up will be
officially announced at our annual meeting to be held the end
of May in Schenectady, NY, USA. 

My working assumption is that you aren’t likely to be
interested in travelling all the way from Australia to New York
to receive a paper certificate (albeit a very nice one) and a
few words of praise (although you would be welcomed if you
wished to come). Assuming this is the case, could you
provide me with a mailing address so that we can send you
the certificate.

Although I played no part in the choosing of the Pioneer
Award winner and runners up, I am very glad that your piece
was chosen as I enjoyed it very much when it appeared in
Foundation.
Sincerely,

Michael Levy, President
Science Fiction Research Association

(19 April 2001)

I waited until the annual SFRA conference had taken
place . . . and waited. I made enquiries, and eventually the
certificate arrived. I still could not find out the names of the
winner and other runner-up. Locus published only the name
of the winner, and the envelope containing the certificate
contained no other publicity material. Even the SFRA’s own
Web site includes only the winners, not the runners-up!

I said to myself: I didn’t know this award existed; I didn’t
apply for it; so I’ll enjoy the glow anyway, even if nobody else
knows I’m a runner-up.

Eventually Michael Levy, who has proved a good friend
over the past few months, sent me the following information.
I didn’t recognise the names. The winner was De Witt
Douglas Kilgore, ‘Changing Regimes: Vonda M. McIntyre’s
Parodic Astrofuturism’ (Science-Fiction Studies), and the other
runner-up was Anne Cranny-Francis, ‘The Erotics of the
(cy)Borg: Authority and Gender in Sociocultural Imaginary’
(in Marleen S. Barr (ed.), Future Females: The Next Generation).

What was my near-award for? My article ‘The Good Sol-
dier’, about George Turner’s criticism, appeared in Founda-
tion 78, the special Australian edition. Thanks to Jenny and
Russell Blackford, guest editors of Foundation 78, for publish-
ing my essay. So far its only Australian appearance has been
in Tirra Lirra ($40 subscription; send to Eva Windisch,
PO Box 305, Mt Evelyn VIC 3796).
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Mountains of books
When I was a child, I thought as a child, read as a child, but
already had the twisted soul of a book collector. In 1959, all
the books I owned filled one shelf of one cupboard. In 1959,
I discovered science fiction and the bookshops of the city of
Melbourne. In 1965, I first earned enough money to begin
cruising the secondhand bookshops of Melbourne. By 1967,
I owned what seemed then quite a few books, had read all
but a few of them. For my twenty-first birthday, my father
built me a large bookcase. It was supposed to house all the
books I would ever own. In the middle of 1968, I entered the
large front room of the Bangsunds’ flat in Redan Street, St
Kilda. All of John’s books stretched up to the ceiling, cover-
ing an entire wall. The twisted soul of a book collector within
me became fully alive. One day, I would have a room such
as this!

Beware one’s ambitions. Some of them come true.
When Elaine and I got together in 1978, we put together

our book collections. In 1979, when we moved here, we had
built quite a few floor-to-ceiling built-in bookcases. Surely
they would house all our books for the rest of our lives! In
1981 we counted the books. I had read about one-fifth of
them and Elaine had read about one-seventh.

By the early 1990s, our combined collection filled most
walls of most rooms in the house. We put in new built-in
ceiling-to-floor bookcases, but there never seemed to be
empty space on the shelves. I begin to store books in boxes.
The boxes began to pile up in my workroom. The CD
collection began to take over the shelves occupied by the
paperback collection. I stopped visiting secondhand book-
shops. I tried to stop buying new books, but found that Justin
Ackroyd at Slow Glass Books could still track down nearly
every book I ordered. Every year the percentage of books
read to books owned dropped.

In 1995, Yvonne Rousseau introduced me to Acnestis, the
British apa for SF fans who (still) read books. From them I
learned of the concept of the ‘book accident’ — the

simultaneous emptying of the wallet in a secondhand book-
shop and the filling of large numbers of bags with books. I
was quite impressed to see this phenomenon in action when,
the day before Aussiecon 3, the Acnestids descended on
Carlton’s secondhand bookshops.

I felt very smug. I no longer suffered from book acci-
dents. I rarely entered secondhand bookshops, except to sell
books. At last, I had controlled my evil book-collecting soul!

A year later, the book-storage problem is much worse. No
matter how much I swap around books in boxes, no matter
how fast I read, books form ever higher mountains in my
room. One range of boxed books threatens to fall on top of
the computer table. The other range, piled-high books on
the table, began as a tiny ‘urgent urgent’ selection. Now they
rise as an endless vista of columns of books stretching to-
wards the ceiling, ever threatening to bury me forever.

And whose fault is this?
The postie’s, for a start. Day after day, he appears at the

door with large numbers of cardboard boxes. He’s a very
puzzled man.

The publishers’? Most of them haven’t noticed the lack
of SF Commentarys in recent years. They do keep receiving
feedback from me — I fill in the little leaflets that ask me
which books I would like to review, and I send copies of The
Metaphysical Review and my apazines. I could always write
telling them not to send any more books. I don’t, of course.

Are the book mountains possibly my fault? Do I really
want to be forced out of the front door, pushed by ever-
advancing landslides of books? Not really. Recently we saw
an advertisement in the local newspaper for a bluestone
cottage tucked away in Clifton Hill, near the Yarra River.
Some cottage. Nine rooms, plus a vast garden. Imagine
filling every one of those rooms with floor-to-ceiling book-
cases. All our publications would be accessible. As Barry
Oakley wrote in his column in the Australian in 1994: ‘I
particularly liked the [picture] of Ruth and Eddie Frow in
their Manchester bedroom with some of their 10,000 books.
Ruth and Eddie, both white-haired, are reading in bed,
surrounded by bookshelves, in a room so small they could
reach out for another volume without having to get up. I
imagine them putting out the lights, and, when they’d
settled into sleep, a myriad muted sounds beginning, like
those of mice or crickets, as all those bound books loosen
their ties and start muttering to one another’.

Like Ruth and Eddie Frow, Elaine and I like to be sur-
rounded by our friends, all muttering to one another.

Not that all the books I receive are the kinds of books I
would call friends. Out go the thirteen-enormous-volume
fantasy series and the blockbuster SF novels. Alan Stewart
donates them to the Melbourne Science Fiction Club on my
behalf. Recently the Club’s magazine, Ethel the Aardvark,
showed photos of members building floor-to-ceiling book-
cases at the Brunswick club rooms. Soon the MSFC could
well apply to take over the old Fitzroy Town Hall, which has
walls 20 metres high.

The unpalatable truth is that the mountains rise because
I can’t let go of many of the books I receive. Yes, I’ll review
them, I say to myself. They look so tempting. But when I say
that to myself, I’m ignoring my single most regrettableThe book mountain, early 2001. (Photo: Elaine Cochrane.)
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disability (apart from my inability to sing like Roy Orbison):
my lack of rapid-reading skills.

The only way to level the vast range is to review the books,
whether I’ve read them or not. Here goes . . .

I’ll start with the books I read years ago, although they
have just been reissued by Gollancz Millennium. These
reissues are appearing under three different labels and cover
designs: the Millennium SF Masterworks (sturdy paperbacks
with excellent cover paintings), the Millennium Fantasy
Masterworks (ditto, but omnibus editions; prettier covers
than the SF series), and the Gollancz Collectors’ Editions (a
revival of the old Gollancz plain yellow-jacket format, but
trade paperbacks, not hardbacks).

NON-STOP by Brian Aldiss
(Millennium SF Masterworks 1-85798-998-8;
first published 1958; 241 pp.; £6.99)

was Brian Aldiss’s first novel, his first ironic adventure, and
the Aldiss novel that some people still say is his best. Without
rereading it, I remember it as an absorbing adventure of the
discovery-of-the-real-nature-of-the-world type, with a rousing
ending.

SIRIUS: A FANTASY OF LOVE AND DISCORD
by Olaf Stapledon
(Collectors Edition 0-575-07057-9;
first published 1944; 200 pp., £9.99)

is, as I wrote in Steam Engine Time No. 1, Stapledon’s best
novel, although it will never have the same impact as the two
documentary-style adventures, Last and First Men and Star
Maker. Sirius the super-intelligent dog seems much more
human and interesting than any of the characters in Staple-
don’s other books, but he’s also totally doggy. This overlay
of and conflict between qualities gives piquancy to the novel.
Sirius, driven from his society, voices some of Stapledon’s
feelings about British society during thirties and forties.

STAR MAKER by Olaf Stapledon
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-807-8;
first published 1937; 272 pp.; £6.99)

is the Stapledon novel that, with Last and First Men, will keep
his name famous, if not forever, then certainly while readers
love speculation for its own sake. It’s a pity that the book’s
ponderous tone belies the wonder and delight that give
power to its every page. It’s as if Stapledon didn’t want to be
caught out enjoying the fizz of his own imagination. Despite
the later efforts of admirers such as Clarke, Aldiss and
Baxter, Stapledon beats them all every time for profusion of
ideas and splendour of vision. Special pleasures of owning
this edition are Les Edwards’ cover illustration, Brian
Aldiss’s Foreword and Stapledon’s Glossary, published in
this form for the first time.

WAY STATION by Clifford D. Simak
(Collectors Edition 0-575-07138-9;
first published 1963; 189 pp.; £9.99)

contains the original interstellar way station idea that, I
suspect, was pinched by the makers of Men in Black. If
Clifford Simak were still alive, his best friends would tell him
to sue. His original way station is set deep in the American
back country, not in the middle of New York. It is guarded
by the anonymity of its rural surroundings and by mild-
mannered Enoch Wallace, not by a gang of big jerks in black
suits who spout funny lines. I suppose Way Station is a bit too

sweet and down-homey a tale to be made into a film aimed
at Generation Y, but the rest of us can still savour the book’s
slow uncurling of plot, beauty of setting, and unexpectedly
exciting ending.

DARK UNIVERSE by Daniel Galouye
(Collectors Edition 0-575-07137-0;
first published 1961; 154 pp.; £9.99)

is nearly as famous as Way Station, but I don’t quite see why.
When I read this book as a serial in Galaxy in 1961, I guessed
from the beginning that it tells of a group of primitive people
living underground after the Final Nuclear Catastrophe,
and that somebody’s sure to pop a head topside at some time
and find that things aren’t as bad as the legends told. And
there didn’t seem much of interest apart from this central
idea. It’s a pretty dull plod, with rather dull characters. But
somebody must remember it fondly, or it wouldn’t be re-
printed in this series.

NOW WAIT FOR LAST YEAR by Philip K. Dick
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-701-2;
first published 1966; 225 pp.; £6.99)

is from Dick’s most fertile period (middle to late sixties). A
fusion of his SF ideas and his ambiguous feelings about
marriage, it is a dark tale about a man (Eric Sweetscent) who
in anger injects his wife with a drug that casts her adrift in
time and condemns her to inevitable slow death. Because of
remorse and a desire to redeem them both, the main char-
acter follows his wife through a series of dizzying time para-
doxes and reversals. I’m not sure whether the ending, a
conversation between Sweetscent and his taxi cab, is su-
premely tragical, comical, or sentimental, but it’s Dick’s
most memorable last page, other than that of Martian Time-
Slip.

A WREATH OF STARS by Bob Shaw
(Collectors Edition 0-575-07147-8;
first published 1976; 189 pp.; £9.99)

If A Wreath of Stars is a classic example of anything, but it was
a sterling example of that absorbing, always interesting but
never very exciting type of novel that Shaw made very much
his own during the late sixties and seventies. In another
guise, as a proto-Dave Langford, Shaw was the funniest
after-dinner speaker in fandom, so I’ve always regretted that
none of his humour escaped into the novels. As the blurb
says, the main character considers himself ‘the human
equivalent of a neutrino’, which could have led to some
interesting variations, except that the author sends him off
to Africa, which was not a very good idea. Good adventure,
but Shaw did write better novels, such as Vertigo.

THE FIFTH HEAD OF CERBERUS by Gene Wolfe
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-817-5;
first published 1972; 252 pp.; £6.99)

When Elaine finished wrestling her way through Paul
McAuley’s novels, in preparation for writing a talk for a
recent Nova Mob, she turned next to The Fifth Head of
Cerberus, because George Turner had recommended it
highly in SFC 76. She said, ‘McAuley’s writing style isn’t too
bad, but Gene Wolfe’s is a joy to read.’ Apart from Peace, this
is Wolfe’s best novel, although it is actually three novellas
written in very different styles. What is the true nature of this
planet and its inhabitants? Wolfe seems to suggest that
everything we believe about ourselves might be entirely false,
but we still must hold to our best beliefs about ourselves.
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Paradoxes abound, yet the novel has solidity and dignity.

THE EYE OF THE QUEEN by Phillip Mann
(Collectors Edition 0-575-07238-5;
first published 1982; 264 pp.; £9.99)

is one of the most carefully worked out and interesting alien
contact novels of the last thirty years. ‘Marius Thorndyke is
dead’ is the novel’s first sentence. That sentence is written
by Dr Thomas Mnaba. Marius Thorndyke makes contact
with the Pe-Ellians. He leaves behind him his diary and other
messages, to be followed up by Mnaba and the Contact
Linguistics Institute. It’s all worked out very nicely, if perhaps
not entirely to the satisfaction of the terrestrials.

BRING THE JUBILEE by Ward Moore
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-764-0;
first published 1952; 194 pp.; £6.99)

is discussed by Paul Kincaid in the next Steam Engine Time
among other SF novels about the American Civil War. With-
out having read all the main works in the sub-genre, I suspect
that Moore’s remains the best — not just because of its ideas
about an alternative ending to the Civil War and hence an
alternative American century, memorable though they are,
but because Bring the Jubilee is one of the few SF novels with
memorable characters, especially Barbara Haggerwell, the
woman that Hodge Backmaker meets in the 1850s although
he was born in 1921.

THE CITY AND THE STARS by Arthur C. Clarke
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-763-2;
first published 1956; 255 pp.; £6.99)

is one of those books about which older SF fans nostalge a
lot, especially in Damien Broderick’s recent anthology Earth
Is But a Star. To the nostalgic I say: go back and read it again.
Maybe it was fabulous stuff to read when you were a teenager,
but when I read it a few years ago, on the wrong side of forty,
I found that it’s at least 100 pages too long. It includes a tour
of Diaspar, the utopia that proves to be a dystopia (because
it bored its population to extinction, I suspect), the gradual
enlightenment of its rather wet main character, and his
escape from Diaspar. Perhaps the original short version,
‘Against the Fall of Night’, is the text that readers actually
fell in love with.

THE FOUNTAINS OF PARADISE by Arthur C. Clarke;
Foreword and Afterword by Arthur C. Clarke
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-721-7;
first published 1979; 257 pp.; £6.99)

On its surface, The Fountains of Paradise is as dramaless as The
City and the Stars. The main character decides to build a space
elevator from Sri Lanka to a satellite in the sky. The novel
simply tells how he assembles the resources to carry out this
project. The Fountains of Paradise works because Clarke has
imagined every detail in his head, then sets down these
details clearly and logically, without fudging. It’s all a day-
dream, yet the daydream comes true in front of us.

THE CONAN CHRONICLES: Vol. 1: THE PEOPLE OF THE
BLACK CIRCLE
by Robert E. Howard; Afterword by Stephen Jones
(Fantasy Masterworks 1-85798-966-1;
2000; 548 pp.)
THE CONAN CHRONICLES: Vol. 2: THE HOUR OF
THE DRAGON by Robert E. Howard; Afterword by
Stephen Jones

(Fantasy Masterworks 1-85798-747-0;
2001; 575 pp.)

I became a non-fan of Robert E. Howard when I read some
of the ‘Conan’ stories that were reprinted in Fantastic in the
1960s. What could be interesting about an ancient dumb
bastard with big muscles who was good at fighting with a
sword? And how could I ever warm to a writer who writes
sentences like these (my random selection, right this min-
ute): ‘Suddenly the man rose and towered above him, men-
ace in his every aspect. There was no room in the fisherman’s
dull brain for fear, at least for such fear as might grip a man
who has just seen the fundamental laws of nature defied. As
the great hands fell to his shoulders, he drew his saw-edged
knife and struck upward with the same motion. The blade
splintered against the stranger’s corded belly as against a
steel column, and then the fisherman’s thick neck broke like
a rotten twig in the giant hands.’ If that sort of thing turns
you on, here are the collected ‘Conan’ stories, in chrono-
logical order, in two volumes. Stephen Jones’ two-part After-
word is a useful introduction to a writer who was odder than
any of his characters. Jones reprints a letter from seventeen-
year-old Robert Bloch, writing to Weird Tales (publisher of
the ‘Conan’ stories) in November 1934: ‘I am awfully tired
of poor old Conan the Cluck, who for the past fifteen issues
has every month slain a new wizard, tackled a new monster,
come to a violent and sudden end that was averted . . . in just
the nick of time, and won a new girl-friend . . . I cry:
“Enough . . .”’

THE FIRST MEN IN THE MOON by H. G. Wells;
Introduction by Arthur C. Clarke
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-746-2;
first published 1898; 196 pp.; £6.99)

This is a strange edition of The First Men in the Moon, because
although the Introduction by Arthur Clarke is credited, an
epilogue essay, ‘H. G. Wells and His Critics’, bears no byline.
The copyright is assigned to the H. G. Wells estate, but it’s
not clear who edited this edition. (Certainly not David Lake,
who was prevented by the Estate from editing the British
editions, but who is thanked for his advice on the last page
of this edition!) The book itself is not a favourite of mine; I
remember little of it, although I read it about twenty years
ago. Chris Moore’s cover painting is perhaps the only reason
for preferring this edition to the many others that are avail-
able.

TIMESCAPE by Gregory Benford
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-935-X;
first published 1980; 412 pp.; £6.99)

When it appeared, Timescape was praised most for (as Paul
McAuley’s cover blurb to the new edition puts it) ‘perhaps
the best fictional account of scientists at work’. Since I’ve
never worked as a scientist, I was never able to back up this
observation. I remember it mainly a rather slow-moving, but
absorbing account of one group of scientists’ experiment
impinging on the work of another group. The group of
scientists in the early sixties slowly realise that colleagues
from the future have found a way to communicate with
them. The scientists in the past must then Take Action. Some
time I must reread the novel to discover whether or not its
solutions still seem realistic and sensible.
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THE LAND OF LAUGHS by Jonathan Carroll
(Fantasy Masterworks 1-85798-999-6;
first published 1980; 241 pp.; £6.99)

It’s reassuring that The Land of Laughs is now regarded as a
‘Fantasy Masterwork’, since it is Jonathan Carroll’s best
novel. Carroll’s first, it is also the only one of his novels that
works at all levels. Thomas Abbey tries to write the biography
of Marshall France, a fabled children’s writer who, as the
blurb says, ‘hid himself away in the small town of Galen and
died of a heart attack at the age of forty-four’. France’s
magical talent is revealed only slowly, as Abbey and his
girlfriend Saxony investigate the very strange town of Galen.
Some critics hate the ‘Epilogue’ to this novel, but I think I
know what Carroll is doing here. That’s more than I can say
for the endings of most other Carroll novels.

FLOWERS FOR ALGERNON by Daniel Keyes
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-938-4;
first published 1966; 216 pp.; £6.99)

I’ve never read the novel-length version of Flowers for Alger-
non, because the Hugo-winning short story is perfect, and
surely cannot be improved upon. In the short story, Charlie
Gordon, IQ 68, suffers the improvement of his intelligence
by artificial means. Inevitably, the effect of the treatment
begins to wear off. We experience everything from Charlie
Gordon’s point of view. Much of the novel, however, is
written from a third-person point of view. I’ve seen the movie
version, Charly, only once. From what I remember, it con-
tained only material from the short-story version. Yet the
novel version has had its own long-term success, and is back
in print.

A CASE OF CONSCIENCE by James Blish;
Foreword and Appendix by James Blish
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-924-4;
first published 1958; 192 pp.; £6.99)

Like many other SF ‘novels’, A Case of Conscience is a commer-
cial ‘fix-up’. Readers who admire the book are really remem-
bering the novella ‘A Case of Conscience’, which appeared
in 1953. The second half of the novel is unmemorable, but
it did make this into a book that keeps being reprinted. Blish,
an atheist, asks straightfaced questions about Christian
dogma, and comes up with answers that were, for 1953,
unconventional. If he had asked his questions in any other
form but science fiction, he would not have been published,
or he would have been dismissed as a satirist. At heart, I
suppose, A Case of Conscience is a ferocious satire of dogma,
but it reads as an exciting SF adventure, despite all the heavy
discussion. Its concerns are echoed in Mary Doria Russell’s
recent novel The Sparrow, but Russell swears she hadn’t read
A Case of Conscience when she wrote her novel.

VALIS by Philip K. Dick; Appendix by Philip K. Dick
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-339-4;
first published 1981; 271 pp.; £6.99)

As Andrew M. Butler points out throughout his Pocket Essen-
tials Philip K. Dick, Dick always had an interest in matters
esoteric, eschatological and religious. But his powers of
observation of the peculiarities of human behaviour led him
to keep a tight rein on his subject matter until the 1970s.
Suddenly, all sorts of unsightly bats started flapping around
his capacious belfry. The ghastlier bats can all be found in
Valis, which is why I don’t like it much. The novel form
breaks down; not only does the centre not hold, but the
edges get fuzzy as well. The book’s Appendix, which is a brief

summary of Dick’s famous ‘Exegesis’, does not inspire con-
fidence. Much better is Dick’s political thriller Radio Free
Albemuth, which is based on many of the same premises.

MAN PLUS by Frederik Pohl
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-946-5;
first published 1976; 215 pp.; £6.99)

I read this novel when it first appeared, but I cannot remem-
ber anything about it. All I remember is that it added up to
much less than its premise — that the main character has
been biologically engineered to enable him to survive on
Mars.

THE BOOK OF THE NEW SUN: Vol. 2: SWORD AND
CITADEL (THE SWORD OF THE LICTOR and THE
CITADEL OF THE AUTARCH) by Gene Wolfe;
Appendix by Gene Wolfe
(Fantasy Masterworks 1-85798-700-4;
first published 1981 and 1983; 615 pp.; £7.99)

There are some critics who claim to know what Gene Wolfe
was up to in the ‘Book of the New Sun’ series, but I’m not
one of them. The main character claims he can remember
everything eidetically, then leaves out most of the details we
want him to tell us. His interpretations of events are so at
odds with the meanings we might take from the same events
that often we cannot say with precision what is happening at
any particular moment. Yet much other detail of this far-
future Urth is so realistic that reading it feels like looking at
a de Chirico painting. Gene Wolfe creates a world to which
only he has a key, yet instead of alienating his potential
audience, he had us waiting anxiously for each of the four
novels (and even for the fifth, still not gathered into the new
two-volume set). I suspect the puzzles always were insoluble,
but Wolfe is a magician and a torturer, and we enjoyed being
pixilated. Now a new generation of readers can enter the
world of the New Sun.

THE LATHE OF HEAVEN by Ursula K. Le Guin
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-951-1;
first published 1971; 184 pp.; £6.99)

This is still my favourite Le Guin novel (apart from the
‘Earthsea’ books) because it wrestles clearly and elegantly
with a fantasy premise, rather than with the more overtly
sociopolitical premises of, say, The Left Hand of Darkness and
The Dispossessed. Because it is less weighed down with a sense
of its own importance than most of Le Guin’s other long
works, it actually has more human meaning than they have.
A man’s dreams alter reality. Another man, a psychiatrist,
who wishes to alter reality in order to improve it, finds out
how to influence the other man’s dreams. As I say, an elegant
premise, yet so supple that it allows the exploration of a wide
variety of situations. Le Guin writes a series of dramatic
tableaux showing the paradoxical results of each transfor-
mation of the world. Some changes are comical, others
disturbing, and others intolerable. The moral point is obvi-
ous — that one must take responsibility for the evil effects
of all one’s actions, even those that are meant well — but the
novel is resolved dramatically, even melodramatically, in a
fine burst of science-fictional fireworks.

PAVANE by Keith Roberts
(SF Masterworks 1-85798-937-6;
first published 1968; 279 pp.; £6.99)

Many readers love Pavane because they feel, after they have
finished it, they have lived completely in its alternative-
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timetrack society, with its alternative technology. Yet all we
catch are glimpses of the whole society. What we do experi-
ence are crises in the lives of a series of main characters at
various periods in the development of this society. Keith
Roberts was a short story writer, not a novelist, and Pavane is
structurally a fix-up. Yet it is easy to forget that one is reading
a book of short stories; the world itself becomes the book’s
main character. Jim Burns’s cover illustration provides just
about the best cover for any of the SF Masterworks.

THE EMBEDDING by Ian Watson
(Collectors’ Edition 0-575-07133-8;
first published 1973; 254 pp.; £9.99)

The Embedding is perhaps the most spectacular debut novel
from any SF writer of the last thirty years. (Except Gibson’s
Neuromancer, of course, but I’ve never been able to read past
page 70 of Neuromancer.) Watson’s frothing brew of social
theory, Chomskian insights about language, clashing politi-
cal forces and intense melodrama makes this into an unput-
downable near-future thriller. Nobody has improved on it,
because few SF writers can lay down the words and concepts
as well as Watson did at the beginning of his career. It’s a
pity that most of his later novels show little of the same
sparkle. (Many of the short stories do, though.)

Talking to his friends
From: Dick Jenssen ditmar@mira.net
To: gandc@mira.net
Subject: I must be talking to my friends
Date: Thursday, 24 August 2000. 2:37 AM

Bruce,
To make your day. I hope.

PRIMARY SOURCE (I guess)
Old Woman. Sometimes my feet are tired and my hands
are quiet, but there is no quiet in my heart. When the
people see me quiet, they think old age has come on me
and that all the stir has gone out of me. But when the
trouble is on me I must be talking to my friends.
W. B. Yeats, ‘Cathleen Ni Houlihan’ (1902)

FROM THE SITE:
http://metalab.unc.edu/sally/yeats1.txt

USED BY
Mac Liammóir, Mícheál (1899–1978)
b. Cork, actor, writer, painter and theatre impresario. A
child actor, became a renowned painter and designer.
Founded the Gate Theatre in Dublin with his lifelong
partner Hilton Edwards. The theatre company capital-
ised on new Irish writing, drawing inspiration from and
staging European drama, as well as the classics. Played
Iago in Orson Welles’ film of Othello (1949) and was the
narrator in the film Tom Jones (1963). Also published
fiction, plays and memoirs in both English and Irish. His
one-man shows during the 1960s drew critical acclaim in
Ireland and internationally.
Works include The Importance of Being Oscar (1960), I Must
Be Talking to My Friends (1963) and Mostly About Yeats
(1970)

FROM THE SITE
http://www.local.ie/content/20972.shtml

RECORDING:
I Must Be Talking To My Friends (Argo RG493)

I used Google, and searched on ‘i must be talking to my
friends’.
Simple.

Dick

See also
http://metalab.unc.edu/sally/Cathleen.html
http://www.recmusic.org/lieder/y/yeats/cath.html
http://www.gmu.edu/org/ireland32/houlihan_essay.
html

(The search string on Google was ‘Cathleen Ni Houli-
han’)

Now you’re on your own...

Dick
ditmar@mira.net

Thanks, Dick. I searched for the phrase ‘I must be talking to
my friends’ more than a year ago, using HotBot, but found
nothing. Somebody (Robert Lichtman?) on Trufen recently
mentioned the miraculous Google search engine. I men-
tioned Google to Dick, who had the bright idea of looking
for ‘i must be talking to my friends’.

I heard the phrase first while sitting in my flat in Ararat
in late 1969 or early 1970 listening to the radio. It was the
title of a monologue by Micheál Mac Liammóir. It had begun
as a stage show, and was later recorded on LP. The ABC
played the LP. A few years later I bought it. Meanwhile I had
used the phrase as the title of a new personal/news/opinion
column in SF Commentary, based on the format of Bill Bowers’
new fanzine Outworlds. In the monologue, Mac Liammóir
does not say where the phrase comes from, merely that it was
first said by ‘Ireland’s greatest poet’. I assumed he was
referring to W. B. Yeats. When last year I mentioned this to
Yvonne Rousseau, she consulted a concordance of Yeats’
poetry, but could not find ‘I Must Be Talking to My Friends’.
The answer, as Dick Jenssen and Google have discovered, is
that the phrase is from a Yeats play, not a poem.
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Marc Ortlieb  *  Roslyn K. Gross  *  Ian Mond  *  Steve Jeffery *  Bruce Gillespie

Marc Ortlieb reviews:

GEORGE TURNER: A LIFE
by Judith Raphael Buckrich
(Melbourne University Press 0-522-84840-0; 1999; 214 pp.;
$A45.00)

[First appearance: The Instrumentality (Australian Science
Fiction Foundation), December 1999, p. 4.]

I must preface this review with the caveat that, while I
wouldn’t presume myself a friend of George Turner, I am
one of the many people who was in awe of him and who took
a great deal of delight in those occasions I met him, or had
the opportunity to listen to him speak. Nova Mob meetings
at which he was present were very special events. Thus I am
not an impartial reviewer. I review this book as a person who
is bound to look on anything giving further information
about George with approval.

That caveat considered, Judith Buckrich has created a
valuable resource, both for those who, like me, welcome the
opportunity to learn more about George and for those who
are serious students of George’s work. It also presents a
conundrum for the reviewer. How should one review a book
about the doyen of reviewers? I rather suspect that George
would chuckle at the problems this causes. Certainly George
would have scorned the pedantic sort of review that carped
on the caption errors in the photographs, but George would,
no doubt, have been annoyed by these simple errors in
copyreading. (For the benefit of historical accuracy, the

photograph opposite page 23 of George receiving an Award
in 1976 shows George receiving the first William Atheling Jr
Award, not a Ditmar, and the second photograph after page
150 was taken at Unicon IV in Melbourne in 1978, not at
Unicon 5 in London in 1976. I’ll ignore the spelling errors.)

I found the book most valuable in dealing with George’s
life prior to his discovery of Melbourne science fiction fan-
dom. Despite having read a couple of George’s mainstream
novels, I had little idea of his early life, and Judith’s research
has provided interesting and detailed information on some
of George’s early background and influences. It was compel-
ling reading, and I resented having to put the book down in
order to get off at my tram stop each evening.

My main objection to the book is that it seems to rush the
end, when dealing with the time I knew George. I suspect
that this is at least partly because of the degree to which
Judith used George as her major source, and, like most of
us, George tended to be more detailed in his descriptions of
his early life, while the later parts of his life tended to get
concertinaed together. Given George’s role as a critic and
reviewer, I would have liked to have seen more than one
chapter devoted to his critical work and perhaps to his
letters.

One further minor quibble before I wholeheartedly rec-
ommend this book to any serious reader of science fiction.
The George I knew had a wry and slightly twisted sense of
humour and I didn’t find this much in evidence in the
biography. Certainly he dealt with serious issues and he had
his personal demons to exorcise, but he didn’t do this in a
po-faced manner. One always got the feeling that there was

Barry Jones (right) launching Judy Buckrich’s (left) George Turner: A Life at Aussiecon 3, September 1999. (Photo: Cath Ortlieb)
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a grin lurking behind his serious facade.
I miss George and regret that he didn’t live long enough

to fulfil his promise and that he and Bruce Gillespie would
dance on the table at Aussiecon Three. In a way, Judith’s
biography brought George back for a while and I could
imagine his voice in the passages Judith quotes. It is a good
introduction to George. I rather hope that there will be
more; certainly a book dealing George as a critic would be a
valuable companion to this volume.

Roslyn K. Gross reviews:

THE MARRIAGE OF STICKS
Jonathan Carroll
(Indigo 0-575-40249-0; 1999; 282 pp.; £6.99/$A24.00) 

THE WOODEN SEA
by Jonathan Carroll
(Gollancz 0-575-07060-9; 2000, 247 pp.; £16.99/$A54.00)

Since Jonathan Carroll’s writing debut with The Land of
Laughs back in 1982, his work has continued to contain
familiar patterns and themes, while also diverging in inter-
esting ways. Renowned as a writer of speculative fiction or
magic realism, Carroll dispensed with fantasy elements in
books such as After Silence and, more recently, Kissing the
Beehive. Moreover, although The Land of Laughs is arguably a
work of horror as much as it is fantasy, Carroll seemed to
increasingly favour horror as his medium. In fact, I person-
ally sometimes suspected that Carroll was more and more
trying to shock for its own sake. Some novels seemed to be
both gratuitously confusing and gratuitously horrific,
though I freely admit the possibility that I simply failed to
understand where Carroll had taken me.

With the publication of The Marriage of Sticks (1999) and
The Wooden Sea (2000), Carroll seems not only to have re-
turned to the incorporation of fantasy in his writing, but also
seems to have returned to the kind of relative clarity evident
in The Land of Laughs. Carroll’s work has always contained
strong doses of ambiguity, a powerful tool in his skilled
hands, but in some of his novels it seemed to me that a kind
of fertile confusion sometimes replaced conscious ambigu-
ity. In The Wooden Sea, he approaches the kind of coherence
seen in The Land of Laughs. Together with Kissing the Beehive,
The Marriage of Sticks and The Wooden Sea are loosely con-
nected, in that the events in them all take place in the town
of Crane’s View and they have a character in common.
Francis (Frannie) McCabe, a minor character in the other
two novels, is the protagonist in The Wooden Sea.

Many of Carroll’s trademarks are present in these two
latest novels: quirky characters with whom one strongly
identifies, the intrusion of the shockingly extraordinary into
the totally ordinary, and Carroll’s own chatty, casual style
disguising extraordinary craft. Above all, it is the latter that
makes a Carroll book so compelling to read. He has a way of
including a host of the personal and concrete details of life,
dragging the reader into the point of view of the narrator
(who nearly always speaks in first person in Carroll’s novels)
and creating a feeling of complete ordinariness, which is
ultimately illusory. By the end of the novel, Carroll has
usually managed to pull the rug from under the reader,
questioning our notions of normality, but at the same time
inviting the reader to treasure the small normalities of
everyday life.

This, then, is the pattern of most Carroll novels: he builds

up a wonderful sense of the mundane world and of one
ordinary human life, which usually includes a masterful
description of a relationship or marriage, then he brings in
some cataclysmic element that threatens this heaven, and
finally attempts to find some transformation or revelation
that can restore the universe to some kind of meaning. Very
often, the central character discovers that he or she is not
the person he/she had always thought she was, and often
her real role is essential to the well-being of the universe.
These themes prove to be present in both The Marriage of
Sticks and The Wooden Sea.

Because Carroll takes his readers through such unex-
pected twists and bizarre revelations, and leaves open many
levels of interpretation, giving much more than the bare
bones of plot is always difficult with a Carroll novel. In The
Marriage of Sticks, Miranda Romanac appears to have every-
thing she wants. This is often the case at the beginning of
Carroll’s novels. She has an interesting job she loves, and a
close friend (who, strangely, though a genuinely loving
person, has a life full of bad luck). As always, Carroll de-
scribes the emotional lives of his leading characters with
great skill. At a high school reunion she learns something
shocking that begins a questioning of her whole life. Soon
thereafter, she becomes involved with a married man, Hugh
Oakley, who leaves his wife to be with Miranda. At the same
time, she meets an elderly eccentric woman who is to be
central to her future. The rest of the book is a spiral of
revelations and shocks that leads to Miranda questioning the
very basis of her life and to her making an important deci-
sion that changes her profoundly. As in his other novels,
Carroll is profoundly concerned with the meaning of life
and the nature of morality, and leaves the reader with an
unsettling sense of dislocation. 

As is very often the case with Carroll, the first half of this
novel contains little in the way of overtly supernatural events;
the intrusion of the strange creeps upon Miranda slowly and
with subtlety, until the usual laws of everyday logic are called
into question by the reader. The experienced Carroll reader
knows that what appear to be explanations to supernatural
events may be only yet another level of reality. 

On a personal level, I found aspects of The Marriage of
Sticks a little confusing (though nowhere near as confusing
as some other novels of his), over and above the ambiguity
that is part and parcel of Carroll’s work. Miranda is supposed
to discover something about her motives that I just don’t see
in the earlier part of the book. But perhaps that is the point;
Carroll’s sly and ironic style makes that highly probable. In
either case, I found the novel powerful and haunting. As
usual, Carroll makes the reader, along with his protagonists,
question everything they know about themselves and their
universe.

In The Wooden Sea, the intrusion of the extraordinary
begins much earlier, very soon after the book begins, and
the supernatural elements in the book are perhaps more
noticeable as fantasy. Frannie McCabe, the crossover char-
acter from The Marriage of Sticks and Kissing the Beehive, feels
he has everything he wants in his mellow middle age. From
the moment Frannie finds and elects to look after an old
three-legged dog, bizarre events take over his life. The dog
dies, but refuses to stay buried. Both a book written centuries
ago and the sketchbook of a young girl prove to contain
pictures of this very dog. Frannie encounters a version of
himself as a tough teenager, visits the future, and meets a
being called Astophel who may be an alien. He discovers he
has a week to answer the question, ‘How do you sail across a
wooden sea?’
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We are offered some answers, but as any seasoned reader
of Carroll will already know, there can be layers of contra-
diction and complexity behind Carroll’s statements. And yet
there feels to me a certain confidence and clarity here that
was shaky in several of Carroll’s previous novels. Nor is he
shocking us for the sake of shock, something I felt he was
doing in After Silence, for instance. Here is the clarity of The
Land of Laughs with the additional complexity of maturity, a
particularly potent mix.

Ian Mond reviews:

THIS IS THE WAY THE WORLD ENDS
by James Morrow
(Gollancz Collector’s Edition 0-575-07101-X;
first published 1986, new edition 2000;
319 pp.; £9.99/$A29.95)

I love Dr Strangelove. I know it’s a dated film, dealing with
issues that no longer apply to today’s Internet-obsessed
world. But there’s something about the imagery in the film,
the comedy and complete absurdity of it all, that makes me
smile and feel just a tad disturbed. Because a part of me
sometimes thinks, that no matter how over the top the
situation in the film, you could . . . just about . . . imagine
such a circumstance occurring.

The same has to be said for James Morrow’s This Is the
Way the World Ends. Like Dr Strangelove, the novel is com-
pletely over the top. From its opening page — a framing story
starring Nostradamus — Morrow makes it quite clear that
this book is not going to be couched in reality. Yet, despite
the impossibilities that appear and disappear throughout
the book, one feels that Morrow is saying something very
serious and important about nuclear weaponry — a message
that is still valid, years after the end of the Cold War. Human-
ity is responsible for its actions. And no matter how many
times we try to blame other things for the destruction we
cause, at the end of the day, when the proverbial dust settles,
the finger of blame can only be pointed at Us.

But Morrow doesn’t necessarily want to belt the reader
over the head with that message. I mean, what’s the fun in
that? No matter the dark nature of the subject matter, he
can’t help but play with the reader’s expectations with a bevy
of jokes and setpieces. Yes, This Is the Way the World Ends is an
apocalyptic novel, but Morrow refuses to let that drag the
book down into a morbid dissection of human stupidity.
Because that would be boring. And if there’s one thing I’ve
learnt from reading Morrow’s novels — he’s rarely ever
boring.

As I’ve mentioned, the book begins with a framing story
that features Nostradamus and a young Jewish boy, Jacob.
Despite being a cantankerous, cynical old man, Nostrada-
mus takes the young boy under his wing and decides to show
him the future. With the help of a wondrous machine
invented by Da Vinci, and a series of glass plates painted by
Da Vinci, Nostradamus begins to relate to Jacob how the
world ends.

The star of this future story is Unitarian tombstone en-
graver George Paxton. George is a simple person, an average
joe, the sort of guy who is completely devoted to his wife and
child. So when he discovers, with a heavy heart, that he can’t
afford a scopa (Self Contained Post Attack Survival) suit, he
feels quite anxious for the future of his beloved daughter.
So when he is offered the deal of a lifetime — a free scopa
suit, as long as he signs on the dotted line — George is quite
willing to acquiesce. Because in his mind it means that, no

matter how many bombs fall, his daughter, his precious,
precious daughter will be safe.

Except that, on his way home after purchasing the suit,
the bombs do fall straight on his home town. And in one of
the most harrowing scenes in the novel, George Paxton
realises that he’s too late, that everyone he loves is dead, that
the suit in his hands will never be worn by his beautiful
daughter.

That’s only the beginning.
Because George is about to find out that the contract he

signed to purchase the suit admits that, as a ‘passive citizen’,
he did nothing to avert nuclear holocaust — and therefore
by the stipulations of the contract, George is guilty for the
destruction of the human race . . .

There is much, much more to the novel, but I refuse to
say any more, on the off chance that someone reading the
review hasn’t read this wonderful book.

As I said earlier, Morrow is never boring. At no stage does
he allow the subject matter to bog down the book in cynicism
and ideology. And that’s surprising, considering that a good
half of the story takes place in a courtroom. What could
easily have been a boring question-and-answer session turns
out to be entertaining reading. (Which is more than can be
said for Morrow’s later work Blameless in Abbadon, which uses
a similar courtroom style, but is nowhere near as slick and
clever and interesting.)

What really grabbed me was Morrow’s matter-of-fact nar-
rative voice. While at times you feel he’s quite upset at
putting George in such a predicament, he very rarely allows
the melodrama to infiltrate the book. At the same time,
Morrow is quite careful not to show all his cards at once. The
book is never predictable, with Morrow quite happy to throw
something bizarre, surreal and downright strange into the
mix.

And that’s what, I suppose, impressed me most about This
Is the Way the World Ends. It is not a straightforward science
fiction novel — on the contrary, at times it veers towards the
world of magic realism and fantasy. What’s more, although
the book drips with the weird and surreal, at no time does
the situation, the unfolding events of the book, seem ludi-
crous, no matter how strange the setting. Like Dr Strangelove,
the book has a sense of verisimilitude, and the paradoxical
feeling that no matter how bizarre the proceedings, there is
something disturbingly real about the events being por-
trayed. Therefore This Is the Way the World Ends is a fantastic
novel. 

Steve Jeffery reviews:

ARSLAN
by M. J. Engh
(Orb 0-312-87910-5; 2001, first published 1976;
296 pp.; $US14.95/$A35.95)

[This review first appeared in The Virginia Wolfsnake and
Other Deadly Creatures, August 2001]

M. J. Engh’s Arslan, first published in 1976, has now been
republished as part of Tor’s Orb line of ‘classic’ reprints
(among which are included Joan Sloncewski’s A Door Into
Ocean, Steven Brust’s To Reign in Hell and, most recently,
Emma Bull’s War for the Oaks).

Arslan is a Turkmenistan military leader who manages
(although quite how isn’t explained until the end) to be-
come absolute dictator of the world. He arrives on a whim
in the small Illinois town of Kraftville to set up his base of
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operations. Rounding up all the town’s inhabitants into the
school building, he immediately stamps his absolute power
over everyone by forcing them to watch one execution and
two rapes, one of a young girl, Betty Hutton, and one of a
thirteen-year-old boy, Hunt Morgan. He then imposes a
curfew, billets a soldier in every home, and threatens that
any attack on one of his men will result in the summary
execution of every member of that house. He himself takes
over the house of the town’s mayor, Franklin Bond, taking
Morgan and Hutton with him as slave hostages.

What develops from that brutal beginning is a disturbing
and absolutely gripping novel, as Franklin, a prisoner in his
own home, tries to understand all the unpredictable
nuances of Arslan’s behaviour, in order to keep his towns-
folk safe, and as Arslan first systematically breaks Hunt
Morgan, then rebuilds him as his own creation. Alternating
sections of the novel are told from Franklin’s and Hunt’s
viewpoint as the power balance shifts between the two, and
then all three main characters.

It is the complex three-way relationship between Frank-
lin, Hunt and Arslan that makes this novel stunningly effec-
tive. (It is Hunt, perhaps, who is the real focus of this novel,
becoming a surrogate son whose loyalty and soul becomes a
prize contested between Franklin and Arslan.)

Arslan is a complex, enigmatic central figure, revealed
through the shifting (and at times unreliable, self-serving
and self-justifying) perspectives of Franklin’s and Hunt’s
changing relationship with him and each other. He is not
just the barbarian he first appears, although he certainly can
be when it serves his political needs. He is more like Kurtz
in the film Apocalypse Now! (more so, perhaps, than the Kurtz
of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness), a leader who understands the
effective use of fear and terror, but at other times can be
disarmingly courteous and cultured (he has Hunt read to
him constantly, anything from Greek history to modern
science). Franklin has to tread a fine line between placatory

cooperation and subtle resistance in order to protect his
townsfolk from Arslan’s occupying forces, and from them-
selves.

This is an incredibly powerful novel, which constantly
reveals new and unexpected facets (and even shocks) as you
get deeper into the intertwined relationships of its three
central characters. I guarantee that if you read it, it will haunt
you for a long time.

Steve Jeffery reviews:

VIRICONIUM
by M. John Harrison
(Millennium Fantasy Masterworks No. 7; 1-85798-995-3;
2000; 562 pp.; £7.99/$A24.00)

[This review first appeared in Paradise Temporarily Mis-
placed, August 2000.]

‘Viriconium!’ is the exultant cry (of affirmation? of long-
ing?) that ends M. John Harrison’s short story collection
Viriconium Nights, and Millennium’s somewhat confusingly
named omnibus edition Viriconium, No. 7 in the Fantasy
Masterworks series. Confusing because there is already an
omnibus edition titled Viriconium, first published by Unwin
in 1988. That collected the novel In Viriconium (Gollancz,
1982) and Viriconium Nights (Gollancz, 1985; in the new
edition called Viriconium Knights), and ends on the same cry
(of triumph? of despair?). The more substantial Millennium
edition also includes the two fantasy novels The Pastel City
(NEL, 1971) and A Storm of Wings (Sphere, 1980; my edition
Unwin, 1987). And really, I think, it should have included
the three interviews under the series ‘The Professions of
Science Fiction’ from Foundation Nos. 23, 57 and 58, and it
would have been the definitive edition concerning that
extraordinary, contradictory, mutable and immortal city.

We start with The Pastel City, Harrison’s attempt, full of
early New Worlds iconoclasm and enthusiasm, to turn the
whole sword and sorcery genre on its head. Actually, Harri-
son succeeds splendidly at writing a tale that stretches the
boundaries of S&S without quite overturning it. That would
come in A Storm of Wings, which I think will come as a shock
to anyone reading the Millennium edition straight through.

Somewhere in the ten years between the first and second
novel, MJH made a conscious decision to try to push style as
far as it would go. (‘I deliberately overdid it. I remember
sitting there and thinking, “Right, this time we’re going over
the top” (‘The Last Rebel: An Interview with M. John Harri-
son’, Foundation 23, October 1981). The style of A Storm of
Wings is dense, overloaded with imagery and description;
practically, to use a favourite Harrisonian word, gelid. It was
meant to be deliberately offputting, to affront and irritate
the reader who tried to approach it as another escapist sword
and sorcery fantasy. After a while (the first 30 to 40 pages are
the most difficult), it settles down in to a mad quest across a
decaying landscape (the shadow of The Waste Land hangs
heavy and omnipresent over the Viriconium novels) accom-
panied by the floating ghost of the legendary and long-lost
airshipman, Benedict Paucemanly, farting and hooting and
speaking gibberish. A Storm of Wings has no place for heroes
or heroic actions; here are, indeed, no real enemies, just two
races whose realities are inimical to the other. Neither wants
to be there. A sense of constant, unresolved pain, like tooth-
ache or terminal arthritis, hangs over the whole of A Storm of
Wings. If John Clute holds that fantasy is ‘restorative’, then
A Storm of Wings, although it uses the tropes and trappings
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of the sword and sorcery sub-genre, is something else.
The Wounded Land/Waste Land theme carries through

explicitly into the third novel, In Viriconium. Here I lose sense
of the time scale between the books. All are set in some
post-high-technology future (whose artefacts still turn up in
places like the Great Rust Desert) in one of the so-called
Evening Cultures (a nod here, I think, to Moorcock’s ‘Danc-
ers at the End of Time’ series). A Storm of Wings takes place
80 years, we are told, after the death of tegeus-Cromis,
reluctant poet swordsman of The Pastel City, although we are
not sure how long he lives after the first book. It may be 20
years or 200. Certainly, his former companion, Tomb the
Dwarf, and Methvet Nian, Queen Jane of Viriconium, are
still alive. The city of In Viriconium seems a different place:
more like fin de siècle Paris, with its bistros and whorehouses
in and around the Artists’ Quarter. The Low City is in the
grip of a plague (a tubercular consumptive epidemic, allied
to a psychological ennui) that threatens to spread to the
High City, despite quarantine, containment and the even-
tual torching of infected houses. The plot revolves around
painter Ashlyme’s farcical and bungled attempt to rescue
fellow painter Audsley King from the Low City. Meanwhile,
the adopted twin Princes of the city, the laddish Barley
Brothers, belch, stumble, throw up in alleyways and run riot
around the city until, in anger and frustration at their
taunting and slobbishness, Ashlyme knifes one of them.

In Viriconium is a strange book. The style is much sparer
than that of either A Storm of Wings or A Pastel City, and this
continues through most of the stories of Viriconium Knights.
What all the books share, though, is a rejection of any
solution through ‘heroic’ action, or indeed the possibility of

that action (although most of the tragedy stems from the
characters’ inability or unwillingness to act). Violence, when
it happens, is unexpected, sudden, often pointless and sor-
did. This is nowhere more explicit and shocking than in the
story ‘The Lamia and Lord Cromis’, in which the title char-
acter, the closest Harrison has come to a hero (albeit un-
willing) murders his companion at the end over an incom-
prehensible point of family honour.

Viriconium is a deliberate and overt slap in the face of the
typical escapist fantasy fan in both style and content. (It is
also, in its macabre, bleak absurdist way, often extremely
funny.) It demands its readers work hard to understand
(even if they don’t get all the allusions). Characters, images
and events recur through the series, but as frequently con-
tradict the history and actions of previous stories: the poet
Ansel Verdigris dies in two stories in completely different
ways: Harrison appears to have an obsessive fascination with
the disturbing image of a ‘stripped and varnished horse’s
skull’ with glazed pomegranate halves as jewelled compound
eyes (which echoes the heads of the giant alien insects of A
Storm of Wings), while both the card reader, Fat Mam Eitella,
and the bird Lord, Cellar, are seemingly immortal.

Bruce Gillespie reviews:

TIME FUTURE
by Maxine McArthur
(Bantam 1-86325-194-4; 1999; 454 pp.; A$15.95)

Unusual attention has been paid to Time Future, the first
published novel by Sydney writer Maxine McArthur, because
it was the second winner of the annual George Turner
Memorial Prize and because the first winner was felt by some
observers not to be ‘the sort of book to which George would
have given a prize’.

Each of these same observers would, of course, have a
different idea of the sort of book to which George Turner
would have given the nod, quite ignoring the fact that the
judges each year try to give the Turner Award to the best
manuscript that turns up the post.

So how did the judges go in 1999? My feeling, based on
reading the SF press and looking at email discussion groups,
is that the SF community feels that, although Time Future is
hardly the Great SF Novel that Transworld claims, it is
certainly a novel of which George Turner would have ap-
proved. This feeling is based on the denseness of detail that
McArthur uses to tell her tale. She takes more than 100,000
words to describe the events of slightly more than three
earth-length days, and not too many words are wasted. The
only noticeable weakness is that McArthur’s narrator spends
a bit too much time repeating all those ‘Why?’ questions that
remain unanswered until the last pages of the book. Even
the best mystery writers do this.

The richness of detail is based on the strength of
McArthur‘s ‘I’ character, Commander Alvarez Maria Halley,
called Halley. We see everything through her eyes. She
doesn’t miss much, although she’s dead tired for most of the
three days and we keep wishing the author would let her sit
down for a minute or two. But Halley is not the sort of person
to let herself off the hook. She has taken on the responsibility
for running a space station in serious trouble. She never
shirks her duty.

Halley is the commander of a vast interspecies space
station that is trapped. Spaceships crewed by the mysterious
Serouas race surround the space station, Jocasta, attacking
all outgoing and incoming craft. Jocasta finds itself cut off
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from the rest of the Confederacy of Allied Worlds, an inter-
stellar group of four boss civilisations, which have technol-
ogy incomparably superior to that of the nine other
members, including Earth. Systems within Jocasta are not up
to the strain being placed upon them. There are signs of
internal sabotage, and some sections of the station are being
repaired after the initial Serouas attack, the motive for which
remains a mystery.

Time Future, then, is the story of interlocking circles of
entrapment. At the centre of the circles is Halley, who had
thought of herself as young and capable until the crisis
began, but now, when she stares into the mirror, ‘a pale,
ageing stranger stares back at me’. Each tightening of the
situation brings out new strengths, including unexpected
flashes of grim humour. ‘Oh for hot running water,’ she says,
‘and twelve hours uninterrupted sleep.’ She stops for a
moment at the hairdresser’s shop run by ‘Mr and Mrs
Giacommitti’, who are actually members of the Lykaeat, a
mimic race. ‘Even aliens drink tea,’ thinks Halley.

Halley feels trapped because few people on the station
are trying to help her solve the situation. Most of the popu-
lation of 10,000, from a variety of alien races, shrug off the
danger they face. As Halley hurries through the corridors of
Jocasta, she finds most people preparing for a large festival.
‘Don’t they know we’re under siege?’ Many blame her for
the situation, without offering solutions.

Worse, ‘while [the Serouas] take nothing from the sta-
tion, [they hold it] hostage for my good behaviour and vice
versa, send for me arbitrarily on average of once a fortnight,
wring me sometimes to the point of insensibility for whatever
they get from our “conversations” . . . and then let me re-
turn. Why, if they needed nothing, were they here? . . . All
we can do is wait, while the station falls apart around us.’ The
central mystery of the first part of the book, the role of the
Serouas, also seems the least amenable to solution. When
Halley visits their ship, she is fitted with a neck device that
enables her to breathe in their ship, but finds herself covered
in the green slime that is the habitat of the Serouas. She is
interrogated?/probed? by creatures she can barely see in the
murk.

Because of its tactile ickiness, Halley’s experience within
the Serouas ship is very disturbing, and emblematic of every-

thing that is powerful in this book. Halley’s experiences
among the Serouas yield no results, yet leave her without a
sense of smell, and feeling constantly nauseous, so she can
barely eat or drink. Yet she needs to keep drawing on
reserves of strength she didn’t know she possessed.

A small spaceship, which has been nearly destroyed in
space by a jump mine, actually makes its way through the
Serouas defences. A K’cher trader named Keveth claims
salvage rights over the ship, brings it into port, transports
onto Jocasta the three cryogenically stored people who had
survived the jump mine, then disappears.

The first time I read the book, I seemed to miss the
solution altogether. The second time I read it, I realised that
the proferred solution is almost incomprehensible (except
to readers who are much cleverer than I am). It’s enough to
say that McArthur plumps for realism over neatness every
time. Although Halley thinks she is investigating a case of
conspiracy, what she discovers is a case of long-term massive
fuck-ups by races that believe they are totally superior to each
other and to humans. All the fuck-ups just happen to focus
upon one place (Jocasta) at one time (a hundred years after
quite another scenario had been planned).

Halley pushes upwards, slowly and carefully, through all
the levels of entrapment. There are no miracle revelations,
no easy solutions. Halley is really just a good administrator
who gets on with the job and knows what to do with infor-
mation she is offered. She has some help, such as Murdoch
and Eleanor, and the three people rescued from the
hundred-year-old spaceship. Rachel Griffis, an able Greek
chorus to Halley’s antiheroics, says: ‘It‘s ironic . . . that we
should come so far [100 Earth years], only to find ourselves
back at the starting point . . . you have so many similar
problems to Earth in our time — overpopulation, resource
management, recycling, isolation. All the problems of a
closed system . . . We didn’t expect the familiar.’

Halley and her staff find, in turn, that the origins of their
entrapment lie in the political situation that governs their
universe. ‘Nobody likes being at the bottom of a hierarchy,
but that is where Earth and the other Nine Worlds have been
for the entire sixty years of the Confederacy‘s existence.
When the Invidi started sharing their technology and the
K‘Cher their wealth, something was going to give.’ Not that
the Invidi and K‘Cher are willing to share a thing. For sixty
years, they’ve given Earth enough resources and fancy tricks
to enable them to take part in the ‘Confederacy’, but offered
no real power. Hence Halley’s constant feeling of being
stuck at the negative end of a deep funnel of political power.

Every good science fiction novel reflects the time when
it’s written as much as it speculates about any future time.
When we read Time Future, we realise that the title is as
mocking as the meaning of many of its events. New struc-
tures of colonialism and overwhelming power have emerged
during the last twenty years. Time Future reflects many of
these structures with wit, precision and a heartening belief
that a small person, acting for the best in a rundown envi-
ronment, can still sort her way through a few of the problems
that the powerful don’t want us to know about. Time Future
shows that Maxine McArthur has an astute mind, a ferocious
sense of detail, and the capacity to become one of the world’s
most distinguished SF writers.

Karen Reid, media manager, Random House (left), hands the 1999
George Turner Award to Maxine McArthur (right) at Aussiecon 3,
September 1999. (Photo: Richard Hryckiewicz)
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Vivid and dangerous magic
by Roslyn K. Gross

THOMAS THE RHYMER
by Ellen Kushner (London: Gollancz; 1991; 247 pp.)

Over the past few years a number of novels and short stories
have been based on the old English/Scottish ballads and
folk stories about Thomas the Rhymer and Tam Lin, inter-
related tales that seem sometimes to be about the same
person, but at times also diverge quite widely. Two novels
that use the tales, Fire and Hemlock by Diana Wynne Jones and
Tam Lin by Pamela Dean, are both brilliant and creative
adaptations, placing various strands of the legends in
modern times, in very different ways giving the old stories
new life and vigour. Although I had enjoyed both these
novels enormously, I felt I had had my fill of Thomas for the
moment. Therefore I confess that I wasn’t overly enthusias-
tic about reading this book.

I was very wrong, however. Thomas the Rhymer is a beauti-
fully written but entirely unpretentious and absorbing story,
set firmly in its own time, envisaging how it might really have
happened, and telling its story from the points of view of four
central characters.

The old ballad of Thomas the Rhymer tells how ‘true
Thomas’, sitting on a grassy bank, is visited by the Queen of
Elfland, or Faery, who takes him with her to live in Elfland
for seven years, after which he is returned to the ordinary
world. Kushner sticks closely to the ballad, interweaving her
own explanations and elaborations so skilfully that the re-
sulting story feels as though it really could have happened
that way. Kushner has included a few sub-plots of her own as
well, giving added interest but still remaining compatible
with the original ballad. It is told in a way that is true to the
time of the ballad, the fifteenth or sixteenth century, without
the intrusion of twentieth-century ideas, and including small
details of both the historical background and the everyday
life of the time.

The story is told first, in the first person, from the point
of view of Gavin, an old crofter, who, together with his wife
Meg, and a neighbour girl, Elspeth, befriend Thomas the
Rhymer, an up-and-coming harper and singer who wanders
from court to court, singing old folk tales (Kushner actually
reproduces bits of these in the book) and his own composi-
tions. A deep affection grows between them. Then one day,
walking out on the moor, he disappears and never comes
back. Each of the characters comes fully alive as vivid indi-
viduals, especially Meg, whose sharp down-to-earth wisdom
helps to make the whole thing believable, as does Gavin’s

colloquial style of telling the tale, with simply but sharply
observed details and emotions.

The tale is taken up next by Thomas himself, telling of
his abduction to Elfland and his experiences there. This is
the most lyrical and powerful part of the book, filled with
strange but believable images and feelings. Kushner is able
to make believable a world far from human understanding,
elusive yet vivid, neither good nor bad but beyond human
categories, and we are made to understand both Thomas’s
wonder at this achingly beautiful world and joy in being with
the Queen and making love with her, and his loneliness and
pain at his isolation from all things understandable, ordinary
and human.

One image from Thomas’s stay in Elfland is particularly
haunting and poignant: that of his invisible servant, spoken
of by the Elf-people as a horrible, ugly monster, and who,
when Thomas finally sees her, turns out to be an ordinary
middle-aged woman. To the Elves, with their eternal youth,
her ageing body and fading beauty is the ultimate obscenity.
The woman’s shame at her ‘ugliness’ and her hopeless love
for Thomas, and Thomas’s keen compassion for her, are
some of the most moving images in the book.

The next section contains Meg’s account of Thomas’s
reappearance after seven years and his eventual marriage to
Elspeth. Kushner brings alive Thomas’s joy in returning to
the human world, as well as his pain in re-adapting to it, and
his discovery of the Queen’s final gift to him, the gift of never
being able to lie, of seeing the truth and having to tell it.
Thomas is indeed a changed man, and through Meg’s sharp
eyes and feeling nature we see Thomas come painfully to
terms with his new life.

Finally, there is Elspeth’s account of their life together
and his growing fame as a seer and prophet as well as singer
and harper. Kushner lets us see the painful implications of
having true sight. Do you tell someone what is to happen to
them in years to come? Do you tell your wife that you yourself
are going to die soon? In the end, the Queen of Elfland
makes a last vivid, haunting visit.

Thomas the Rhymer is interesting because it shows that
you don’t need a complicated plot, or a completely original
one, in order to write a compelling, moving story. The novel
feels quite low-key and matter-of-fact, neither trying to boast
brilliance nor pretending to ‘do something new’. It is a
simple, vividly told story about characters who feel as though
they might really have lived all those years ago, and about
the way it might really have felt to have had the dislocating,
alienating but transforming experience of removal to an
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alien world that the old tale evokes. There is nothing preten-
tious or unnecessary in this novel, only much that is honest,
well-crafted, vividly imagined and moving.

GREENDAUGHTER
by Anne Logston (New York: Ace, 1993, 215 pp.)

GIFTS OF BLOOD
by Susan Petrey (New York: Baen, 1992, 192 pp.)

PRINCE OF WOLVES
by Susan Krinard
(New York: Bantam Fanfare, 1994; 456 pp.)

A TASTE OF BLOOD WINE
by Freda Warrington (London: Pan; 1992; 446 pp.)

Elves, vampires and werewolves: fantasy’s perennial
favourites and a universal fascination. But though fantasy
and SF writers love to write about them, very few manage to
present them in a truly effective and powerful way.

Elves can be the immortal, beautiful beings of the
‘Thomas the Rhymer’ variety, inhabitants of a world we
humans can never hope to understand, living by standards
that are incomprehensible to us. This is not the case in Anne
Logston’s Greendaughter. The novel is set in some indetermi-
nate time and place when the forests are inhabited by various
clans of elves, each in a specific area of forest, each with its
own way of life and customs that nevertheless have features
in common with other clans.

Outside the forest live humans, but humans and elves
understand little about each other. When a group of
humans ventures into the forest to seek the elves’ help, it is
obvious that some kind of culture clash is about to occur.

Logston’s elves remain annoyingly human to the reader.
Despite an attempt to show their different attitudes — for
example, the elves have a totally uninhibited attitude to sex
— the reader gains the impression that these elves are
nothing more than another species of human. There is
nothing really alien about them. They may have pointed
ears, be able to speak to each other through silent mind-
speech, or communicate with animals, or live for centuries,
or make love freely in front of all and sundry, but they never
come alive as something different from human beings.

The fantasy elements of the novel actually contribute very
little of real substance to its theme of two different groups
finally coming to understand and accept each other —
which just as easily could have been achieved in a non-fantasy
way.

A major reason for this novel’s failure to create a sense
of wonder and awe at the alien in our midst, ‘the other’, is
simply its uninspiring writing. The plot is predictable and
trite, the language competent but pedestrian, and lacking in
vivid images to move and bring the elves alive. As for the
dialogue, it is banal and stilted. Chyrie and Valann, elves who
are ‘mates’, are mind-speaking:

(Does my she-fox-in-heat mate grow impatient? Then we
will go — quietly if you can!)

Chyrie wrinkled her nose. (You speak so to me, you
who rustle the leaves like a stumble-footed human in your
passing? And to think I would wish to couple with your
overly furred body —)

(Ah, peace, my own spirit.)

And so on. Admittedly, this is one of the more extreme
examples in the book — it is rarely quite as dreadful as this
— but it’s not hard to see why the characters remain one-
dimensional and why the elves themselves fail to excite the
imagination.

On the other hand, the vampire-like people in Susan
Petrey’s Gifts of Blood are made to feel very believable. The
book consists of a collection of stories, all but one of them
connected, about the Varkela, a race of nomadic people
living on the Russian steppes among the Cossacks and other
tribes, mainly set in the last century. Unlike the vampires of
folklore and film, the Varkela are peace-loving and ethical,
trading their healing skills for the blood they need to survive,
countering the prejudice and fear they encounter with rea-
son and rational explanation.

The strength of the stories lies in the science that Petrey
employs and explains. For the most part, then, Gifts of Blood
is science fiction rather than fantasy, and it is the carefully
explained science of it that makes the reader feel the Varkela
could really exist. We are told, for example, that the relatively
small amounts of blood the Varkela need are sucked up
through special hollow teeth (the vampire fangs protruding
over the lower lip we all know so well) which are retracted
when not used, making it possible for the Varkela to pass as
ordinary humans most of the time. We find out that the
Varkela’s salivary glands excrete two types of saliva: one is a
rapid clotting agent and the other an anticoagulant. There
are many other interesting details. The author had worked
as a medical technician and apparently knew her stuff well.

Unlike the vampires of folklore, the Varkela never take
blood by violence or exploit people. Because they are scien-
tifically explained and explainable, and indeed, see them-
selves in rationalistic terms, the Varkela do not really feel like
alien beings. In fact, their emotions and psychology seem
completely human — they are like a variant race of human
beings. But though they would seem to be tamed, compre-
hensible vampires with the mystery taken out of them, there
is something about them that is nevertheless alluring and
compelling, perhaps because we feel that they could very
well exist.

My main problem with Gifts of Blood stems from its intro-
duction. The editors explain that Petrey’s stories have been
compiled as a memorial to her after her death at the early
age of thirty-five. This makes it rather uncomfortable and
difficult for a reviewer to criticise the stories. But the truth is
that, though competent enough (nearly all the stories have
been published before), the writing itself is really rather
ordinary. It has a one-dimensional quality, lacking the over-
tones and undertones, subtleties and evocative nuances that
can make writing so rich and interesting. The characters
appear interesting enough, but lack that special quality that
can make characters leap from the page in vivid aliveness.

The best story is one of the two that are not about the
Varkela at all, but is a sad, haunting tale about a spider that
lives in a lute and makes music. This story, which was a
nominated for a Hugo Award, is much more evocative than
the others, and is also about a creature made differently
from ourselves.

Gifts of Blood may not be a work of genius, but it does leave
vivid images in the mind of people different from ourselves,
images made all the more interesting because of their bio-
logical explanations. Prince of Wolves, by Susan Krinard, on
the other hand, contains no explanations that could be
considered scientific: it works in an entirely different way.
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Prince of Wolves is an unusual and surprising novel. Looking
at the cover and the blurb and the notes on the author, I
expected to find a novel in the genre of clichéd romance
with a dash of lurid fantasy. Some parts of the book do read
that way, but Prince of Wolves is much more than that, and
turns out to be much more powerful than you would expect.

The writer, we are told, ‘is an admirer of both romance
and fantasy, and enjoys combining these elements in her
books’. Something about the particular way she combines
the two produces a strange and heady effect in this novel. It
is written more in the romance tradition than the fantasy
mode, but seems at some point to transcend them both.

Prince of Wolves begins with some of the clichés of the
romance genre. The hero is portrayed in true Mills and
Boons tradition as wild, savagely handsome, with compelling
eyes and a sexy, taut physique. The two main characters are
drawn together with an almost uncontrollable sexual attrac-
tion, but all is not what it appears . . . Well, even if the blurb
hadn’t given it away, it wouldn’t take a genius to guess that
Luke is one of an ancient race of werewolves, rapidly
dwindling, and that he is terrified at what he sees in Joelle
and its implications. A sexual relationship erupts anyway,
and Joelle discovers his and her own true identity. Luke tries
to manipulate her using his magnetic wolf power, and Joelle
leaves him. Will their relationship survive?

Prince of Wolves sometimes uses purple prose and the
language of Mills and Boon (I forget how many times the
hero’s eyes ‘raked over’ the heroine’s body), and there are
far too many sex scenes, and indeed, the whole novel is too
long. The plot is simple and there are few real surprises.
Nevertheless, it is very readable and quite compelling, be-
cause of the effectiveness and surprising quality of its writing
in general. Its prose is certainly much more alive and vibrant
than the writing in either Greendaughter or Gifts of Blood, and
this alone helps to make us believe in Luke as werewolf.
Unlike the love scenes in Greendaughter between the two
main elf characters, which are stilted and uninspiring, the
sexual scenes in this novel are genuinely erotic. They are so
explicit as almost to be called pornography, except that
there is not a hint of smut or coyness or dirtiness anywhere.
At times, Krinard’s writing is surprisingly powerful. Despite
its faults, there is life and feeling in every word of the novel.

The werewolves in this novel are, like the vampires in Gifts
of Blood, not the werewolves of legend and film, although
they retain the hint of savagery and wildness of the old
stories. They are never half man–half wolf, but always one or
the other, although their animal nature does imbue their
human form with some wolf abilities. We are never told
much about them, their origins, way of life or the precise way
their two forms, human and wolf, interact in everyday life.

But the fantasy element nevertheless does more than just
add an exotic interest to a romantic story. The intensity and
power of the erotic scenes is partly the result, for instance,
or Luke’s nature as werewolf.

What I find fascinating about Prince of Wolves is the way
the fantasy theme gives to the novel additional power and
mystery. Without it, it would have just been a mediocre sexy,
romantic book about a relationship; with it, the book has
added levels of meaning and power. Most writers from the
SF/fantasy genre could never approach werewolves in this
way. We would be told all about the werewolves’ origin and
culture, be given names, intricate customs, family trees,
glossaries, till the werewolves had been made alive and clear
but were no longer a mystery. In this book we are given only
a glance at the werewolves (there is a whole community of
them, but Luke is the only one we get to know properly).

But, somehow, partly because the novel is set in the here and
now, and because Luke himself comes so alive and feels so
real, the existence of werewolves feels like a distinct possibil-
ity. At the same time it creates an impression of the were-
wolves as truly a different species from ourselves, although
in their human form they are human, for the most part.

But to my mind, the most interesting aspect of the novel
is that it opens the issue of categories, of the boundary
between SF and ‘mainstream’ writing. If this novel, which
hardly explores the nature of its werewolves, manages to
form a gestalt in which werewolves and human relationships
add to each other’s mystery, why bother about categories?
Yes, superior SF/fantasy at its best can do this, and more,
although there are far too few such books. But this novel
shows that sometimes fantasy elements can be more effective
when not handled by writers of traditional fantasy. Prince of
Wolves is hardly a work of genius, but it could well start writers
of mediocre, conventional SF/fantasy, like Greendaughter,
asking themselves why they keep on doing things the same
way, time after time.

A Taste of Blood Wine, by Freda Warrington, is far superior to
any of these books, and shows what fantasy/SF writing is
capable of in the right hands. This writer finds her most
effective voice in this-worldly settings.

Set in the period just after World War I, it vividly evokes
the social attitudes of that time, and its characters are won-
derfully alive and real. The vampire Karl becomes friendly
with a famous scientist and his family in order to try to
understand what stuff vampires are made of. He hopes to
find a way of defeating Kristian, a twisted tyrant who controls
Karl and all other vampires. Karl and Charlotte, one of the
scientists’ daughters, fall in love, but how can a relationship
between a human and a vampire possibly survive? Surely
Karl’s love itself will destroy her. The resolution, which is tied
in with metaphysical and scientific speculations, also de-
pends on Charlotte’s growing independence from her fam-
ily and her society’s values.  A Taste of Blood Wine, like Prince
of Wolves, is about relationships as much as it is about its
supernatural creatures. We become totally involved in the
Neville family, and in Charlotte and Karl’s longing for a real
relationship, despite the almost impossible odds.

But A Taste of Blood Wine is much richer and has greater
nuance than Prince of Wolves, and its vampires are much more
real and vivid than Krinard’s werewolves. A Taste of Blood Wine
is full of passionate and sensual images, both beautiful and
shocking. The combination of passion and dark danger is a
compelling and erotic one. Beautifully written, it has a
breathtaking visual and sensual clarity that makes its vam-
pires electrifyingly alive. Although ultimately not unlike
humans in their feelings, Warrington’s vampires have the
original Gothic feel of terrifying yet attractive creatures with
a world view and experience of life totally different from
ours. Indeed, perhaps this is the secret behind effectively
portraying alien beings: what can make them genuinely
different from us is their experience: of themselves, of the
world, and of us. Warrington’s metaphysical explanation of
the existence of vampires is one of the most original you will
find and yet, far from detracting from the mystery of their
otherness, as in Gifts of Blood, only makes them more tanta-
lisingly possible.

While not a flawless novel, A Taste of Blood Wine shows
what good fantasy and SF can be like. I can never think of
vampires in the same way after reading this book. Although
individual vampires in the novel may, like humans, be attrac-
tive or repulsive personalities, what seems evil per se about
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vampires may only be what is truly different. There are scenes
in which we are given a glimpse of the physical world, and
of the human body itself, through vampire eyes. Stunning
images such as these challenge conventional notions of
good and evil, life and death. I found it powerful and
electrifying, and it made me look at everything in a different
way. And if that isn’t what fantasy and SF are basically about,
what is?

THE CYGNET AND THE FIREBIRD
by Patricia A. McKillop (New York: Ace; 1993; 233 pp.)

Also by Patricia A. McKillop and mentioned in this review:

THE SORCERESS AND THE CYGNET 
(New York: Ace; 1992; 248 pp.)
and
‘THE RIDDLE-MASTER OF HED’ trilogy:
THE RIDDLE-MASTER OF HED
(New York: Del Rey; 1976; 228 pp.)
HEIR OF SEA AND FIRE (Del Rey; 1977; 213 pp.)
HARPIST IN THE WIND (London: Futura; 1979; 256 pp.)

Patricia McKillop’s The Cygnet and the Firebird is a sequel to
her previous novel, The Sorceress and the Cygnet. The latter is
an extraordinarily subtle yet powerful novel, filled with both
richly symbolic figures and breathtakingly alive human char-
acters. It deals with the nature of myth and story, and with
the nature of real power and one character’s discovery of it.
The world in which The Sorceress and the Cygnet is set is never
fully explained to us, but is allowed to exist without too much
analysis, like the mystery of story itself.

Like McKillop’s earlier ‘The Riddle-Master of Hed’
trilogy, The Sorceress and the Cygnet avoids self-conscious ex-
planations of its culture, but unlike the ‘Riddle-Master’
books, it does not even have a map or glossary to help shape
and pinpoint the world in which it is set. It is as if the novel
is so much about the nature of story and myth that the exact
nature of its world has been kept deliberately low key and
vague. Like a dream, it resists precision. Judging by at least
one review I have read, some readers have found this a
drawback and a flaw. It seems to me, however, that it is a quite
deliberate strategy. Moreover, the characters are so vivid and
attractive, the writing so dreamy and vivid at the same time,
that the reader is drawn fully into the resolution of the story
and what it means.

The Cygnet and the Firebird is set in in the same world and
begins with the same characters, three weeks after the end
of The Sorceress and the Cygnet. There is a touch of stiltedness
in the early pages of the novel — a rare quality in McKillop’s
writing — where she refers back to the events of the earlier
book. While there is still no map, no glossary, and few
background explanations, the world of this novel does feel
more concrete, somehow, than it did in the earlier one. The
main characters visit another land, for example; this does
help put the world of the novel into clearer perspective,
although many of the enigmas from the earlier book remain.

Like the first book, and like the ‘Riddle-Master’ books,
this sequel presents us with a riddle, then goes on creating
riddles within riddles, a complex tapestry of riddles and
symbols and characters. In this book the initial riddle is a
firebird that comes flying over Ro Holding (a kind of royal

household where most of the characters from the previous
book live), turning things and people at random into jewels
with its heart-rending cry. At moonrise the firebird is trans-
formed into a man, a prince under a curse. A golden key can
help unlock the secret, but a powerful mage is also after the
key. Is the mage responsible for the curse? What did the
prince do to bring this upon himself? Nix, a mage in her own
right, and her cousin Meguet, who seems to have mysterious
powers that even she doesn’t understand, undertake to help
the firebird. Again we are drawn into a web of riddles that,
combined with McKillop’s magical ability to make charac-
ters feel like real, breathing people, makes for irresistible
reading.

McKillop’s greatest strength is her ability to magically
weave words into subtle patterns of images and meanings.
This book is no exception. The Luxour desert is full of
mystery and magic and invisible dragons. Blending fact and
metaphor, McKillop evokes the most subtle nuances and
feelings, and at the same time the most compelling, vivid
images.

It is in the resolution of the plot that McKillop puts a foot
wrong — again, something she very rarely does. Unlike the
resolution of The Sorceress and the Cygnet, which is truly sur-
prising and moving, the end of this new book is just a little
pat, almost trite. Though written as beautifully as the rest of
the book, the drawing together of all the threads is a little
too neat, too easy. This flaw does not really spoil the novel,
however. Even if McKillop makes the resolution somewhat
too neat and stilted, she does not go too far: for instance, the
man who was the firebird certainly does not forgive the
maker of the spell, and Nix does not quite end up ‘happily
ever after’ with him — at least, not yet, through there is a
suggestion it may happen. In any case, the ending never
quite spoils this novel, which has everything else going for
it: mystery and riddles, life-sized characters, and lyrical yet
economical writing that is a joy to read.

— Roslyn K. Gross, 1994/1997

Graphic by Elaine Cochrane, using DJFractals.
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Pinlighters
SF COMMENTARY No. 73/74/75

SF Commentary 73/74/75, the last one before the George
Turner special, appeared in August 1993. Therefore any
letters to that issue will be commenting on matters that have
faded from the minds of all but hardiest readers. One of
these hardy readers in Scott Campbell, who has just re-
subscribed (thanks, Scott). In 1993, he sent a long, long
letter and an article disputing my views about the works of
James Morrow. Without reprinting my article, which in-
spired Scott’s vitriol, there doesn’t seem to be much point
in reprinting the ensuing correspondence. However, if any
readers recall the article, and would like to read Scott Camp-
bell’s letter and article, I would be happy to supply photo-
copies.

The following letters to SFC 73/74/75 still have some
interest and relevance:

GREG EGAN
GPO Box J685, Perth, Western Australia 6001

Amazed — but glad — to hear that you liked Distress so
much. It had a couple of good reviews in Locus, but most of
the others have ranged from mild bemusement and
disappointment to downright derision. Glad, too, that you
noticed that everything was meant to work at a metaphorical
level; apart from Russell Letson in Locus, most reviewers seem
to have been quite oblivious to that, and treated the whole
thing as a kind of failed techno-thriller.

Millennium did enter it for the Clarke Award. But I’m not
really surprised that it wasn’t shortlisted. Dave Langford, for
one, judging from his Ansible announcement of the Aurealis
Award, seems to have found it All Rather Silly. And though
the Campbell Award [for Permutation City] was very welcome
— especially since Gregory Benford, who I greatly admire,
was one of the judges — neither of my publishers seems to
have found it remotely exciting, and I had to beat Millennium
about the head to get them to mention it, even in fine print,
on the back of the hardback of Distress.

Diaspora is still going too slowly, and if I don’t finish it by
the end of May (six months late) I’ll be very, very unpopular
with my editor. I’m not sure you’ll like it much; it has
multiple viewpoints, mostly software characters, and as little
relevance to any current human concern as possible. This
one’s 100 per cent speculative science, and screw everything
else.

(21 April 1996)

Now I remember why I haven’t read Diaspora — the author
warned me away from it! Diaspora has been sitting on a shelf
for years, daring me to read it. Soon, soon.

Greg is responding to a very short version of my thoughts
on Distress, but I really must write that long review I’ve been
promising myself all these years.

JOHN BROSNAN
Flat 2, 6 Lower Road, Harrow,
Middlesex HA2 0DA, England

I was pleased by that flattering review of Primal Screen by
Colin Steele. And I was also pleased with the way the book
itself turned out. For a time it looked like I was going to have
a rare success with it, but after a good start, things went
wrong when Maxwell, who owned the publisher, Macdonalds,
went down the drain. The publisher went into a kind of
receivership for a time and everything came to a halt,
including the selling of my book. To add insult to penury, the
printers, no doubt in a huff at not being paid, deliberately
lost most of the photographs, many of which were
irreplaceable.

The review of Bedlam was less than thrilling, but then,
Harry Adam Knight has never pretended to be anything other
than a hack horror writer. Incidentally, Harry is not just me;
for the record, Leroy Kettle has been involved in the writing
of three of the Knight novels. He came up with the basic idea
for Bedlam, the last HAK to date, but because he’s busy these
days being a high-ranking civil servant he doesn’t have much
time for writing, so I wrote the bulk of the novel.

Astonishingly, it’s been made into a movie, and not a bad
movie at that. Called Beyond Bedlam, it was made by a new
British film company on a very small budget (no one got paid;
everyone did it for deferred payments). Considering the
budget limitations, it’s fairly faithful to the novel, though
some might say that that probably works against the movie.
In the beginning, the producer told me that the one of the
reasons he liked the book was because it was set in Harrow
on the Hill, where he grew up. Much of the climax of the
novel involves the hero and heroine making a dangerous trek
up the actual hill in order to confront the source of the evil,
and I was curious to see how they were going to film it.
When I was out at their production base — a huge mental
hospital emptied of all its patients the year before by Virginia
Bottomley — I asked one of the associate producers when
they were scheduled to shoot the Hill sequences. ‘What hill?’
he asked me blankly. In the end, there are just a few brief
shots in Harrow, and no sign of the Hill at all.

I was amused by Steele’s comment, in his review of the
Steve Jones book about Jim Herbert, about Herbert’s
membership of Lloyd’s Insurance. Poor Jim was quite proud of
being a ‘Name’, but subsequently, like so many other Names,
he got his financial fingers burnt. Hence the disparaging
paragraph about Lloyd’s in his awful novel Portent as his
protagonist is driving by the Lloyd’s building. The paragraph
ends with the words: ‘There were some who took satisfaction
in the knowledge that the Lutine Bell, rung whenever a ship
was lost at sea, had rung metaphorically for Lloyd’s itself.’

Actually, I thought that book on Herbert, By Horror
Haunted, was quite funny in places. As you may have
guessed, I don’t have much time for ol’ Jim. I think he’s a
prat, and the feeling is mutual — though he went as far as
calling me a prick in print.

Wish I had the space to comment on George Turner’s piece
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on ‘The Receiving End of Criticism’: I still haven’t forgotten
his bitchy review of my book Future Tense back in ’78.

(9 February 1994)

RALPH ASHBROOK
303 Tregaron Road, Bala Cynwyd,
Pennsylvania 19004, USA

SFC 73/74/75 brought me one particular pleasure: Andrew
Whitmore’s quote from Now Wait for Last Year. I have seen
almost no references to this Phil Dick work in the never-
ending journals (For Dickheads Only, Radio Free PKD, and the
late PKDS Newsletter). It is my favourite Phil novel because it
confronts the oddness of morality, which is similarly
addressed in the dungeon scene of Faust and
Margaret/Gretchen.

In both cases an inhuman agent has posed or created the
question of correct action. It is the somewhat irrational
commitment of Faust and Eric Sweetscent that shows, but
doesn’t explain, their humanness in subtle contrast to the
taxi and the Devil. The love they find themselves feeling is an
anchor and a mystery.

(January 1994)

Now Wait for Last Year is one of Phil Dick books revived by
Gollancz Millennium in its SF Masterworks series.

GENE WOLFE
PO Box 69, Barrington, Illinois 60011, USA

If things were normal, I would tell George Turner that he
knows not of what he speaks. Someday I may publish The
Worst of Gene Wolfe, a volume stained with barrel-bottom
stories of such appalling badness that their being paid for
and published is all the condemnation needed of a system
hopelessly decadent and corrupt.

But things aren’t. I hadn’t heard about George’s stroke; I
am heartily sorry. I shouldn’t have to say this, and perhaps I
don’t — but the fact that the author likes the revewer does
not oblige the reviewer to like the book. I have had reviews
that I feel quite confident were, in actuality, acts of petty
vengeance. This isn’t one of them.

(15 December 1993)

George’s stroke, in 1992, slowed him down for a year or so.
Although he had written the first half of Down There in
Darkness, the stroke removed all memory of what he had
planned for the second half. Hence the rather odd tone and
structure of that book, which was to be his last. Although he
could no longer write with his right hand, George learnt how
to use a computer so that he could keep writing. His last
piece of fiction, unfinished, appears in Dreaming Down Under,
edited by Jack Dann and Janeen Webb.

JOSEPH NICHOLAS
15 Jansons Road, South Tottenham,
London N15 4JU, England

As a contribution to your George Turner bibliography, you
might like to know that the very first issue of FTT, published
in December 1985, contained a review by George of the
operas La Bohème and The Barber of Seville, put on by the
Victorian Opera. The review was entitled ‘Select Evenings of
Tory Entertainment’, a title chosen by Leigh Edmonds, then
one of FTT’s co-editors.

(27 January 1994)

Until I looked at your card, Joseph, I had forgotten about
that article about the Victorian State Opera. I remembered
that George had written an article about music other than
the piece about Melba that appears in SFC 76. He has not
left a carbon copy of the FTT article in his papers, and FTT
No. 1 was not among the fanzines I came across during my
researches in the month before Aussiecon 3. Thanks to
Murray Moore from Canada for finding his copy of FTT 1
and sending me a .PDF of the article.

FRANK C. BERTRAND
(CoA) PO Box 7050, Nikiski, Alaska 99653, USA

In SFC 73/74/75, I was most intrigued by Dr Tolley’s review of
In Pursuit of Valis (pp. 100–2). In fact, I could even
understand it. There were very few convoluted sentences or
sesquipedalist circumlocations. My compliments. It is a
refreshing change from the likes of On Philip K. Dick: 40
Articles from Science-Fiction Studies, a dense tome from the
heartland of the burgeoning Philip K. Dick ‘critical industry’
meant for other scholars, not the average PKD reader/fan.
Does more scholarship necessarily mean better scholarship?

One might reasonably ask, then, what purpose does In
Pursuit of Valis serve. To answer this embroils us in whether
or not evaluation and explication should refer to the writer
(‘intentional fallacy’) and/or the reader (‘affective fallacy’). Dr
Tolley indicates that ‘I will subscribe so far, at least, to the
popular view that authors do not know all of what they are
doing when they write’. This should, of course, apply as well
to Dr Tolley and myself. Reviewers and letter writers are not
sacrosanct entities.

He ends his review with the curious assertion that ‘The
Exegesis must now be considered integral to any scholarly
understanding of this great modern writer’s work’. Why
‘scholarly’ understanding? Surely there are other kinds of
understanding by which one can explore and enjoy Philip K.
Dick’s work, including his non-fiction. Why ‘integral’? If Phil
Dick does not know all of what he is doing when he writes, to
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include the so-called Exegesis (a word that initially meant the
critical explanation of scripture), it would seem that rather
than being essential to a complete scholarly understanding, it
is but one part of his non-fiction corpus. If it is essential to
anything, a case might be made that the Exegesis is integral
to understanding his ‘Valis’ trilogy.

What Dr Tolley more aptly notes is ‘Dick’s dualism’ and the
fact that he can be characterised as an autodidact. A studied
pursuit of these two factors would yield a far more viable and
valid explication than most of those already proffered. In
particular, Dick’s dualism is intriguingly manifested via a
variety of doppelganger characters in many of his stories and
novels. These in turn connotatively lead to various
philosophical and psychological implications connected to
two of Phil’s ‘intellectual heroes’, Immanuel Kant and C. G.
Jung. As Dr Tolley states it, ‘going through unfamiliar
territory several times is a good way of learning one’s way
about in it’. And Phil’s fiction and non-fiction are definitely
unfamiliar territory.

(11 February 1994)

Frank disappeared after sending me this letter. SFC 76 re-
turned to me, marked Address Unknown. A few months ago,
Frank sent an email to Lucy Sussex, who put him in touch
with me. Frank had just moved to Alaska. This has already
led to Frank’s interviews with Lucy, me, and other Phil Dick
aficionados, such as Andy Butler, appearing on the
philipkdick.com Web site.

Frank and I are unexcited by the reverence paid to the
1970s latter-day guru Philip K. Dick, whose strange exegeti-
cal writings seem to have become more important for some
critics than the lithe, brilliant earlier writings. As Frank says
above, much of the critical apparatus applied to Dick’s
writing during the last twenty years seems to have little to do
with the writing being operated upon. Time for a new
edition of Electric Shepherd? 

DIANE FOX
PO Box 9, Hazelbrook, New South Wales 2779

Substituting ‘sucked’ for ‘suckled’ sounds like one of the
classic unfortunate typoes. The most famous unfortunate typo
was the one that was supposed to have appeared on the front
page of a British newspaper over a hundred years ago,
describing the royal opening of a new bridge. The heading
stated that ‘Queen Victoria Passed Over the Bridge’.
Unfortunately, the letter ‘a’ was replaced by ‘i’, resulting in
Her Majesty not being Amused, and the newspaper editor
landing in a good deal of trouble.

To Kim Stanley Robinson: Will terraforming be regarded as
an ecological crime in the future? Probably there will be very
little opposition to the terraforming of a lifeless planet. If
there are animals, it will be a different story. Olaf Stapledon,
in Last and First Men, described a worst-case scenario — to
survive, the human race must migrate to Venus, which must
be terraformed to make it habitable. Unfortunately, the fully
sentient Venusians will be exterminated by the terraforming.
Stapledon was a tragic and realistic writer, there was no
last-minute solution, and genocide was committed against
the Venusians (described as slightly more intelligent, though
less technologically advanced, and almost certainly morally
superior to humans).

In your discussion with Michael Hailstone, I was
interested by the use of ‘caring/sharing’ as derogatory terms.
After all, what is the opposite concept, which this particular
usage is implied to praise? ‘Apathy/ignoring/uncaring’ might

do for one half, but perhaps might seem a little wimpishly
passive. What about the opposite of ‘sharing’ — would it be
‘hoarding’ (to cover the concept of the opposite of ‘sharing’ of
possessions) or ‘isolation’ (opposite of ‘sharing’ of emotions)?
Again, a little passive and wimpish. However, anyone
genuinely holding the opposite of ‘caring/sharing’ views
would be very reluctant to put it into words, in case potential
suckers were warned off, or to avoid unpleasantness. (The
Marquis de Sade was probably one of the few exceptions, and
even he seems to have mostly set his views out in full after
he was jailed for life as a madman, and nothing more he said
would have harmed him further.)

(15 March 1994)

MICHAEL HAILSTONE
(CoA) 8 Durie Street, Lithgow,
New South Wales 2790

You ask me what I mean by ‘sixties values’. Rather than
talking about ‘sixties values’, it would be better to ask what
the sixties were really about.

My brothers told me that nothing much happened of the
sixties in Australia until the very early seventies. Since I was
overseas for the last two years of the sixties, I felt I couldn’t
argue with that, but on thinking about it, I feel that’s quite
untrue. Although I don’t denigrate the Whitlam years, I see
them as a phenomenon that followed the sixties, not part
thereof. The sixties were not about having a benign
government in power; they were about rebellion against an
unfriendly government and the Establishment. The Vietnam
War was a divisive issue in Australia from 1965 on,
culminating in the great moratoria in 1970. Furthermore,
there was a quite bohemian movement around Sydney’s Kings
Cross as early as 1967, although I felt I didn’t really belong to
it myself. Also, I remember an atmosphere of gentleness
prevailing in Sydney from 1966 to 1973, when that nasty
yobbishness so characteristic of the fifties actually
disappeared for a while.

Greenpeace and other Green organisations may well have
the right politics, but they seem pretty ineffectual to me
nowadays, just playing the Establishment’s game.

(3 November 1993)

My own experience of the 1960s is that very little changed in
the lives of ordinary people in Australia until 1970, when The
Sunday Review and The Sunday Observer suddenly appeared,
heralding a new approach to politics and lifestyle.
(Germaine Greer used to say: ‘Australia has the best journal-
ists in the world — and they are all living in London.’ In
1971, suddenly they were living and writing in Australia.) By
the time I began working again in Melbourne, in February
1971, rapid changes in assumptions were taking place. The
Pram Factory theatre had begun its ten-year heyday, the
Much More Ballroom had become the centre of the estab-
lishment-challenging rock scene, and every public personal-
ity and TV star suddenly sprouted long hair. Of course, the
way must have been prepared for these changes during the
late 1960s. It’s just that I hadn’t noticed them, not even when
Whitlam nearly won the 1969 Election (which many political
pundits see as the true beginning of the Whitlam Era, be-
cause of the considerable changes that the 1969 Election
forced upon Liberal Party policy). Perhaps somebody who
was living in the inner suburbs during the late sixties can
help with a bit of detailed reminiscence?
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PATRICK McGUIRE
7541-D Weather Worn Way, Columbia,
Maryland 21046, USA

Damien Broderick reviews the revised Encyclopedia of Science
Fiction. A schedule conflict or something kept me from
attending Peter Nicholls’ presentation on the Encyclopedia at
Conadian, which was a pity, because report has it that it was
a very good program item, and also because I never did
manage to run into Peter elsewhere at the con (3000-plus
people may be modest by modern Worldcon standards, but it’s
not exactly a small circle of friends, either). I did see Peter
collect his well-deserved Hugo, at least. The revised edition
has also made me aware of a bibliographic peculiarity. The US
edition, or at least the US paperback edition, of the old
version was called The Science Fiction Encyclopedia, whereas
the old British edition was The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.
The revised US edition, however, is using the latter title. It
all gets rather confusing.

(19 November 1994)

Not meeting Patrick McGuire at Aussiecon 3 was disappoint-
ing. He was there. He came up to me at the end of my
presentation of the George Turner talk (‘The Good Soldier’,
which became the Foundation article that nearly won me a
Pioneer Award) and introduced himself. I was surprised and
delighted, but didn’t talk much because I assumed we would
meet again sometime during the convention. I didn’t give
him my phone number or address in Melbourne, and didn’t
get his room number. I didn’t see him again, but after the
convention I thought he would get in touch (there’s only
one ‘Gillespie BR’ in the Melbourne phone book), as he had
said he would be staying in the city. But this didn’t happen,
and we made contact again only a few months after he had
returned to America. I met Jack Speer and Waldemar Kum-
ming at Aussiecon 3, and didn’t know what to say to them,
but had a good yarn to Rusty Hevelin, seemingly unchanged
from his visit in 1975 to Aussiecon I. But I didn’t get to talk
to Patrick McGuire.

Patrick sent a quotation from the Washington Post Book
World, 18 September 1994. The columnist, predating Nick
Hornby by some years, mentions interesting lists that readers
of the paper had sent to him. Wendell Wagner (from Wash-
ington) ‘furnished a hall-of-fame roster of his 20 favorite
science fiction and 20 favorite fantasy novels. For sf, he opens
with Olaf Stapledon’s Last and First Men and Star Maker,
noting that he likes “BIG IDEAS in science fiction and
Stapledon’s are about as big as they come”. This brace of
books — favorites of mine, too — follow man’s evolution
into the distant future; the range of time represented in the
film 2001 would hardly make up a brief chapter in Last and
First Men. In his fantasy list Wagner recommends the peren-
nially underrated Mervyn Peake, author of the baroquely
extravagant Gormenghast, Titus Groan and Titus Alone. Why
are these books not as well known as Tolkien’s Lord of the
Rings or Ursula Le Guin’s Earthsea books (both of which are
also on Wagner’s list)?’ In 2000, large numbers of people
have now seen the TV version of Gormenghast, but did they
ever get around to reading the books?

STEVE SNEYD
4 Nowell Place, Almondbury, Huddersfield,
West Yorkshire HD5 8PB, England

The SF/speculative poetry I should read and reread, let alone
catching up on ‘proto-SF’ poets I’m years behind on, means

that my connection with the reviews in SFC is voyeuristic at
best. I was tempted by some things mentioned, but not
enough to face the struggle of trying to find them in our
library. It has the unhelpful habit of ghettoising SF,
unalphabeticised, in the Light Fiction room. I have a vision of
the proverbial little old lady seeking a light read, and ending
up with Valis. The library has an ‘equal opportunity/feminist’
section, yet ghettoised Suzette Haden Elgin’s feminist icon
tale Native Tongue into the Light Fiction room. They put
Aldiss’s ‘read with lefthand’ers, such as The Hand-Reared Boy
alphabeticised on the main shelves, yet his serious work (the
SF) in the Light Fiction room. Only Dick’s non-SF novels get
on the main shelves. I could multiply these crazed instances
of misfiling, but they make it a nightmare actually trying to
find any particular book.

(4 December 1994)

Steve also suggests reinstating the Index to SF Commentary —
it will be here if I can find room at the end of the issue.

Steve’s specialty is SF poetry, or any other poetry from the
alternative/slipstream area. He publishes a wide range of
magazines and books, so write to him at the above address
if you’d like to see what he has available.

WE ALSO HEARD FROM . . .

Eva Hauser, GUFF winner from 1991, who wrote to me in
1993 to say that she has left SF publishing in the Czech
Republic and is now working on a variety of other projects,
including her own fiction and books of feminist essays.

Graham Stone reports that his famous bibliography of
Australian SF continues to be updated.

Ed Meskys is still publishing Niekas regularly, despite
facing far more severe problems than have ever faced me in
publishing SFC.

Gordon Van Gelder and I corresponded about the works
of Kate Wilhelm. I sent him what I thought was a pretty good
article about Wilhelm, who is one of Gordon’s favourite
writers. Gordon was her publisher while he was still working
at St Martin’s Press. Gordon sent a page of corrections to my
article, plus a copy of Death Qualified, which was then Kate
Wilhelm’s latest novel. Gordon made sensible suggestions,
but I’ve never had time to do the mountain of work needed
to update my article. 

Syd Bounds keeps in touch. Among other comments
about SFC 73/74/75, he said: ‘I was impressed by this is-
sue . . . That was before I reached “Critical Mass”. Then
Langford so dazzled me that the rest of the issue was
dimmed. Obviously this is unfair to your other writers.’ The
main reason Dave Langford’s reviews no longer appear here
is that (a) he put them on his Web site, then very recently
(b) has included them in his own large book of his critical
writing. No sign of that book in Australia yet.

Terry Dowling thanked Damien Broderick for his review
of Blue Tyson, and apologises for the ‘unfortunate truncation
of our MS for Mortal Fire. We did have a final page (335), but
this was summarily cut by the new publishing director so the
book could make a 1993 release date. SF Commentary was
included on that page, as were several other publications we
wanted to recommend.’ I want to thank Terry publicly for
arranging for me to publish an obituary for George Turner
in The Australian in 1997, shortly after George died.

Terry Jeeves keeps in touch, although he has had health
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problems in recent years. ‘I enjoyed Damien Broderick’s
review of the Encyclopedia, but must admit the book itself had
a few omissions — once you got past Clute’s incomprehen-
sible opening comments. Fancy, no entry for Kimball Kin-
nison, yet Elric gets a big spread. Did personal taste creep in
there?’ Probably. John Clute has been accused of making the
more recent Encyclopedia of Fantasy a highly personal, even
idiosyncratic book, but, like the Nicholls/Clute Encyclopedia
of Science Fiction, it is a necessary reference.

Stan Robinson thanks me for the interview published in
SFC 73/74/75. He wanted to meet me when he reached
Australia in the 1990s, but didn’t. He did catch up with
George Turner.

Scott Campbell has continually sent new addresses dur-
ing the last eight years: ‘Why do I keep moving all the time?
Don’t let this get around, but Salman Rushdie has been
living in Australia for the last few years, and I got the job of
looking after the old devil. We don’t like to stay in one place
for too long.’ I’ve never met Scott, but he’s been sighted by
British fans in a London pub.

Tony Joseph, who is M. K. Joseph’s son, wrote asking for
a copy of Stanislaw Lem’s review of M. K. Joseph’s The Hole
in the Zero (SFC 24, November 1971). Tony had also obtained
a copy of Philip K. Dick: Electric Shepherd. I sent Tony the
material he asked for, but haven’t heard from him since.

Tom Whalen was hurtling back and forth from Germany
to New Orleans when last I was in touch with him, but I didn’t
hear from him after the publication of SFC 76.

Chris Priest and I were still discussing Chris’s The Book on
the Edge of Forever in 1994. I’ve reviewed it, but it’s in a large
block of my ‘Scanning in the Nineties’ reviews that will
appear next issue.

SF COMMENTARY No. 76

Email has made things both easy and difficult for the fanzine
editor. Lots of people send emails as soon as they receive an
issue. They tell me they will send a long, full-blooded letter
of comment ‘as soon as possible’. They rarely do.

Other people took advantage of my offer to send the
whole issue as a .PDF file (all 1.8 megabytes of it). I did not
keep a list of these people, unless they sent a letter of
comment.

So I’m willing to send you this issue, and probably the
next, on the strength of the fact that you got in touch with
me. However, I’m not going to list you as a correspondent
or contributor if all you did was promise to send a letter.

And you might not find your name in the WAHF section.
You haven’t been left out on purpose, but you may have
disappeared under the electronic scrum. Apologies if this
has happened.

BOB SMITH
37 St Johns Road, Bradbury,
New South Wales 2560

I don’t know if ever met George Turner — perhaps at the
Tenth Australian SF Convention, University of Melbourne,
1–3 January 1971, if he was there. Because of the tyranny of
distance, he has always been a shadowy person for me. Since
he appeared in Australian Science Fiction Review (First Series),
and I was receiving it (I cringe to remember that I actually
had a column in it — ‘Smith’s Burst’), I should remember all

controversial things he wrote . . . but my memory will not
come up with anything.

Until recently I had read no Turner fiction, but I found
the Sphere paperback of Beloved Son in a book exchange for
50 cents. I guess I raised a jaundiced eyebrow at the ‘SF Epic
of the Year’ blurb, and at this stage I haven’t quite finished
reading it. It does not inspire me to dash out and find more
Turner, I’m afraid, although I realise that I did read ‘I Still
Call Australia Home’ in a Hartwell anthology.

The Sea and Summer (Drowning Towers in the American edi-
tion) is the Turner SF novel to read first, not Beloved Son.

I am not rapt about George’s criticism, early or recent, but
find his lighthearted writings entertaining. The interview at
the end of SFC 76 hints at darker moments in his life, and
most of the examples you provide indicate, to me, that he
was a writer and definitely not a ‘fan’ in the sense I am
familiar with.

What happened to the large dog Bangsund mentioned?
(2 November 2000)

If you read George’s autobiography In the Heart or in the Head
or, better still, Judy Buckrich’s biography, you would find the
full story of Caesar. When George returned to Melbourne,
broke, after his disastrous year in Sydney (in 1969–70), he
found that Caesar, who had been staying with a friend in St
Kilda, had been fed a poison bait only a week before he
returned. That was George’s lowest moment. He made
Caesar into the main character of his most passionate non-
SF novel, Transit of Cassidy.

JOHN BROSNAN

Just a short note thanking you for SF Commentary 76. Very
impressive tribute to that old bastard Turner. Hope he’s
suitably impressed, wherever he is these days. Perth, isn’t it?
(I occasionally watch Neighbours, just to keep in touch with
my cultural roots, and whenever a character is written out of
the series people say that he or she has ‘gone to Perth’,
which I’ve deciphered as being a metaphor for being dead. I
should know.)

Oddly enough, when I originally read much of the material
you’ve reprinted of Turner’s I’m sure I was extremely irritated
by his opinions, but now, decades later, I’m in complete
agreement with him. Part of the ageing process, I guess . . .

(29 November 2000)

CY CHAUVIN
14248 Wilfred, Detroit, Michigan 48213, USA

I had a Christmas party on Saturday, and got a chance to talk
to Patrick O’Leary, who I never really talked to before. He
mentioned how much he enjoyed reading The New York Review
Of Science Fiction, and how he hadn’t found anything else
that really was up to its standards. So then I went upstairs
and I brought down SFC 76. ‘Have you ever seen this before?’
I said. ‘I think it’s the best magazine about SF anywhere.’ So
Patrick began to flip through it. ‘Oh, I have to read this,’ he
said, seeing George Turner’s review of Gene Wolfe. ‘And this,’
he said, seeing the piece on Thomas Disch. And then he saw
the piece on The Dispossessed. ‘Oh, you don’t mind if I sit
down and read this here, do you?’ he said. And of course I
didn’t. I understood. We talked a little afterward about how
much we admired The Dispossessed, and I said that George
Turner was the only one who ever really explained why she
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structured it the way she did. (And it was amazing to me to
read the article now after so many years — somehow I
missed it on original publication.) It’s been a long time since
I’ve had such an enjoyable conversation about science
fiction. And Patrick took down your address and subscription
information and said he was going to rush something off to
you, so you may have another reader in Detroit soon!

As far as I can remember, Patrick O’Leary didn’t get in touch
with me, but you did, Cy. This was a most gratifying letter of
comment, because it showed that the old Turner magic still
works — he pretended to damn all the works of SF, but often
made people enthusiastic about works they would never
have read otherwise.

I’ve been trying to cope with going back to work myself
after being off for a couple months on disability. I hurt my
back while exercising, and couldn’t take the long drive to
work anymore. Our office was bought by a large corporation
from Atlanta, Georgia, and we were moved from a very
convenient location downtown to a traffic-clogged location in
a distant suburb. This happened about a year and a half ago.
And now our corporation has been bought by an even larger

international company. I never imagined that anyone would
ever buy our small, family-owned magazine, but sometimes
what you never imagined comes true. I do resent being in a
place where there are no sidewalks or traffic lights, making it
impossible to walk anywhere. Even the woods and field across
the parking lot from where I work which gave a nice view are
being cut down for another one-storey office park, and the
last advantage of this place over the old is being lost. 

(20 December 2000)

TOM COVERDALE
25 Docker Street, Richmond, Victoria 3121

I was interested in your comments on telepathy on the
Eidolist a while back: ‘The real problem of telepathy, raised by
George Turner in his famous essay about The Demolished Man,
is that in a society with a large number of telepathic people,
it might not be possible to shut out other people’s thoughts,
therefore leading to society-wide madness. Bester in The
Demolished Man had some tricksy way of shutting out other
people’s thoughts, a solution that Turner thought was quite
specious, and used inconsistently in the novel. So any ‘rules’
of telepathy in your book would have to be absolutely

BRIAN ALDISS
39 St Andrews Road, Old Headington,
Oxford OX3 9DL, England

Dear Bruce
SF Commentary 76 — the George Turner issue — is a triffic
effort, colour covers back and front and all. Full of
interesting reading.

But I am going to pick on one small point. Even worse,
I have picked on it before. However, it appears again so I
pick on it again. It is a remark that defames my first
publisher, Faber & Faber. It is made by Peter Nicholls on
page 98. I don’t know where he got the idea from; he
claims that I sold my first SF novel, Non-Stop, including
World Rights, for £60.

This was not the case. Faber would not stoop so low. In
those days, honourable men ran publishing houses.
Non-Stop worked its way round the world; at every stop I
collected. Just a month or two ago, Millennium, an imprint
of Victor Gollancz — in the shape of my old friend Malcolm
Edwards — reprinted Non-Stop as an ‘SF Masterwork’. As
ever, I was paid.

It gave me no pleasure to correct this defamatory
remark the first time. This time, it gives me even less
pleasure!

Sorry, this is incidental and has nothing to do with the
monumental Turner!

Regards, Brian.
(8 November 2000)

PETER NICHOLLS
‘Monsarrat’, 26A Wandsworth Road,
Surrey Hills, Victoria 3127
To: BRIAN ALDISS

Dear Brian,
I do now faintly remember you setting me right many
years ago on the error I apparently made about your sale

of Non-Stop, and I should have picked it up when Bruce
asked permission to reprint my ancient discussion with
George. I do apologise. I assume Bruce will carry your
justifiably cross letter of repudiation in the next issue.

What mystifies me is where I got the story from, which
now I cannot remember at all — see below. It must have
been a source I trusted, or I wouldn’t have used the story.
Anyway, I’m once again relieved to learn that Non-Stop
rights remain safely with you. And I too look back sadly to
the days when one could say without irony that British
publishers, all in all and most of the time, were
honourable men.

My memory is shocking these days though. At
sixty-one, I’m comparatively young, but memory loss is
pretty well crippling my ability to write anything more
ambitious than the occasional book review. This is
probably not unconnected, I’m sorry to say, with the
Parkinson’s disease I was recently (two weeks ago)
diagnosed as having. Indeed, looking back at symptoms I
didn’t understand at the time, I’ve probably had it for
about five years now.

Good to hear from you, even if indirectly.
All best, Peter Nicholls.

(13 November 2000)

Peter’s reply to Brian was the first news that Peter had
been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. When last I
talked with Peter, he was in a mellow mood, resigned to
his fate but not below his usual intellectual best. In the
same period as Peter has been suffering severe health
problems, Brian has lost his beloved wife Margaret, pub-
lished his autobiography, and locked horns with Stanley
Kubrick. Kubrick based his film AI, eventually made by
Steven Spielberg, on Brian’s story ‘Supertoys Last All
Summer Long’, which is also the title of the new Aldiss
short story collection. Both Peter and Brian have been
longtime supporters of SF Commentary, for which much
thanks.
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consistent, or involve violent changes to society.’
Seems to me this problem of everyone’s thoughts hitting

the telepath at once might become reality if the so-called
hardware/wetware interface is ever realised. That is, once our
brains are connected to the internet, won’t we all be
telepathic? Presumably the medium for transmission would be
radio or microwaves, rather than psi waves, though.

Can you remember where the Turner essay was published?
(7 February 2001)

Tom, recently moved to Melbourne from South Australia,
decided to seek out SF people here. His email query about
The Demolished Man led him to write a letter of comment to
George Turner without having read George’s ‘The Double
Standard’ essay first.

Tom seems to have disappeared recently, although he
was attending the Nova Mob early in 2001.

VAN IKIN
Department of English,
University of Western Australia,
Nedlands, Western Australia 6009

I’ve just been reading the latest overland (No. 160), which
begins with an excerpt from ‘an autobiography in progress’ by
Dorothy Hewett, and on page 9 there’s a reference to George
Turner.

You might be aware of this already, but if not, let me
know and I’ll send you a photocopy as soon as I can. (But
that might take a week or so as I was diagnosed with
glandular fever a few weeks back and my life has been
changed — and slowed — ever since.)

Of course, this condition is not without its ‘silver lining’:
it has given me more time to read, and right at the time
when SFC 76 is available. It’s fascinating having this chance
to review George’s critical career.

Needless to say, I understand your apologies about the
dating of the issue. 21 months late? A hanging matter, to be
sure! You’d never catch me dragging the chain like that . . .

I’m looking forward to the coming ‘surprise’ issues!
(28 October 2000)

This was the first news I had had that Van had been suffering
from glandular fever. Elaine contracted it in her early twen-
ties, and was unable to do anything much for six months
except eat and sleep. It seems as if Van has recovered, as I’ve
received two fine issues of Science Fiction recently.

Fortunately, editor Ian Sysons has placed me on the
overland trade list, so I was able to track down the reference
to George Turner. Dorothy Hewett remembers meeting
George when he was the Industrial Officer at Bruck Mills in
Wangaratta, way back in the early fifties. George must have
appeared as a bit of a shock to Hewett. He sent her a letter,
wittily rude about her work, and they seem to have kept
writing to each other for some years.

STEVE JEFFERY
44 White Way, Kidlington,
Oxford 0X5 2XA, England

I don’t know whether to thank you or curse you. SF
Commentary 76 arrived in the post and pretty much distracted
me for all of yesterday when I really ought to have hitting an
apa deadline (worse, it’s Vikki’s apa) but I proved unable to
resist the lure of reading the 30th Anniversary issue just
about cover to cover (although in a fairly wayward order).

Fascinating. I really must see if we have a copy of Wolfe’s
Peace somewhere, and, if not, add it to my list of books that
touch on Memory Houses (along with Crowley, Yates, and now
the Jack Dann I picked up at Fantasycon.)

I’m still working my way through thoughts on Turner’s
various pieces on SF criticism and reviewing, not at all sure I
totally agree with him, especially when he makes seemingly
disparaging remarks about ‘academic’-sounding pieces by,
amongst others, Greenland and KVB as not doing much to
progress the understanding of SF, but then does something
almost indistinguishable himself in his article on the
structure of The Dispossessed. I’m not at all convinced (and
maybe George wasn’t, towards the end; I’d have to check the
date of the article) that it is any good or worth the struggle
trying to promote any critical acceptability of SF outside the
genre (it might make writers feel better, but I doubt one in
100 readers really gives a fig what critics in the TLS or
Observer might think of the genre if they even bother to
mention it).

So I have never really been convinced about this straining
for litcrit respectability anyway. The proper target for SF
reviews and criticism, to my mind, is the readers and
(assuming they take notice) the writers. And I’m beginning to
think writers are largely impervious anyway. They have an
immediate turn-off response to negative comments about
their books (based on the half dozen or so I know who have
mentioned this and their reaction to poor reviews). It’s one
of the reasons I never review books by authors who are
friends — the other side of which is that if it’s a very glowing
review I might be thought unduly biased, which I hope I’m
not.

GT’s pieces do set me thinking about why I do reviews,
and even why I edit the Vector reviews section. I don’t think
it’s because I have any personal critical agenda or manifesto,
or that I think it affects many authors or publishers in any
real way. Vector gives some of the new reviewers a place to
practise and hone their own critical and writing skills. We all
have to start somewhere, as I did when Paul Kincaid asked
me to join the Vector reviewers’ roster some years back, and I
think that should be encouraged. It has the possible
downside that it does tend to make you lose some of the
uncritical and perhaps naive enjoyment you used to read sf
with in younger days.

(25 October 2000)

You caught the Turner message, Steve, even if you disagree
with much of what he said, as we all did. I don’t think George
cared all that much for literary respectability, although he
knew that the best SF books would be well regarded if only
they weren’t the victim of the perpetual literary prejudice
against SF. He was annoyed when SF fans claimed literary
respectability for crappy SF books. They hurt their own
cause. They often showed that they wouldn’t recognise a
good book if they fell over one. That’s why he talked about
‘standards’, not because such standards would change the
behaviour of the writers or publishers, but because a bit of
critical thinking might change the attitudes of readers.

TIM JONES
87 Ellice Street, Mt Victoria,
Wellington, New Zealand

Thanks for sending me SF Commentary 76, and, a few months
ago now, Steam Engine Time. I enjoyed both very much, but
SF Commentary 76 was particularly memorable. I had read a
great deal about George Turner’s SF criticism over the years,
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and have a copy of The View From the Edge, which I bought at
Aussiecon II. Based on what I’d read about his criticism, I
viewed the prospect of actually reading some with
considerable trepidation — but what struck me most about it
was its common sense and, in most cases, moderation.
Compared with the worst excesses of the ‘kill the fuckers’
school of British fanzine and SF criticism, George seemed
positively restrained — and, as in those of his novels I’d
read, the appeal to reason was a striking characteristic. For
all George’s words of wisdom, it was his quote from Arnold
Green that most struck a chord with me: ‘The chattering of
one’s teeth is often mistaken for the approaching hoofbeats
of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse’ (p. 27). That’s a
comforting thought to take with one into the darkest of
nights.

Although I don’t know whether I will ever get around to
putting another Timbre into print, I have started putting
some reviews that would otherwise have gone into Timbre up
on my web site at
http://www.vuw.ac.nz/~timjones/zine_reviews.html. The
reviews that are currently there cover zines I received in
1998, but over the summer holidays, I intend to put up
reviews of zines received in 2000, including SF Commentary
76 and Steam Engine Time 1.

(19 November 2000)

JERRY KAUFMAN
PO Box 1786, Seattle, Washington 98111, USA

SF Commentary 76 arrived on Saturday, and I took it with me
on a little trip Suzle and I took in the North Cascades, to
examine it during odd moments. It’s quite an amazing zine,
and I thank you for sending it. I’ll probably read at it during
odder moments in the future. I find my interest in sercon has
waned a bit, and my concentration flags after shorter periods
than before.

I did read the several major articles that open the volume,
and bits of scattered reviews. I find I always agreed with
George in principle, but disagreed frequently with him in
specific applications. I was always a big Delany fan, while
George plainly wasn’t. (I remember disagreeing with him
about Triton, for instance, but don’t recall having seen his
remarks on Nova before.)

I don’t recall having read his structural analysis of The
Dispossessed before, either, but I noticed the structure of the
book myself. Another SF book with the same structure was
Who? by Budrys, though I don’t know if his purpose was the
same as Le Guin’s. I will assume that George would have
appreciated the comparison, since he liked Rogue Moon so
much.

(25 October 2000)

LLOYD PENNEY
1706-24 Eva Road, Etobicoke,
Ontario M9C 2B2, Canada

What a treat to receive in the mail, namely issue 76 of SF
Commentary, the George Turner Memorial Issue and Thirtieth
Anniversary Issue. It really is a beautiful magazine, well
produced, and with a great cover.

It is rare these days that a science fiction writer keeps
such close contact with his readers and with the local fandom
in his area, and participates in their projects because of the
same love of SF. (Perhaps not in America, where more writers
emerge from fandom, but it is certainly rare in Canada, and I
suspect, in Australia.) It sounds like George was that rare

bird, a pro and a fan, and active in both. I regret that he died
when he did; his appearance at Aussiecon 3 would have
revealed his talents as a writer to the whole world. I know he
was well known in Australia, but I don’t think he was in North
America.

George’s self-introduction on page 6 sounds quite familiar,
as so many fans remember what their first SF book was. For
many people, it was Heinlein’s Red Planet; for Yvonne, it was
Childhood’s End by Arthur C. Clarke. For me, it was probably a
Wollheim or Carr anthology or a collection of Asimov stories; I
don’t really recall. As Graham Greene said, the books needn’t
necessarily be good, but at least make an impact. I am
hoping that yet another generation of readers may claim the
same beginnings, and I suspect the book that made their
beginnings would be a ‘Harry Potter’ book. I think we can
agree that no one will even call the Rowling books fine
literature, not ever Joanne Rowling, but they have obviously
made an impact on hundreds of thousands of young people
[100 million at last count], and as they rediscover the joys of
reading, I hope they will discover the joys of SF&F as we did
long ago.

As I read George’s early criticism, especially his criticism
of critics and reviewers, I see that he falls into his own traps.
Constructive criticism of a book (and anything else, for that
matter) is rare indeed, by so-called professional reviewers, or
the fan who prints his own reviews in his fanzine. I’d prefer
reviews in plain English, with exploration of a book’s
strengths and weaknesses. I don’t think I’m alone in that
desire. Besides, gutting a book, and its writer in the process,
serves no purpose except to exercise your own frustrations in
print. I find George’s reviews so full of such flowery language
as to be nearly unreadable, and his attitude as expressed in
his writing comes across as harsh, snotty and arrogant.
Instead of learning more about the book being reviewed, we
learn George’s dislike of the writer, the massive affront he
had suffered at the hands of the author, and the enormous
extent to which he did not like the book. This teaches the
reader or the author nothing, and as a result, is totally
unconstructive and uneducational. (I see that George himself
admits in later years to poisonous reviews in his earlier years,
and that he did so because it seemed to be expected. Such is
the background negativity of fandom. He later on says he
didn’t even enjoy reviewing books. Perhaps it was the
inherent negativity of his reviews that influenced his later
choices in writing.)

I will agree with George on one thing . . . the promotional
blurbs on the jackets of most SF books are often fantastic on
their own, fantastic as in not having much to do with reality.
The excesses of such promotions (they make the phrase ‘The
greatest SF novel ever!’ look mild) have made reviewers,
critics and most readers cynical and negative. We always
knew, given the marvellous art that adorns most books, that
one cannot judge a book by its cover. Often, the art has
nothing to do with the contents. Now, one cannot judge a
book by what praise is written on its cover, or on the initial
pages of the book, or one will invariably be disappointed or
feel cheated, or foolish for swallowing such blatant
advertising copy. At least, he showed his support for
Australian SF and wrote glowingly about up and coming
writers. I did wonder for a moment if George disliked
American SF or just disliked Americans. But then, it is
difficult to write objectively all the time.

I have read through the entire zine, and find it nearly
impossible to comment on George’s reviews of books I’ve read
anywhere between 10 and 20 years ago. I also find it
impossible to take personal offence at an author who may

36



A desultory email conversation
between ROBERT LICHTMAN (RL)

and BRUCE GILLESPIE (BRG)

BRG:
I’m trying to work out the best way to get publishing
again. Everybody has told me for a long time that it’s
those giant issues that stop me in my tracks, and now they
really have stopped me, because I cannot ever get the
three or four weeks in a row I need to do one of them
(i.e. four weeks without earning anything) combined
with enough money in the bank to publish and post the
giant issue that results.

RL:
My fanzines aren’t such giants compared to yours, but I
take a longer view of their financing and their preparation
than you seem to be doing above. Except for a slight burst
of activity at the very end of preparation (and, later, the
gruntwork phase of collating, folding, stapling, mailing), I
proceed at a very gradual pace between issues, doing the
input as the articles come in (although these days almost
everything arrives electronically except for around half the
LoCs), deciding the playing order, arranging for artwork,
etc. I also build up my bank balance gradually, setting
aside/reserving so much per month until I’ve got the $500
or so it takes to get an issue printed and mailed. However,
I have regular salaried employment as opposed to the
freelance work that seems to be your sustaining income,
and that probably makes a difference in the money
department because I can predict what my cash flow will
be.

One thing about giant issues, besides that they stop
you in your tracks, and that’s that they tend to stop
readers in their tracks, too. Faced with 100-plus page
fanzines . . . not just yours but things like Guy Lillian’s
Challenger . . . I tend to pull the shorter items out first,
read and comment on them, and file them away. It took
me months to get around to the two huge Metaphysical
Reviews when you sent them out, and I expect it’s going
to take a while to get to the new SFC, no matter how
inviting it looks. Meanwhile, however, buoyed by reading
the two most recent issues of your apazines, I’ve dug out
the two previous issues that you sent me along with
Steam Engine Time No. 1 and am reading those. I really
enjoyed the lists article that I began last night, especially
the parts about your childhood/teen music list-keeping. I
will be including these issues in that omnibus LoC I keep
referring to.

BRG:
So I think, after twenty years, I might go back to using SF
Commentary as my basic fanzine, and get the damn thing
out often and small. Which means using up the back files
slowly, which will annoy contributors, but I can’t see any
other way of returning to publishing. I don’t know what
to do with the 100 pages of Metaphysical Review letter
column, however (remember those two giant issues I did

almost exactly two years ago?): type it all up and hope that
somehow someday I will be able to publish it? Meanwhile,
as soon as there is some spare money, I will get a 20-page
issue out, and try to keep up the momentum. Two things
that might suffer, however, are my memberships of Ac-
nestis and Anzapa. We’ll see.

RL:
If you were able to publish zines at least two or three
times yearly with that approximate page count, I’m sure it
would work in your favor in terms of momentum. You
would probably attract more response, too, for the reasons
I mention above regarding the problems dealing with big
zines for at least this reader. 

But if you did a frequent SFC and also continued to do
your part of SET, wouldn’t that be something of a
duplication of effort on your part, in that both zines are
‘sercon’ oriented? If your finances are limited, wouldn’t it
make sense to concentrate on one title?

But whatever you do to increase your genzine
frequency, would you then go to minac in the two apas,
drop out of one or both, or what?

BRG:
For Steam Engine Time No. 1, I printed 350 copies and sent
out the Australian copies and to all the Americans on my
list. This set Paul and Maureen off, and they sent out the
British and European copies, and to another group of
Americans who were on their lists but not on mine! There
seem to be about 700 copies out there somewhere. Paul,
however, is busy about a million matters, so I’m not sure
if SET 2 will actually go out in November. That will be my
next expense, of course: my half of SET. We’ll see.

RL:
Ohmighod, 700 copies! Trap Door’s print run is 250, its
initial circulation 230, and of those, somewhat under 150
are Americans, 55–60 are Brits. I would be hard pressed to
find 700 people to whom I’d wish to send it.

(1 November 2000)

BRG:
The real satisfaction from the huge issues of TMR has
always been that people have eventually dragged out the
giant issues and written giant letters of comment. Which
leaves me in a quandary (but not quandry) about how to
deal with immense riches that flowed in after the most
recent TMR. I suspect I do have to keep it going as a
separate entity — TMR gains that extra response and
buzz that not even classic SF Commentary attracted.

RL:
I think that’s because in many ways it’s a much looser,
more accessible fanzine than the more narrowly focused
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have disappointed me or bored me with a book. George seems
to find it easy. Perhaps that’s not why I’m a critic. I’m barely
a reviewer. Perhaps I tend to gravitate to those areas of
fandom that are the least negative (I find few areas
inherently positive, for they are often written off as childish
and naive), and that’s why I have come to gravitate around
conventions and fanzines, both constructive products of
fandom.

Thanks for a wonderful book to read through and make
some subjective comments on, Bruce, even if what I found in
George Turner wasn’t all that positive. I never knew the man,
and many others did, so perhaps my comments are couched in
ignorance not of my own making.

(27 October 2000)

Your comments, Lloyd, are pretty much the same as those of
many readers when they first encountered George’s reviews
and criticism more than 30 years ago.

George liked to annoy people. It was, he thought, the
only way to make them question their own assumptions
about their favourite reading matter. I should have printed
in SFC 76 Andy Dunwoodie’s eulogy at George’s funeral;
Andy said that at some time during every Sunday lunch at
the Dunwoodies in Ballarat, ‘George would disagree’. He
didn’t want people to agree with him; agreement only made
for dull conversation.

SFC. Sometimes I wish you would combine them, Ace
Double-like, so that the best elements of both would
appear simultaneously. And it’d be great if eventually
those 100 pages of letters you got, or at least the best
parts of them, were eventually to see print.

BRG:
Don’t worry — the idea of doing large print runs of SETs
1 and 2 was merely to put up the flag. Our idea is to lower
it after No. 3, and cut the print run to suit those people
staying in touch.

RL:
Wonder how many that’ll be? Out of curiosity, what’s your
average circulation been for SFC and TMR? I print 250
copies of Trap Door these days, with initial circulation
around 230. I cut off some people every issue due to non-
response and add some new ones, achieving a

steady-state situation. In the past I’ve had higher print
runs and circulations, but I’m trying to hold it even. And
frankly it’s pretty easy because so many of the fans whose
LoCs I see in other lettercols aren’t so interesting to me
that I want my own personal supply of their, er, golden
verbiage. (And/or I suspect from what piques their
comments to those zines that they wouldn’t be interested
in Trap Door.)

BRG:
And Paul and Maureen have a very particular idea about
the future direction of SET, which precludes short to
medium reviews of particular books. There are certainly
enough people wanting to contribute review articles and
longer think-pieces for us to be able to keep to the policy.
What I mainly have in the SFC vaults are shorter reviews
and good 1000–2000-word reviews.

RL:
So is this the reason you envision continuing SFC and
participating in SET?

BRG:
I wish I were disciplined enough to do a bit each day —
but I like to collect the whole magazine in my head after
I’ve typed all the bits. The real time is taken after all the
bits are gathered together.

RL:
My own method is somewhere in between. I like to work
in bursts, dealing with articles as they come in. I save the
letter column and my editorial to do near the end of the
process. By then, I have a good idea of how much space
the articles are going to take, and can then tailor the rest
of the issue to work with that. I generally get some really
good, almost article-like letters, so I try to be generous
with the space allocated to the lettercol. While I’m doing
the lettercol, I’m concurrently working on the first draft of
my editorial, but until I determine how long the lettercol
needs to be I don’t really know how much space to leave
for myself. I budget for a minimum of four pages (to
include colophon and ToC), but in the new format I’ll be
expanding that to five pages because of smaller pages.
(New format is half-letter rather than half-legal.) And now
you Know Everything about how I do Trap Door.

(3 November 2000)

Robert Lichtman. (Photographer unknown, but probably Tvonne
Rousseau/John Foyster.)
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DAVE PIPER
7 Cranley Drive, Ruislip,
Middlesex HA4 6BZ, England

Thanks for the exceptionally beautiful issue of SF
Commentary. It would be difficult to convince a passing
Martian that issue 76 is the latest in a long line stretching
back to January 1969 and that Issue 1 . . . on visual grounds,
that is. As far as content goes, George was strongly present
in Number 1, and although the production values were . . .
er . . . a wee bit poor (!), the sheer quality of the writing
doesn’t reflect badly on that thirty-year-old issue.

Mind you, I don’t believe it that it’s been more than 30
years since I received that first issue. I’ve just checked my
mirror, and I don’t look a day over thirty-seven (forget about
the nights!). There must be some kinda chrono-synclastic-
infundulumbum-thingy happening. At this rate I’ll find a
Victorian penny in me change from the local Regal after
seeing the latest Clint Eastwood sex comedy: Birth of a
Nation. I think I should have a lie-down.

It was a great idea to make the thirtieth annish a Turner
extravaganza. My only cavil is that I wish there more words I
hadn’t previously read. I always enjoyed George Turner’s
writings, even if I didn’t always say so often enough, and I
regret there will be no more.

You mention Malcolm Edwards reprinting those 1950s
items. As I started reading SF in the early fifties . . . my
fifties were your sixties, which is probably the reason for my
considerable liking for Sturgeon, Pangborn, Kornbluth, Simak,
Kuttner, Bester, et al., and probably explains why I can still
re-read their books with enjoyment, rather than the bulk of
present-day writers. Colour me bleedin’ old’ git!

(10 November 2000)

FRANZ ROTTENSTEINER
Marchettigasse 9/17, A-1060 Wien, Austria

I myself are guilty of not appreciating George Turner enough
while he was still alive. He really seems to have had a
consistent philosophical and aesthetical view of science
fiction, and to have expressed it in a convincing and
entertaining way. I hope that you will succeed in getting
Turner’s writing on SF into print in book form; and to get
some of his novels into print again, although I am afraid that
they are contrary to the current trends in science fiction, and
really thoughtful works are getting rarer and rarer, although a
series such as Gollancz/Millenium’s ‘SF Masterpieces’ seems to
do well enough. But I doubt now very much that the field as

a whole will ever gain respectability, or that major SF works
will be accepted as general literature.

How are you? SF Commentary must have cost you a pretty
bundle. Have you work enough to get by? Here the
possibilities in the SF field are decreasing steadily, as they
are in the book industry in general, but the German book
industry is good, and old connections still hold.

(2 November 2000)

I lurch along from one freelance assignment to another,
Franz. None of them has anything to do with science fiction,
or even with fiction. I edit school and college textbooks
because that’s what Australian publishers usually publish.

You’ll notice that I haven’t published your very long
letter about your bust-up with Stanislaw Lem. Many readers
would like to hear the messy details, but I’m afraid that
publishing such a letter now might only set off further
litigation. (Franz has survived a potentially very expensive
law suit brought against him by Stanislaw Lem.) You seem to
have found that one’s literary heroes can prove to have not
merely feet of clay.

ALAN SANDERCOCK
612 Clairmont Circle, Decatur,
Georgia 30033, USA 

I thought I’d reply quickly to your email, although I’ve still
had it for a couple of days and so I obviously could have sent
something sooner! It’s actually Monday evening here in
Atlanta as I write this. Today has been a federal holiday in
memory of Martin Luther King. I’m an employee of the State
of Georgia and also got the day off. By the way, I saw your
message sometime on Saturday when I checked my email and
I also had a message from Paul Anderson and Joy Window.
This puts me in mind of the fact that I soon have to email
Joy reminding her that it’s been thirty years since she first
turned up at the inaugural meeting of the Adelaide University
Science Fiction Association. 

This coming Easter it will be thirty-one years since I saw a
rather younger Bruce Gillespie wandering around the
Murrumbeena Theatre at the Melbourne Easter SF Convention.

John Foyster (left), Franz Rottensteiner (middle) and Hannah
Rottensteiner (right), Vienna, 1996. (Photo: Yvonne Rousseau)

Melbourne
Eastercon 1972:
Alan Sandercock
trying to look the
other way while
Bruce Gillespie
commits a
solecism (typing
a stencil at an SF
convention).
(Photo: Gary Hoff)
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Now I just did something interesting, Bruce. I wasn’t sure
about the spelling of Murrumbeena so I went and did a search
on Eastercon and Melbourne in the Google search engine and
I got intrigued by a web site that announced itself as Emerald
City. This destination is being run by one Cheryl Morgan, and
I notice that there are a couple of pictures of you in there. I
guess I don’t have to trust you on the hair going a little bit
grey. I must say that the same thing seems to be happening
to me, although so far it’s the beard that’s changing colour.

By the way, I would really love to have you send me your
fanzines again. Everything you mentioned in the email sounds
good to me. I’ve often found myself thinking about your
writing and your interesting lists of best things of the year,
and I must say that I’ve been missing them of late. In case I
forget, you should send material to the address at the head of
this letter.

I know that it’s been a while since we’ve communicated,
but this seems to have happened to me with other people as
well. However, I seem at least to have gotten back in touch
with the people I used to know in Adelaide. At the moment
I’m corresponding (via email) with Jeff Harris, Joy Window,
John McPharlin and (most recently) Paul Anderson. My
daughter Maria (who is now a lot bigger than when you last
saw her) is a pen pal of my old school friend John Hewitt.

I’ll write again within the week with more details of what
I’ve been up to over the last few years. I can also then tell
you how my new friend Jane discovered a novel by one
George Turner and perhaps tell you about my being in the
same small room with Gary Farber and Patrick Nielsen Hayden. 

(16 January 2001)

I haven’t heard from Alan since the beginning of the year,
but I hope he enjoys this issue, and can get back to Australia
again soon.

SUE THOMASON
190 Coach Road, Sleights, Whitby,
North Yorks YO22 5EN, England

I was particularly impressed with George Turner’s clarity and
fairness in ‘On Writing About Science Fiction’. I review SF
regularly myself (for the British Science Fiction Association’s
Vector). I don’t think I’m a particularly perceptive or
intelligent reader/reviewer, but I do try really really hard to
present as full and evenhanded a description of a work as I
can manage, without simply giving a precis of the plot. I try
really hard to say ‘this book doesn’t work for me because . . .’,
rather than ‘this ill-informed and annoying piece of
trash . . .’, and I am continually (well, fairly often)
disappointed to find that Book X doesn’t profoundly move me.
(As a fiction writer myself, someone who has never come
anywhere near finishing a novel, I cannot understand how
other writers put so much time and energy into creating
works whose highest ambition is apparently to be moderately
diverting.) In future, I intend to re-read George’s comments
before sitting down to review.

There are two particular problems that George Turner does
not mention. For one, I find it hard (sometimes impossible)
to read simultaneously ‘for enjoyment’ (which is what I do
when I read a book for the fist time) and ‘critically’ (mentally
standing back and trying to work out what’s going on, what is
good, how this effect is achieved . . .). I am completely
absorbed into a good story. It’s my closest experience of
‘virtual reality’. I am not aware of the process of reading. I’m
not usually aware of the print, the prose style. When I am
aware of this on first reading, it’s usually an unpleasantly

distracting intrusion. This makes me feel really stupid when I
resurface from reading something and all I can say about it is
‘Wow!’ I have to wait for days, sometimes weeks, before I can
step back far enough to start ‘engaging the critical process’
(or whatever).

The second difficulty that George does not mention is the
technical one of writing to a prespecified, usually fairly short
word limit. I have usually got 400 words to convey some sort
of impression of a whole book — every aspect of it. It’s
impossible.

I really enjoyed all of George’s writing on Le Guin,
probably because I already have a deep and sustained
enjoyment of Le Guin’s writing, and it’s good to hear
somebody talking intelligently about something I love. And
also occasionally hate. How can someone who is so
perceptive and right about most things be so blind and wrong
about others? I feel in particular that Le Guin has had a ‘blind
spot’ about feminism. I admire her attempts to engage with
contemporary political and ecological concerns, and her
attempts to picture some variety of ‘healthy society’. (It’s
much easier to write either a God-ain’t-it-awful dystopia, or a
neatly totalitarian utopia, than to envisage a society where
people who aren’t like me might be happy and fairly treated.)
My current main grumble with Le Guin boils down to ‘Where
are the Hainish when we need them?’ It’s all very well to have
a future dominated by a super-ethical alien Parent Race, but I
wish they’d hurry up and rescue us before we make too many
more species extinct. (Actually, Le Guin says it gets much
worse before they arrive). SF ought to providing us with the
mental tools to grapple with our current challenging
situation, and it isn’t. Trying to envision a hopeful future is
hard work, if not impossible, right now.

(20 November 2000)

That’s the best distinction I’ve ever heard between ‘specula-
tive fiction’ and merely ‘utopian fiction’: that fiction about
a viable/imaginable future should show how that future will
benefit people who are not like me and don’t share my
assumptions.

CASEY JUNE WOLF
14-2320 Woodland Drive,
Vancouver V5N 3P2, Canada

Solaris, the Russian movie (in retrospect) made me think of
you. Not that anyone in it reminded me of you, I hasten to
add. It seems like such a dopey movie in many ways. And it is
very long (162 minutes), very slow and often appears
meaningless — such as the very long drive into town. But in
the end I really liked it, and it made me curious to read Lem’s
book some day.

That sounds a lot like me — long, slow and often apparently
meaningless. The trouble with the novel Solaris is that it isn’t
Lem’s book; it’s an English translation of a French transla-
tion from the Polish. A new translation should have been
done twenty years ago.

I have been asking people what ten books they would
recommend to best represent the history of science fiction
from their point of view. Or, if not that, their ten favourites.
I am amazed that a group of people so willing to give
opinions on everything, normally, are so unwilling to answer
that question. The only one who gave me titles, I don’t
believe him. I think he was answering from his library, not
from his whole experience but maybe I’m wrong. Anyway, the
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Russell, Turner and God
The David Lake letters
David Lake and I have been exchanging letters over the
last few years, first while his wife Marguerite became
increasingly stricken by Parkinson’s disease, then as
David faced life alone after Marguerite died. In these
letters we’ve discussed life, death, and the meaning of
almost everything.

The Sparrow, by Mary Doria Russell, a non-genre
writer, was first noticed by Rog Peyton and other British
fans about three years ago. The Sparrow won the Arthur
C. Clarke award, become a bestseller on both sides of the
Atlantic, and has been optioned to be made into a major
film. I enjoyed the book as much for the vividness of its
characters as for its ideas, and sent a copy to David Lake:

I finished The Sparrow at 11.20 p.m. last night, and now
I’m writing this at 6.30 next morning. I’ve just woken
from a colourful dream, certainly suggested by the book.

In my dream, I and some others were guests in the
house of an alien species. The species was polymorphic,
and some of its forms were rather deplorable. There was
tension and some fear, but this was not a nightmare.
Oddly, one of the women of our party wanted to go out at
night. I began escorting her round the garden, then, at a
corner of the house, we met a large dog that talked to us
— in English. Its head was striped, badger fashion, but
red–yellow–black; otherwise it was very much like a
German shepherd. It seemed to be friendly; I think it was
giving us a warning . . . Then I woke up.

I suppose the speaking dog was suggested by the
Runa, and the house was a Jana’ata palace. I must thank
you for sending me a book that was a good read for
several days, very colourful, and a suggester of colourful
dreams. Before I went to bed last night I turned to The
New Dinosaurs, the book Russell acknowledges as one of
her inspirations (I own a copy), and found on pages 48–9
pictures of the two species: the vegetarian Cone-eater,
with its five fingers (both the outer two opposable), and
its mimicking predator the Jinx, three-fingered, with a
foot clearly based on the actual fossil Deinonychus (much
like the Velociraptor of Spielberg fame). The two species
are not at all closely related, but the resemblance (even in
smell) is startling.

In the end, I got furious with The Sparrow. First,
Russell made a complete mess of the Alpha Centauri
system — I know that system, because in 1973 I wrote a
huge novel, Doubleworld, set on a planet of Alpha Centauri
A. This was the novel I never offered for publication, but
cannibalised for several of my published novels. So I know
that the only viable planets in that system would be at
about 1.15 au from the brightest star, A, or about .66 au
from B, the K-class yellow-orange star that is about .4 of
the Sun’s luminosity. Whichever orbit you choose, Proxima
is .2 light years away, 4.5 magnitude, a star so dim that
you wouldn’t even notice its colour, and only astronomers
with telescopes would realise that it had a parallax of

about 16" arc, making it a likely companion. You couldn’t
go about at night under its ‘redlight’! The two main stars,
A and B, are about as far from each other, on average, as
Uranus from the Sun; but the eccentricity of .5 means the
distance varies, over an eighty-year cycle, between the
distance of Saturn and that of Neptune. Even when the
stars are closest together, the far one gives hardly
appreciable heat to the viable planet — not more than
about one per cent of the heat of the planet’s own sun.
The daily cycle is divided into Day, Dimday, and Night.
Once a year, when the planet is directly between the two
suns, there is no Night, and Dimday begins at sunset with
the rising of the Daystar (or Firestar — it is noticeably
yellow-orange in my novel because it is B).

Russell could have made all this precise and
interesting, but she prefers falsity and vagueness.

But that’s not what annoyed me. If vagueness suited
her, fine . . . What I hate is the way she avoids the
theological point. She is too damn kind to Catholic
Christianity. The existence of any alien intelligent species
would be a terrible problem for Christians. The first
question a Catholic would ask would be: are they Unfallen,
or in a state of sin? Or have they any conception of God at
all? If they haven’t, then Christianity is in the worst kind
of trouble. Yet in Russell’s novel none of these Jesuits
asks that question! C. S. Lewis and James Blish were much
more on the ball. A Case of Conscience is therefore a better
novel than The Sparrow — it asks the right questions.

As for the story, the Jana’ata must be very stupid if
the best thing they can think of to do with an alien visitor
is to bugger him . . . really, that is material for a wry,
satirical short story, not for a novel. And Emilio should
have said at the end, ‘There is no God’, but he doesn’t.

The whole thing is not much more than a colourful
shaggy dog story. It leads you up the garden path to —
nothing.

I am losing patience with people who are polite about
the religions of Yahweh — Judaism, Christianity, Islam.
They are all hellish (literally) lies, and the causes of more
suffering on this planet than any other bad idea. If I were
a bit younger, I would seriously consider founding a rival
religion. You know what it is — the religion of the Lady
of Life. If you want a name, Isis. It would be explicity
anti-Yahwist, and might do parodies of Yahwist texts. I
believe some ‘pagans’ have actually revived a cult of Isis
— but I would have nothing to do with anything
superstitious or merely feminist, certainly nothing that
involved Nature worship. Bugger nature! Gaia is almost as
cruel a deity as Yahweh. No; we must worship the goddess
in ourselves, our humaneness. This for me is best
symbolised by a female figure.

It’s best not to found a new cult at all — because it
would certainly be perverted and abused. This is why my
hero William Blake did not make an institution of his own
very peculiar and fascinating religion.
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I wish I could draw and paint properly. I have no real
talent that way; I just do careful semi-copies, rather two-
dimensional pastiches — that’s why I paint on walls. Now
I would like to paint a parody of Michelangelo’s Pietá, with
an older woman and a man, rather in the style of Goya.
The woman would be my Lady of Life, but old, and in
sorrow. The man would be old, too, his dead eyes staring
at the viewer. Since I can’t paint, I can only describe this
unrealised work.

There’s no more I can say just now. Iomen!
(25 July 1998)

Many letters later, I suggested to David that he put in an
entry for the competition in the original edition of Dream-
ing Down Under, edited by Jack Dann and Janeen Webb.
Readers were asked to complete ‘And Now Doth Time
Waste Me’, the story that George Turner left uncom-
pleted at his death:

I have now read George’s piece. It’s very good, but I am
amazed that anyone could think I could do anything to
finish it. There are a heap of reasons why not: (1) I am no
good at puzzles of any kind, and now avoid them all —
even crosswords; (2) when I used to write novels, plotting
was one of my greatest weaknesses; and (3) I admire
George’s ability to project a grotty (and alas, all too likely)
future, but that is the kind of thing I have always avoided
writing. Most of my fiction, indeed, is wish fulfilment of
one kind or another. And I have alwasy avoided the time
band of the near future on this Earth.

So, it’s a complete no-no from me.
It’s a pity George didn’t leave notes. I can understand

that. I almost never wrote notes either, for any of my
fictions. (What I did devise was ‘supporting matter’ —
maps, sketches of imaginary languages, and so forth. But
not outlines.)

So, the puzzle remains, and I wish someone would
offer a solution. Here are my thoughts about the ?novel:
• It does indeed look like a short story that expanded.

The end-scene/first scene is especially like that.
• I am not sure the first bit would have been the

ending of the plot. The police have now got their
immortal; what are they going to do with him? If I
were the authorities, I would certainly not kill such a
person. He would be a tremendous resource for
historians and biologists. Perhaps there would have
been more action to follow. And the comments by
the snoopers on Colson’s oral narrative set up a
tension — I don’t think they are right to despise him
as much as they do. This tension asks for a
resolution. Hence, it could be a very long novel
indeed: Colson’s narrative plus further developments.

• What is the main focus of interest? Is it immortality
or the ghastly future? I incline to the ghastly future.
After all, immortality in itself is a pretty old theme.
What makes it especially nasty now is that it’s exactly
what the world doesn’t need — maybe not what
anyone needs, if the future is going to go so horrible.

All readers of SF know that immortals have to either
(1) be stealthy wanderers, like the Colsons — not a nice
prospect, or (2) form a picked and isolated society, in a
commune or a spaceship or wherever, away from mortals,
or (3) be tyrants ruling over mortals, who would be their
slaves or pets. I think all these options have been treated

before. That’s why I think future society is the main focus.
And that would not provide any easy plot resolution.

To a short story, maybe; to a novel, no.
(23 December 1998)

Thank you for SF Commentary 76. I read the George Turner
issue with avidity. I agree with nearly all that George
says/said — except that he can’t convince me that The
Dispossessed is not a political novel. If it were merely the
individual bucking the system — any system — there’d be
no need to invent Anarres. As it is, Anarres is the most
brilliant portrayal I know of an Anarchist society.

I think George is too severe about Vonnegut. For me,
at least, Cat’s Cradle is a masterpiece. It’s SF, but that’s
the least important thing about it. It’s a philosophical
novel — a terrible picture (and a true one) of the human
predicament: ‘the heartbreaking necessity of lying about
reality, and the heartbreaking impossibility of lying about
it’.

I suppose I am a thorough Bokonist: I’m an atheist
who is also deeply religious. I live my life now on a basis
of Duty — ‘Stern daughter of the voice of God’ — or
something-or-other. I do social work two or three times a
week (and now one of my clients is lying paralysed in
hospital after a bad stroke, and I visit her). I run a
successful poetry course, and work on Greek and Latin
(have just done a nice translation of an episode in Ovid
into 214 lines of English couplets). And it’s all not
enough; my life doesn’t seem to be for anything or anyone.

I guess I always wanted the approval of God or some
God-figure: my mother, my wife, or He/She up there. But
my mother and my wife are dead.

I keep worrying about the problem of God. You can
easily disprove the loving Father — he is disproved every
day by the terrible things that happen to people, including
many we know. The Creator, or at least some pervading
intelligence, as a concept, seems to be indispensible to
our civilisation, to our science. Without that, trying to
read ‘the Mind of God’, our science would have got
nowhere. The postulate of divine or ultimate rationality
gave us the confidence to investigate objective truth. I
think, God is objectivity. We keep on making objective
statements every day — ‘Shakespeare is a great writer’,
‘Hitler was a bad man’ — and none of them is justifiable
unless you postulate some (divine?) viewpoint outside
individuals. This is bothering me personally, for I’ve been
suffering from feelings of unworthiness, and then I think,
‘There is no objective judgment — I am neither worthy nor
unworthy — and neither is anyone else’. But, what is
truth? I respect some human beings enormously — Joan
of Arc, Abraham Lincoln. Is there no objective truth about
them; are they just my pinups?

There has to be objective truth about physical facts. It
simply is true that the Sun has a certain mass, much
greater than that of the Earth, and so on. The furniture
objectively is there for you to trip over in the dark house
at night. It is only a tiny step from physical objectivity to
the viewpoint of God. (Perhaps that’s what bothers the
postmodernists, who can’t accept any objectivity.)

I’m afraid I don’t read SF at all these days. All the
present prospects of the future seem appalling. There is
not going to be a Space Age, because there is no money in
it. The window of opportunity will be lost when the fossil
fuels run out. Earth will be a pullulating mess, and it will
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pick of the litter for him was The Space Merchants, because it
introduced a number of concepts that would later be
expanded by many writers. It isn’t one I ever would have
picked up myself, but I enjoyed reading it, and feel like a
better fan because of it. (That part was a joke, Bruce.)

My point was to mention the movie Solaris to you. It is
strange that I hesitate to say — oh, it’s great, I think you’d
like it, because it would be a leap to presume that anyone
would. It is not gripping in the way we expect movies to be,
yet I (who practised giving up hoping anything would happen
in a movie last week by watching Hirokazu’s Maborosi) was
happily able to suspend not only disbelief, but everything but
the decision to enjoy whatever this offering was, and
consequently I did enjoy it and am quite delighted that I saw
it. But I am so sick of the overstimulation and predictable
plotting and morality of American films, and even most
British, Canadian, and Australian films I’ve seen (which are
not legion — I’ve been too broke for many movies till
recently) that I am willing to tolerate a lot in order to get a
very different feeling of how the world can be perceived.

Casey, I’m pleased that you’ve discovered Solaris, which I’ve
seen three times. Lots of SF people don’t like it, but usually
they don’t like other long, slow, meditative, beautiful films
with a J. S. Bach soundtrack. No sign of it on DVD yet.

PS: One of my friends who refused to recommend any sort of
book as Important in Science Fiction nevertheless pointed to
Soldier of Arete (Gene Wolfe) in a used book store and said,
‘That’s good’. It was also cheap, and I like Gene Wolfe, so I
bought it. I soon realised it was the second in a series, but
since even the protagonist can’t remember what happened in
the first book, I don’t feel at a terrible advantage. This is an
American novel that is very slow-moving and constantly
backfills, yet it a page-turner, and provides a little of that
‘different point of view’ that I am thirsty for.

(26 February 2001)

WE ALSO HEARD FROM

Because of email, I simply no longer know Who I Also Heard
From. I have all the old-fashioned snail-mail letters on paper
in front of me. I think I have on hard disk all the emails that
people sent me, but I’m not sure. I did not keep a record of
emails from people who asked for .PDF versions of this issue.

Most of them did not send letters of comment. And then
there are some nice people in Acnestis and Anzapa who
commented on my magazines in those apas. Thanks in
particular to Claire Brialey, who said that SF Commentary 76
was Her Favourite Thing for a whole day. Sigh.

Special thanks to the many people who have sent sub-
scriptions and donations in the last eight years. It’s been a
long wait for a return on your investment, although you
should have received all issues of The Metaphysical Review, the
Turner Issue of SFC, and one issue of Steam Engine Time.

Thanks also to the people who have sent me books over
the years. To name names would risk offence by leaving out
some people. (But for surprise value nothing quite re-
sembles the annual David Russell birthday present.)

Rick Kennett bought a copy of Judy Buckrich’s biography
of George Turner on the day it was launched at Aussiecon
3, and had it signed by Judy, who was, along with Rick and
many others, a member of the 1979 Writers Workshop in
Sydney. In reply to a query about his writing career, Rick
wrote: ‘I’ve had a story reprinted in the recent edition of The
Year’s Best Fantasy & Horror (No. 12), another reprint in the
new SF zine Orb, launched at Aussiecon, and a new story in
Aurealis No. 24. Ash Tree Press of Canada has accepted a
story of mine for their triennial journal, and a collection
called 472 Cheyne Walk.’ Rick also sent me an article for a
future issue of SFC.

Russell Blackford has never been George Turner’s great-
est fan, but ‘It’s great having so much of George Turner’s
best stuff published in one place. Even where I think he’s
being idiosyncratic in his standards, George writes in a plain,
well-argued style that I find compelling and enjoyable’.

Damien Broderick thanked me for ‘the immense GT
Object [which] arrived in the post. Golly. Will read with
great pleasure (and probably occasional grinding of teeth)’.

In the Program Book for Aussiecon 3 I saw an advertise-
ment greeting me on behalf of the collective Fan Guests of
Honour at World Conventions. I wrote to the address given
in the advertisement, and received a reply from Andy Porter,
editor of SF Chronicle and himself a recent Worldcon Fan
Guest of Honour. ‘I’ve been running these adverts for
several years now, starting in 1992. Dave Kyle thinks I should
make it a real organisation, with gatherings at worldcons.’
Andy, the longest-running overseas supporter of Australian
worldcons (he can claim to have invented the idea of the
first Aussiecon), has still never been to Australia. He had his
trip planned for September 1999, but his mother became
very ill just before the convention, and died on 13 September
1999. Commiserations from all of us. 

Ned Brooks: ‘The things you learn in fanzines — not only
that George Turner had met Dame Nellie Melba, but that
her secretary at the time was Beverly Nichols. I have several
of Nichols’ books and actually read one or two of them. I
thought he was a good writer — for mainstream.’ Nichols’
novels seem to be reappearing in Britain, as the people in
Acnestis keep mentioning them.

Terry Jeeves sent me Erg, and particularly enjoyed
George Turner’s comments ‘on John W. Campbell, who we
all adored in the good old days. I had one brief but memo-
rable chat with him in 1957’. 

Andy Butler, also known as Andrew M. Butler when he’s
wearing his best t-shirt, thanked me for SFC 76, and men-
tioned ‘a little package of goodies to send you some recom-
pense; I seem to recall you read and enjoyed Christopher
Brookmyre — do you want a copy of his latest volume, Boiling
a Frog, and if so, hard or soft cover?’ He delivered the hard
copy when he revisited Melbourne in July. Thanks for that,

only be worse if there are spectacular lengthenings of the
human lifetime — for the rich mostly, I presume.
Information technology doesn’t excite me in the least. I
think I already know as much of the world as I want to,
and I have almost no one to communicate with. This is
why I don’t have a computer, and don’t intend to get
one. I tried a fax and found it useless. What do I want
with emails, when I enjoy writing letters like this one, on
paper?

I was sorry to hear of the death of Margaret Aldiss.
This is a thing one never recovers from. I am still living
my life with reference to my Marguerite, even though it’s
nearly two years since she died, and more than that since
she was a whole personality. I now think with remorse
how much better I could have been to her. I keep on
saying, ‘I love you, and I would like to love you and know
you better’, but she can’t hear from me.

(7 November 2000)
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Andy, and the copies of your ‘Pocket Essentials’ books on
Philip K. Dick and Cyberpunk.

Steve Sneyd actually apologised for not knowing quite
where to review SFC 76. I’m sure he’ll think of somewhere,
since he publishes quite a few magazines and booklets, some
of them handwritten.

Marty Cantor was finding it hard to keep up with SF
Commentary 76 because he was finding it hard to keep up with
all the fanzines he received last year. Fortunately Marty is not
too busy, however, to publish No Award, his own fanzine.

Ahrvid Engholm took the trouble to post an email in
praise of SF Commentary 76 on Memoryhole and Trufen.
That’s one way to stay on the mailing list, Ahrvid.

Steve Green wrote: ‘Bruce R Gillespie wrote: “Now that
the Monster Issue is out of the way, on to other things.”
Monster? Is that any way to talk about George . . . ?’

Terence M. Green, novelist, otherwise known as Terry
Green, friend and SFC supporter for nearly thirty years,
wrote: ‘[George] had a way of cutting through the crap,
didn’t he? And did I mention my latest news: I’m about to,
excitedly, enter geriatric parenthood (I’m 53, my wife is 39).
Due date is November 22, but we’ve been told to expect
early. We also know (amniocentesis) that it’s a boy. I already
have two sons, so . . . At any rate, we’re thrilled. I’ve been a
father before, and ain’t yet experienced anything quite like
it . . .’ Baby was in due course born, and mother, father and
baby are well.

Amy Harlib: ‘I can’t thank you enough for sending me
this most recent SF Commentary devoted to the undeservedly
unsung George Turner. This was truly a book disguised as a
zine, a book of literary insight worthy of standing beside the
works of John Clute as an exemplar of SF lit crit! I loved the
wit of his reminiscenses and his incisive analysis of specific
works: even as he “ripped apart” books by formerly favorite
writers.’ Glad to have you on the mailing list, Amy.

Arthur D. Hlavaty was so excited by SFC 76 that he gave
it a half-page rave review in the New York Review of Science
Fiction. Much thanks.

Tony Thomas is just a bit younger than I am, but some-
how he’s managed to retire, lucky sod. Because he’s retired,
he’s had to find a fanzine to publish, so he now produces
The Melbourne Shakespearean for the Melbourne Shakespeare
Society. Tony has what I would call a ‘radio voice’, so he is
also producing and presenting programs on 3MBS, Mel-
bourne’s volunteer- and subscriber-based classical music FM
station.

Mats Linder is a Swedish fan I thought I had lost forever.
However, he popped out of an email one day, and sent him
SFC 76 and Steam Engine Time 1. He enjoyed them.

Syd Bounds was particularly interested in George
Turner’s description of the 1977 Writers Workshop, ‘per-
haps because I did some tutoring for a correspondence
writing school at one time’. Syd, who must be about eighty,
was still doing tutoring until recently, and is still writing new
fiction and having older stories republished. ‘I remember
reading the Magnet and Nelson Lee. I saw copies of both
papers on sale recently at the vintage book fair in London.
There were, of course, some vintage people on view as well:
Ted Tubb missed this time as he was celebrating his eighty-
first birthday; but present were Phil Harbottle, Mike Ashley,
George Locke, Basil Copper and Stephen Jones. I heard that
Ron Chetwynd-Hayes is now in a home. Try not to get old
too soon.’ The inside of my head never gets old, Syd, but the
outer body just keeps crumbling. 

Sir Arthur Clarke confesses that he does not remember
the meeting with George Turner in 1979, described vividly

in SFC 76. ‘George was certainly an extraordinary guy — but
I’m rather relieved to find that George never reviewed any
of my books!’ He did, actually, in SFC 73/74/75, the last issue
in which he appeared before he died. Since I have no spare
copies, I must remember to send Sir Arthur photocopies of
those pages.

‘I am now completely wheelchaired, but feeling fine and
can stand for a seconds.’ 

Eric Lindsay might not yet have read SFC 76. Whenever
I hear from or about him, he and Jean Weber are either
(1) traipsing their motor home round the backblocks of
northern and central Australia; (2) visiting a convention in
Seattle or London; or (3) gazing out over the Whitsunday
Passage from the window of their palatial apartment at Airlie
Beach. Eric and Jean are so determined to show off their
lifestyle/palatial pad that they are holding a relaxacon at
Airlie Beach next year, just after Convergence, the national
convention that will be held in Melbourne on the first
weekend of June, 2002. The New Zealand national conven-
tion will be held the week before Convergence and the Airlie
Beach gathering.

John Litchen said: ‘I realise that I’ve read probably all of
[George Turner’s essays] in many of yours and John Bang-
sund’s earlier publications. Of course, over the years I’ve
forgotten what George wrote, so seeing it all again in one
volume is an eye-opener. And reading it again is like reading
it for the first time anyway. I feel very tempted to go back and
dig up some of the books he reviews, even though I read
them years ago, and see how I feel about them in the light
of George’s reviews.’

Robin Pen, Western Australian cinema reviewer, fan and
former Eidolon staff member, enjoyed SFC 76. ‘Did I tell you
that Philip K. Dick: Electric Shepherd was a key book for me back
in my tentative days of trying to understand SF rather than
just reading it?’ Glad you could get a copy, Robin, because
Electric Shepherd did finally go out of print (except at out-
rageous prices in the catalogues of overseas secondhand
book dealers).

Greg Pickersgill had disappeared from sight for some
years. Now he’s back, managing the Memoryhole Internet
list, exchanging old fanzines so that they become available
again, and supporting Gillespie fanzines, especially SFC 76:
‘great production, excellent design, always full of interesting
stuff. I can honestly say I always feel a better person after
reading them. And I am not exaggerating! The only thing
I’ve read in recent weeks to come close . . . is the latest
Fantasy Commentator, which I think is an absurdly under-
valued piece of work, and people really ought to wake up to
Langley Searles before its too bloody late — he must be
getting on a fair bit by now, and I don’t believe he’s ever had
the praise he deserves.’ I agree, Greg. I have no idea why
Fantasy Commentator is not much better known among fans
who still read about SF.

Langley Searles keeps in touch, but only because Austra-
lia Post performed a small miracle of decoding the mailing
label of a recent Fantasy Commentator, so it reached me. All is
now fixed.

Mark Plummer wrote: ‘It was one of those days in the
office yesterday that just dragged on and on, and so it was
about half past seven by the time I got home, clutching my
takeaway Singapore noodles and crispy beef with chilli, to
find one of those orangy-brown envelopes which usually
mean another American fanzine. But no, this one’s Austra-
lian — which is pretty rare these days — and from you . . .
and it’s SFC No. 76, which is an all-round splendid thing
indeed. Almost makes me want to send off a Philcon mem-
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bership on the spot so I can nominate SFC for a Hugo . . .’
Not enough people felt the same way. No Hugo nomination,
not even for George Turner. And no Ditmar win, not even
for George Turner.

David Russell also thought SFC 76 was a shoe-in for a
Hugo. ‘When people in future study George Turner’s work,
your zine is going to be one of the most referred-to sources
of information, along with George Turner: A Life and In the
Heart or in the Head.’ I’m nearly out of copies of SFC 76, but
thanks to the Wonders of Modern Science, at least I can still
send out copies by email on .PDF file.

Peter Fogarty from New Zealand was pleased to receive
a bundle of fanzines from me, including SFC 76, so I hope
he stays in touch.

Andy Sawyer told me about the letter of comment he was
going to write, but it didn’t arrive. But it would be hard to
dislodge Andy from the mailing list, as he’s been there since
the mid 1970s.

Alison Scott wrote, making arrangements to cover trades
for all the Plotka crew. Plotka is regularly nominated for the
Hugo for Best Fanzine these days, deservedly. A recent issue
included the first CD-ROM of electronic goodies to distrib-
uted in a fanzine. She wrote: ‘I’m perfectly happy to have SF
Commentary by .PDF file instead of paper; that way you could
just send a paper copy to (for example) Steve Davies as a
representative of the Plokta cabal, and we will all pass it
around and admire the perfection of the printed version —
but the email’s just as good for actually reading.’ In a few years
time, all SFC readers will probably be able to download .PDF
files and print them. Until then, I hope I can still afford to
print and post the paper version. ‘At the moment we [at
Plokta] have no plans for another CD-ROM, but offers of
material are always welcome. We’d certainly be happy to put
some (or indeed all) of your zines on a CD-ROM if we do
another. (This one had about 200 Mb of material on it,
which was everything good that we could rustle up in a hurry.
So there’s plenty of room for more.)’

Garth Spencer was impressed by SFC 76, and particularly
enjoyed George’s essay on The Dispossessed. He said he would
be reviewing it for Vancouver’s BCSFAzine, but I haven’t seen
a copy yet.

Steve Stiles, one of the world’s best-known fan artists, is
a card-carrying George Turner fan. Therefore he was
pleased to receive SF Commentary 76 and In the Heart or in the
Head. I still have plenty of copies left of ITHITH — $20 to
Australians, or the equivalent of $US15 (which includes
airmail postage) to overseas enquirers. Thanks to Peter
Macnamara (Aphelion Books), I also have for sale lots of
copies of A Pursuit of Miracles, George Turner’s collection of
short stories, at a similar price.

Jan Stinson took, with good humour, a bit of flak for
daring to enter fandom through the N3F (National Fantasy
Fan Federation), which, despite its name, has a reputation
for being a backwater of American fandom. I sent her a copy
of SFC 76 on a .PDF, and she sent me back a copy of the N3F’s
magazine Tightbeam, in MS Publisher format. She also now
publishes her own fanzine.

Michael Tolley wrote: ‘George Turner’s comments on
meeting the great writers at Seacon are particularly amusing.
You secured two good covers from Dick Jenssen. George as
an Australian sphinx still seems an appropriate image, de-
spite the biography . . . [Now that I’ve retired] we have
enjoyed our visit to Alice Springs to visit our son Philip and
his family. We were very lucky that the weather was not hot,

and that we even collected some rain, a surprise when we
woke up and emerged from our underground hotel room
in Coober Pedy! We were able to see something of the
Flinders Ranges in our car trip. The wild flowers were spec-
tacular, even if Patterson’s Curse was the major exhibit. We
were very surprised to see a lot of dead kangaroos and
wallabies along the road north of Port Augusta, and even
more to find groups of wedge-tailed eagles, the vultures of
the Antipodes.’

Bob Tucker wrote: ‘That magnificent magazine just ar-
rived and I’m stunned. Man, when you publish you go all
out!’ Since October 2000, Bob has revived Le Zombie as
eZombie and had his life and work celebrated in a special
gathering in Bloomington, Indiana. I’ve seen the photos: all
in white tux, Tucker was the youngest-looking and snazziest
person at the gathering. I have plans to reprint the Tucker
Issue, but haven’t yet received the one major new contribu-
tion, a Tucker biography by Toni Weisskopf.

William Vennell made contact through the Internet.
‘Brief bio: I live in Wellington, New Zealand where, amongst
other things I help run an independent radio station
(www.radioactive.co.nz). I’ve been reading SF all my life.
One of the things the net has done for me is bring a lot more
information about SF right to my doorstep, as it were.
Bibliographies and the like. This has been great for my
collection but lousy for my bank balance. I’m lucky enough
to have a uncomprehending but tolerant girlfriend who
doesn’t mind the house being stuffed with books. I’m cur-
rently corresponding with Cherry Wilder, who I met through
Lucy Sussex (on line), and I belong to a couple of SF-related
lists. I love the way the net enables me to belong to a
community of people who actually understand what I’m
talking about. I’m also a writer (glacially slow) but isn’t
everybody? Also unpublished.

‘Danielewski is an American who has written House of
Leaves — which has been described as the literary eqivalent
of The Blair Witch Project. Worth a look. We interviewed him
last month, which went down very well — both with
Danielewski and the cast and crew of Lord of the Rings, who
are apparently fans of the book. I had to courier a CD copy
down to them in the wilds of the South Island.’ Mr Vennell
sounds an interesting bloke, but I haven’t heard anything
from him since.

Arlen P. Walker received SFC 76 in .PDF form, but I
haven’t heard yet whether he liked what he received.

Frank Weissenborn wrote: ‘A package arrived in my mail-
box on Friday. Opening it, I was to discover Steam Engine
Time. But there was more; the George Turner edition of SF
Commentary! Once more, very excited, I drove my hand deep
within the envelope. Surely I would find steak knives? an
amazingly innovative food blender? perhaps a vegetable
grater? But no. I drew forth another magazine, slimmer, but
made substantial with good comment. Thank you. Should I
make the cheque out in your name or to Demtel?’ Just send
folding cash, Frank, and I’ll decide where to stash it.

I’ve been in touch with Michael Waite, who is a George
Turner fan. In return for the bits and pieces I’ve sent him,
Michael has sent me some wonderful gems, including his
own FAPAzine, Trial and Air, which seems to be one of the
few fanzines with mutliple colour pages. Michael also sent
me lots of American folding money, which was very useful in
paying this year’s subscriptions for magazines such as NYRSF
and Locus.
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INTRODUCTION
by Bruce Gillespie

This issue of SFC is merely a chip off the juggernaut it should
have been. The planned issue would have also included the
‘Scanners’ columns by me, Alan Stewart, Paul Ewins, Doug
Barbour, and a few more.

Before presenting Colin Steele’s column, here is a brief
rundown of 1990s’ SF and fantasy novels and collections that
I have read and enjoyed. If you notice an enormous gap
here, it’s because I haven’t read your favourite book. 

BRUCE GILLESPIE’S
RECOMMENDED SCIENCE FICTION AND FANTASY
NOVELS AND COLLECTIONS, 1990–1999

1990
1 Only Begotten Daughter (James Morrow; Morrow)
2 Tehanu (Ursula K. Le Guin; Atheneum)
3 The Adventures of Doctor Eszterhazy (Avram Davidson;

Owlswick Press)

4 Time and Chance (Alan Brennert; Tor)
5 My Lady Tongue and Other Tales (Lucy Sussex; 

Heinemann)
6 A Pursuit of Miracles (George Turner; Aphelion)
7 Walls of Fear (ed. Kathryn Cramer; Morrow)
8 Mirror: Redress Novellas (Women’s Redress Press)
9 From Sea to Shining Star (A. Bertram Chandler, ed. Keith

Curtis and Susan Chandler; Dreamstone)
10 The Specialist (Wynne Whiteford; Ace)
11 The Fortress of Eternity (Andrew Whitmore; Avon)
12 Universe 1 (ed. Robert Silverberg and Karen Haber;

Doubleday)

1991
1 Brain Child (George Turner; Morrow)
2 Boy’s Life (Robert McCammon; Pocket Books)
3 The Hereafter Gang (Neil Barrett Jr; Mark V. Ziesing)
4 Remaking History (Kim Stanley Robinson; Tor)
5 Outside the Dog Museum (Jonathan Carroll; Macdonald)
6 The Dark Between the Stars (Damien Broderick; 

Mandarin)
7 Full Spectrum 3 (ed. Lou Aronica, Amy Stout and Betsy

Mitchell; Doubleday)

Scanning
in the
nineties:
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1992
1 ‘Was . . .’ (Geoff Ryman; HarperCollins)
2 Quarantine (Greg Egan; Legend)
3 Call to the Edge (Sean McMullen; Aphelion)
4 And Disregards the Rest (Paul Voermans; Gollancz)
5 Narrow Houses, Vol. 1 (ed. Peter Crowther; Little, Brown)
6 Back Door Man (Ian McAuley Halls; Aphelion)

1993
1 The Rediscovery of Man: The Complete Short Science Fiction

of Cordwainer Smith (Cordwainer Smith; NESFA Press)
2 Doomsday Book (Connie Willis; Bantam Spectra)
3 The Hollowing (Robert Holdstock; HarperCollins)
4 Nomansland (D. G. Compton; Gollancz)
5 The Destiny Makers (George Turner; AvoNova Morrow)
6 Aztec Century (Christopher Evans; Gollancz)
7 The Weird Colonial Boy (Paul Voermans; Gollancz)
8 A Tupolev Too Far (Brian Aldiss; HarperCollins)
9 Mortal Fire: Best Australian SF (ed. Terry Dowling and

Van Ikin; Coronet)
10 Evolution Annie and Other Stories (Rosaleen Love;

Women’s Press)

1994
1 From the Teeth of Angels (Jonathan Carroll; Doubleday)
2 Genetic Soldier (George Turner; AvoNova Morrow)
3 Going into a Dark House (Jane Gardam; Abacus)
4 Little Deaths: 24 Tales of Horror and Sex (ed. Ellen Datlow;

Millennium)
5 Somewhere East of Life (Brian Aldiss; Flamingo)
6 Voices in the Light (Sean McMullen; Aphelion)
7 Alien Shores: An Anthology of Australian Science Fiction

(ed. Peter McNamara and Margaret Winch; Aphelion)
8 The Patternmaker (ed. Lucy Sussex; Omnibus)

1995
1 The Secret of this Book (Brian W. Aldiss; HarperCollins)
2 Distress (Greg Egan; Millennium)
3 She’s Fantastical (ed. Lucy Sussex and Judith Raphael

Buckrich; Sybylla)
4 Dealers in Light and Darkness (Cherry Wilder; Edgewood)
5 The Time Ships (Stephen Baxter; HarperCollins)
6 Axiomatic (Greg Egan; Millennium)
7 From Time to Time (Jack Finney; Simon & Schuster)
8 The Penguin Book of Modern Fantasy by Women (ed. Susan

Williams and Richard Glyn Jones; Penguin)
9 Our Lady of Chernobyl (Greg Egan; MirrorDanse)
10 The Panic Hand (Jonathan Carroll; HarperCollins)
11 Four Ways to Forgiveness (Ursula K. Le Guin; Harper-

Prism)
12 The Memory Cathedral (Jack Dann; Bantam)
13 Mirrorsun Rising (Sean McMullen; Aphelion)
14 Dark Love (ed. Nancy Collins, Edward E. Kramer and

Martin H. Greenberg; NEL)
15 Archangel (Michael Conner; Tor)
16 Strange Fruits: Tales of the Unexpected (ed. Paul Collins;

Penguin)

1996
1 The Prestige (Christopher Priest; Touchstone)
2 The Sparrow (Mary Doria Russell; Villard)
3 Shadow of Ashland (Terence M. Green; Forge)
4 Voyage (Stephen Baxter; HarperCollins)
5 CivilWarLand in Bad Decline (George Saunders;

Jonathan Cape)
6 Unlocking the Air and Other Stories (Ursula K. Le Guin;

HarperCollins)
7 The Scarlet Rider (Lucy Sussex; Forge)
8 Borderline (Leanne Frahm; MirrorDanse)
9 Minor Arcana (Diana Wynne Jones; Vista)

1997
1 Titan (Stephen Baxter; HarperCollins)
2 Missing the Midnight (Jane Gardam; Abacus)
3 The Art of Arrow Cutting (Stephen Dedman; Tor)
4 The Year’s Best Australian Science Fiction and Fantasy (ed.

Jonathan Strahan and Jeremy G. Byrne; HarperCollins)
5 Zones (Damien Broderick and Rory Barnes; Harper-

Collins)
6 Twins (Chris Gregory; Penguin)
7 Time On My Hands (Peter Delacorte; Phoenix)

1998
1 The Avram Davidson Treasury (Avram Davidson, ed.

Robert Silverberg and Grania Davis; Tor)
2 Children of God (Mary Doria Russell; Villard)
3 Singing the Dogstar Blues (Alison Goodman; Harper-

Collins)
4 Luminous (Greg Egan; Millennium)
5 The Extremes (Christopher Priest; Simon & Schuster)
6 Chocky’s Come Home (Frank Weissenborn and Guy

Browning; 86 Publishing)
7 Moonseed (Stephen Baxter; HarperCollins)
8 Not the Only Planet: Science Fiction Travel Stories

(ed. Damien Broderick; Lonely Planet)
9 Dreaming Down-Under (ed. Jack Dann and Janeen Webb;

HarperCollins)
10 A Dark Winter (Dave Luckett; Omnibus)
11 The Night Is For Hunting (John Marsden; Macmillan)
12 The Vintner’s Luck (Elizabeth Knox; Vintage)
13 Traces (Stephen Baxter; HarperCollins)
14 This Is the Year 2000 (Andrew Weiner; Pottersfield

Press)

1999
1 The Silent (Jack Dann; Bantam)
2 The Investigations of Avram Davidson (Avram Davidson,

ed. Grania Davis & Richard A. Lupoff; St Martins Press)
3 A Witness to Life (Terence M. Green; Forge)
4 Teranesia (Greg Egan; Gollancz)
5 The Book of Revelation (Rory Barnes and Damien

Broderick; HarperCollins)
6 Centaurus: The Best of Australian Science Fiction (ed. David

G. Hartwell and Damien Broderick; Tor)
7 Time Future (Maxine McArthur; Bantam)
8 What You Make It: A Book of Short Stories (Michael

Marshall Smith; HarperCollins)

That’s 45 Australian, 26 American, 19 British, 4 Canadian
and 2 New Zealand books. Looks like the 1990s was the
Australian decade.

The best of the best? Stephen Baxter’s Titan, the kind of
great epic SF novel I never thought I’d read again; Only
Begotten Daughter, for its in-your-face blend of near-future SF
and outrageous religious fantasy; The Prestige, for the most
disturbing ending of any novel of the last decade; The
Sparrow, for showing that an SF novel can be based on
interesting characters, although not many of them are left
at the end of the novel; The Rediscovery of Man, the best
single-author SF collection ever; and The Secret of this Book
and The Avram Davidson Treasury, the most satisfying short
fiction collections of the nineties.
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REFERENCE & NON-FICTION

SCIENCE FICTION AND FANTASY REFERENCE INDEX
1985–1991
edited by Hal W. Hall (Libraries Unlimited
1-56308-113-X; 677 pp.; $US90.00)

SCIENCE FICTION AND FANTASY REFERENCE INDEX
1992–1995
by Hal W. Hall (Libraries Unlimited 1-56308-527-3;
xxi + 503 pp.; US$75.00)

A new essential reference tool to the field is Hal W. Hall’s
Science Fiction and Fantasy Reference Index 1985–1991, which
brings up to date Hall’s earlier Science Fiction & Fantasy
Reference Index 1978–1985, which indexed more than 19,000
individual books, articles, essays, etc. Science Fiction and
Fantasy Index 1992–1995 is the most recent volume to hand.

The present volume, which also includes newly located
earlier material, indexes 16,250 items, which shows the
booming nature of the genre over a six-year period. Such
guides as Hall’s are essential because much relevant collect-
able material — for example, of authors such as Moorcock
and Gibson — first appeared in fanzines or small press
publications. The focus is primarily English-language, but 10
per cent of the coverage is devoted to foreign-language
items. The author and subject approach allows a useful
combination of sources, both by and about a particular
author.

Hall is a stalwart in the reference field, since he also
prepares the annual Science Fiction & Fantasy Book Review
Index, an essential author guide to reviews in a multiplicity
of publications. Hall was awarded the J. Lloyd Eaton Memo-
rial Award in 1991 for his nonfiction output, and his latest
Reference Index can only add to the indebtedness felt by
reference librarians and fans.

Hall’s scope in the Index covers SF, fantasy and horror/
supernatural/weird fiction and is divided into two basic

sectors, author and subject. The former provides access to
authors and co-authors of all books, articles and essays. The
subject index provides access by subject headings, such as by
author, e.g. Brunner, John (but note here Hall’s previous
compilation needs to be used with the current one, as Hall
includes newly located ‘old’ material, e.g. material on Brun-
ner in Peter Weston’s UK Zenith/Speculation magazine of the
1960s) and topics/subjects, such as Vampires, Time Travel
and Fantasy, the latter naturally a lengthy section. The
author section picks up some unusual sources, as well as
being a most valuable source of writings and interviews in
secondary sources, e.g. on Thomas M. Disch and Bruce
Sterling.

Australia gets a reasonable coverage in the subject index,
with entries derived from Locus, Science Fiction Chronicle,
Australian Literary Studies and Australian and New Zealand
Journal of Serials Librarianship, among others. While Van
Ikin’s Science Fiction is indexed as a major source, Bruce
Gillespie’s SF Commentary is listed for 1989–91 as a source, yet
Bruce Gillespie’s piece in SF Commentary in 1972 on Brian
Aldiss is listed in the Gillespie author index, so partial
retrospectivity is also covered. This author’s articles in Vector
in 1966 and 1991 are both picked up in this 1985–1991
publication.

Other Australian authors cited include Kath Filmer,
George Turner and Van Ikin. Hall’s work is an essential
reference work for the field and represents excellent value
for money.

The new edition indexes more than 10,625 new items. It is
arranged in two sections: subject and author, with entries
having up to 50 subject terms assigned. In both sections,
citations are printed without abbreviations, and are based
on the standard bibliographical sources. About 90 per cent
of the indexed items are in English, with an obvious Ameri-
can concentration.

More than 95 per cent of the items indexed were person-
ally examined by the author. The indexed magazines cover
a large spectrum, for example, ranging from American
Cinematographer to Star Trek through to Pulphouse and Post-

Scanners    COLIN STEELE 

COLIN STEELE is University Librarian at the Australian National University in Canberra, a position he has held since
1980. He has been the science fiction and fantasy reviewer for the Canberra Times since 1981, and for Sirius since its
inception. He was the Chair of the Australian National Word Festival from 1983 to 1987. He has been Convener of
the Canberra Times/ANU Literary Lunches since 1987.

He is the author/editor of a number of books, including English Interpreters of the Iberian New World, Major Libraries
of the World (1976) and Changes in Scholarly Communication Patterns with Projessor D. J. Mulvaney (1993), and more
than 300 articles and reviews. He is on the Board of a number of international journals, including The Electronic Library
and The Journal of Librarianship and Information Science.

He has been an invited speaker at a number of major library and IT conferences in the USA, UK, South Africa and
China. In 1995 he gave the Follett Lectures in the UK, the first Australian speaker to deliver this prestigious series. In
March 1996 he was the invited Australian delegate to the OCLC International Research Directors Meeting in USA. In
April 1997 he was the only Australian delegate to the invitation-only Mellon Conference on Scholarly Communication
and Technology at Emory University, Atlanta. Colin believes science fiction and librarianship/information access are
merging.
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modern Culture. The citations range from authors as diverse
as Cathy Acker and Douglas Adams, to subject entries on Dr
Who, H. G. Wells and Johnny Weismuller. TV and movies are
an increasing source of material.

THE BEST IN SCIENCE FICTION: WINNERS AND
NOMINEES FOR THE MAJOR AWARDS IN SCIENCE
FICTION by Aurel Guillemette
(Scolar Press; 1993; 379 pp.; £25)

Aurel Guillemette is a Canadian science fiction fan who
works as a systems analyst with a Canadian provincial govern-
ment department. He has used his own extensive collection
and the Judith Merril Collection in Toronto to compile this
list of ‘the best’ based on a number of award lists, such as the
Locus Awards, the Nebulas, the BSFA Award, etc. As such,
The Best in Science Fiction will be very useful for librarians and
collectors new to the field. Seasoned SF fans will already
know the best authors, e.g. William Gibson, who tops ‘the
best of the best’ with Neuromancer.

The guide is an excellent source, although non-SF users
may not be aware that many of the SF awards are ‘write-ins’
that may provide a democratic approach, but which can lead
to a popularity contest rather than a long-term evaluation of
literary appreciation. Nonetheless any Best Novel list that
results in a list headed by Gibson, Wolfe, Brin, Clarke and
Card is reasonable, with Le Guin at ten and Dan Simmons
at eleven.

Interzone magazine has already recommended Guille-
mette over Darryl F. Mallette and Robert Reginald’s Science
Fiction and Fantasy Awards (2nd ed., 1991), in that the former
lists all nominees in every category, along with the winners,
and that it is two years up to date. Its disadvantage is that it
covers, in total, fewer awards, even when Guillemette in-
cludes awards such as the Compton N. Crook Award,
awarded by the Baltimore Science Fiction Society for the best
first SF novel.

The traditional transatlantic English-language bias of
such awards is evidenced by the concentration on American
awards. British science fiction is given due notice, but the
Australian Ditmar Awards are restricted to the international
award. Thus the main list includes no George Turner or
Terry Dowling. Their writings surely have more inter-
national credence than those cited by the Baltimore SF
Society. Similarly, Canada’s Aurora Awards are included.
Canadian writers are presumably deemed less parochial
than their Australian counterparts! Foreign-language
awards, even coming from bilingual Canada, are excluded.

The book is structured into the following sections: major
awards listed alphabetically; authors listed alphabetically;
titles listed alphabetically; award winners by year; and finally
a weighting system devised by Guillemette for all titles (e.g.
the Hugo counts more than the British Arthur C. Clarke
Award) with the best listed from the points given.

One criticism is that no publishing details have been
provided either to publisher or magazine appearances of the
winners. Guillemette argues this would have extended the
size of the book, and that many of the winners are included
in ‘Year’s Best’ anthologies. Since, however, one of his ear-
lier aims was to help readers ‘to build a library of the best in
science fiction’, those not familiar with the field are going
to need other reference works or a good library/book
dealer.

Future editions of this very useful reference work, well
produced as usual by Scolar Press, might well consider
rectifying this omission, as well as including the major for-

eign language prizes.

SCIENCE FICTION IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
by Edward James
(Oxford University Press; 250 pp.; $A19.95)

READING BY STARLIGHT: POSTMODERN SCIENCE
FICTION by Damien Broderick
(Routledge; 197 pp.; $A34.95)

THE ENCYCLOPEDIA OF TV SCIENCE FICTION
by Roger Fulton (Boxtree; 727 pp.; $A29.95)

SCIENCE FICTION AUDIENCES
by John Tulloch and Henry Jenkins
(Routledge; 294 pp.; $A29.95)

UTOPIAN AND SCIENCE FICTION BY WOMEN
edited by Jane L. Donawerth and Carol A.
Kolmerton (Liverpool University Press; 260 pp.;
£27.50 hb/£15 pb)

Professor Edward James, in Science Fiction in the Twentieth
Century, the latest volume of the OUP Opus series, provides
a concise summary of what is indisputably a twentieth-
century phenomenon — science fiction. From H. G. Wells
and the ‘scientific romances’, James takes the reader
through the pulps of the 1920s, the golden age 1940s fiction
with Asimov and Heinlein, the British New Wave of the 1960s
with J. G. Ballard and Michael Moorcock, to the cyberpunk
era of the 1980s, with William Gibson and Bruce Sterling.
James praises Australia’s brightest SF star Greg Egan and
defends George Turner from American superciliousness
because science fiction has been very much a US ‘enter-
prise’.

James, as editor of the British magazine Foundation, re-
veals the many faces of SF (never sci-fi!) which, as a result of
the extremes of the genre, either in print or the movies,
often gets put in the same box as crime. James argues that
the many subsets of SF, from feminism to hard science,
provide some of the most invigorating and thought-
provoking fiction writing today. Science Fiction in the Twentieth
Century will be a very useful classroom text as well as helping
the general reader to move beyond the popular stereotypes.

Reading by Starlight, which academic audiences might prefer,
is based on Damien Broderick’s doctoral thesis, and it shows.
Compared to James’s clarity of text, Broderick’s dense argu-
ments will leave most readers entwined in literary jargon or
scrambling for a dictionary. Broderick traces, although not
sequentially, the movement of SF from pulp origins to post-
modernist narratives. He uses seminal writers such as
Samuel R. Delany, Ursula Le Guin, Stanislaw Lem and Brian
W. Aldiss, to explore science fiction as a ‘mode’. This SF
mode allows ‘narrative manipulations in the interests of
imaginative gratification, which can range from infantile
fantasies of omnipotence through an array of ideological
mystifications to the adult desire to open our hearts and
minds’. This about says it all?

The Encyclopedia of TV Science Fiction makes no attempt at
intellectual dissection, but is an essential guide to SF shows
on TV. With satellite and cable TV in the USA and UK
recycling science fiction classics, such a guide is essential in
Australia. Black-and-white illustrations supplement the list-
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ing of series episodes, from the best to the worst. If The
Prisoner, with Patrick McGoohan, was one of the best, then
Space Vets had to be one of the worst!

The Encyclopedia is fairly up to date with The X-Files, and
previews the pilot (January 1995) of the Star Trek Voyager
series, which is far better than the succeeding episodes.

Images of pimply ‘trekkies’ with Vulcan ears or Klingon
make-up often lead to comments of ‘get a life’ from out-
siders. Devotees of Star Trek and Dr Who now, however, find
themselves as sources for the diagnosis of popular culture.
Professor John Tulloch of Charles Sturt University and
Henry Jenkins from MIT in Science Fiction Audiences analyse
why both shows have such cult audiences, who constitute the
fans, and what the shows reveal. Tulloch, who largely covers
Dr Who, and Jenkins prove by interviews and analysis that SF
is now so diverse that groups can operate separately within
the genre. Thus a Dr Who fan may never come across that
other ‘good doctor’ Isaac Asimov. Tulloch and Jenkins take
us far beyond the simple visual pleasure of the shows to
overview audience theory and to provide a focus for the
‘complex and shifting categories of recognition, compe-
tence and pleasure’.

Women have increasingly played important parts in the two
series, with Kate Mulgrew playing Captain Kathryn Janeway
(in the style of Katharine Hepburn) in the new Voyager series.
Now Professor Jane Donawerth and Professor Carol Kolmer-
ton have assembled Utopian and Science Fiction by Women, a
fascinating series of essays on utopias and science fiction as
envisioned by women. As part of the excellent Liverpool
University Press series on science fiction, Utopian and Science
Fiction by Women shows how the best academic writing can
illuminate the known and rescue the neglected. Themes of
estrangement, incipient feminism and revised gender roles
are explored. Dr Ruth Carver Capusso analyses utopias in
seventeeth-century France, while Linda Dunne reassesses
Sarah Robinson Scott’s Millennium Hall (1762). Closer to the
present, Sarah Lefanu examines sexual politics in Naomi
Mitchison’s Solution Three, while Dr Michelle Green provides
a valuable analysis of American black writer Octavia Butler.

The editors show there is a radical tradition of women
writers who have crossed generic and publishing bounda-
ries. The same could be said of science fiction as a whole.
The books under review provide some of the building blocks
for a reassessment of this particular fictional universe.

A USER’S GUIDE TO THE MILLENNIUM
by J. G. Ballard (HarperCollins; 304 pp.; $A35)

A User’s Guide to the Millennium collects Ballard’s non-fiction
pieces on a number of topics, especially films, books, science
fiction, and his early life. These were usually written for the
English quality papers, and span the period 1957 to 1994,
but most date from the last decade.

Ballard’s revisiting of Shanghai in 1991 — especially the
Japanese POW camp and his parents’ former Shanghai
mansion — provides the stimulus for major sections of
autobiography.

Elsewhere Ballard roams the cinematic world with preci-
sion and powerful images, e.g. ‘Mad Max is punk’s Sistine
Chapel’ and ‘Both Brando and Mae West rose to stardom by
projecting a powerful and lazy carnality rarely seen before
them, though Brando always had the advantage of bigger
breasts’. One can see why current UK writing cult figure Will
Self admires Ballard, and vice versa, and that both admire

William Burroughs. Ballard writes: ‘Burroughs’ hells’ space
entrances are subway stations and amusement arcades, but
built none the less from private phobias, like the Night-town
of Leopold Bloom’.

The essays are not meant to be read at one sitting, and
the quality varies. Can one really believe his top ten books
include the Los Angeles Yellow Pages, which are ‘as surreal as
Dali’s autobiography’ and that the Heathrow Hilton is ‘the
most exhilarating building in the British Isles today’? Bal-
lard’s view on improving London is to initiate ‘a crash
programme to fill the city with pirate TV stations, nightclubs,
brothels and porn parlours’ to transform London into a
version of Weimar Berlin instead of a ‘decadent
Bournemouth’. Ballard is the quintessential literary rebel
with a cause.

SCIENCE FICTION: THE ILLUSTRATED ENCYCLOPEDIA
by John Clute (RD Press; 312 pp.; $A49.95)

John Clute, with Peter Nicholls, is the author of the definitive
Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (1993), a massive unillustrated
volume of 1.2 million words. Now in Science Fiction: The
Illustrated Encyclopedia Clute has produced a superb
thematic and pictorial approach to the genre, which Clute
incidentally believes is ‘the literature of the century’. It isn’t
exactly an encyclopedia, more a superbly illustrated coffee-
table book of the best kind, which is both visually and
textually interesting.

Clute overviews science fiction, including movies and
comic books, with sections on notable SF books, time lines,
author biographies and bibliographies, and selections from
the best cinematic SF. His standpoint is decidedly Anglo-
American, with the Southern Hemisphere sneaking in only
via Perth author Greg Egan.

Clute reveals how visions of the future have changed
from dazzling skyscraper metropolises made of concrete and
glass to the gritty cyberpunk hells of Ridley Scott’s Blade
Runner and William Gibson’s Neuromancer. Similarly the daz-
zling white spaceships of 2001: A Space Odyssey have been
supplemented by the run-down cargo ships of Alien and Red
Dwarf. Science fiction thus reflects changing societal views
and visions, as well as being the predictor of future science
trends. Clute’s Encyclopedia is an essential and enjoyable
guide to our myriad futures and imagined pasts.

ST JAMES’S GUIDE TO FANTASY WRITERS
edited by David Pringle
(1996; St James’s Press 1-55862-205-5;
711 + xvi pp.; US$95)

This authoritative reference work follows the model of other
volumes in St James’s Press’s ‘Twentieth Century Writers’
series, which have included those on Westerns, Science
Fiction and Crime. The St James’s Guide to Fantasy Writers is
edited by David Pringle and Brian Stableford, with the assis-
tance of Mike Ashley, all well known and respected in SF and
fantasy fiction and non-fiction.

This book endeavours not to comment on ghost stories,
horror and Gothic fiction, as a separate volume will be
forthcoming on this field. Thus there is no place for Anne
Rice or Storm Constantine. The focus here is on tales of
magic, heroic fantasy, sword and sorcery, humorous fantasy,
adult fairy tales, animal fantasy, time-slip romances, Arabian
Nights tales and Chinoiserie, fantastic allegories and fabula-
tions.

420 authors are covered by 46 contributors, many of
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them well known, such as Lisa Tuttle, Kim Newman and
David Langford. Although the emphasis is mainly on adult
fiction, many children’s fantasists who write for both child-
ren and adults are included, for example Tolkien, Ursula Le
Guin and Diana Wynne Jones.

The entries begin with Donald Aamodt and conclude
with a select group of foreign-language authors, concluding
with Charles Perrault, the seventeenth-century French
writer. Most of the entries date from the twentieth century
and are largely Anglo-American. Where is Borges, for
example? There is Roger Taylor but not Australia’s Keith
Taylor, although New Zealand’s Margaret Mahy is included.

Material is correct up to about 1994. The Guide includes
well-known authors, such as Sheri S. Tepper, Alan Garner
and Terry Pratchett, and authors one does not associate
immediately with fantasy, such as G. K. Chesterton and John
Cowper Powys.

Where writers are still living they have been sent a copy
of their entry for commentary. This leads to some grandiose
statements as well as illuminating insights into authors’ views
of their own work. Entries include brief biographical details,
a list of major works (which cannot be absolutely definitive,
since some authors, such as Michael Moorcock, have had
book-length bibliographies made of their work) and critical
commentary, usually around 1000 words but sometimes
double this size.

The policy of including writers such as John Masefield,
who wrote two fantasy works for children, does mean, how-
ever, that the rest of his prolific output is included. Do we
really need in this volume, therefore, in this context My Faith
in Women’s Suffrage (1910) or Sea Life in Nelson’s Time (1905)?

Despite this quibble, all in all The St James’s Guide to Fantasy
Writers constitutes one of the best single-volume reference
sources to the field, recommended for libraries, specialist
bookshops and all enthusiasts of the fantasy genre.

THE M.U.P. ENCYLOPAEDIA OF AUSTRALIAN SCIENCE
FICTION AND FANTASY
edited by Paul Collins
(Melbourne University Press; 188 pp.; $A39.95 hb,
$A29.95 pb)

In 1993 Australian author Peter Nicholls and Canadian
writer John Clute produced The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction,
an authoritative historical guide to the genre, while Clute
and English writer John Grant did the same for fantasy in
1997. Now Melbourne writer Paul Collins (aided by Sean
McMullen and Steven Paulsen) has produced the first guide
specifically devoted to Australia. Entries cover authors,
books and story titles, subgenres by topic and works pub-
lished electronically.

The theme essay on early Australian science fiction and
fantasy shows that native production began in earnest in the
late nineteenth century, with decided political hues. Fear of
the Chinese, the Russians and the French inspired novels in
which an underpopulated Australia was overwhelmed by
overseas hordes — shades of the One Nation party today.
Robert Potter’s neglected and rare novel The Germ Growers
(1892) featured shape-shifting aliens establishing bases in
the northwest of Australia. Remember that this was six years
before the publication of H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds.

In the twentieth century, authors include a diverse group
such as Peter Carey, A. Bertram Chandler, who transplanted
Horatio Hornblower to the galaxies, and Erle Cox.
Chandler, as with several other major authors, has an exten-
sive bibliography appended to his entry.

In his introduction, Peter Nicholls indicates that Austra-
lian SF is entering a ‘golden age’. A creative lead in original
Australian SF publishing has been coming from Harper-
Collins, Pan Macmillan and Penguin. SF authors such as
Greg Egan, Damien Broderick, Sean McMullen and the late
George Turner are regularly published by major US and
British publishers, to critical acclaim. In fantasy there are
such authors as Lucy Sussex, Isobelle Carmody, Garth Nix,
Sara Douglass and Jane Routley, now living in Denmark. The
entries are up to date, with new Australian author Kate
Jacoby sneaking in with a brief reference under her real
name, Tracey Oliphant.

Minor quibbles can be made. The length of entries
differs — Graham Stone, the preeminent Australian SF
bibliographer, receives a relatively truncated entry, as does
editor, writer and publisher Bruce Gillespie. Merv Binns, a
key bookseller and major SF promoter, is buried in the
Bookshops section.

The lack of illustrations is regrettable. There are some
wonderful Australian illustrations available from the Victo-
rian era to the present time.

Peter Nicholls concludes: ‘This is a book people ought
to buy . . . about a secret area of Australia’s literary history.’
Paul Collins has indeed filled a fascinating gap in Australia’s
literary history and popular culture.
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AUSTRALIAN SCIENCE FICTION

MORTAL FIRE: BEST AUSTRALIAN SF
edited by Terry Dowling and Van Ikin
(Coronet; 334 pp.; $A12.95)

THE DESTINY MAKERS
by George Turner (Avon; 321 pp.; $A10.05)

TWILIGHT BEACH
by Terry Dowling (Aphelion; 270 pp.; $A12.95)

EVOLUTION ANNIE
by Rosaleen Love
(The Women’s Press; 232 pp.; $A14.95)

While Australian science fiction is currently undergoing a
creative resurgence, until recently our local publishers were
mainly interested in publishing run-of-the-mill fantasies for
obvious commercial reasons. Miles Franklin and Common-
wealth Writers’ Prize winner George Turner was producing
the best work of his career before he died. The Destiny Makers
was released in Australia only through an American paper-
back, a year or so after its hardback publication in the USA.
A similar process occurred with his previous novel Brain
Child, which had no hardback and only limited paperback
distribution in Australia.

Another Melbourne-based writer, Dr Rosaleen Love, has
had her two impressive collections of short stories, The Total
Devotion Machine and now Evolution Annie published by the
Women’s Press in London. The first encountered abysmal
distribution problems in Australia, with most of the stock
never emerging from a warehouse for legal reasons that had
nothing to do with the author.

Terry Dowling, one of the brightest SF talents in Austra-
lia, is published by the Adelaide-based small press of
Aphelion. Yet, as with Turner, the hardback copy of his first
collection Rynosseros (1990) was published only in the
United States. It would be a great pity if their writings were
neglected by the general reading public simply because of
the poor distribution of their books or because of genre
labelling.

Mortal Fire, edited by Dowling and Dr Van Ikin of the
University of Western Australia’s English Department, is an
excellent representative showcase of the best writers of SF in
Australia in the last three decades, including Love, Turner,
Egan and Dowling, as well as those ‘fabulists’ who cross over
genres, such as Peter Carey and David Ireland. This excellent
value for money collection is marred by a rather self-indul-
gent introduction and an over-exuberant title.

George Turner’s story ‘The Fittest’ (Mortal Fire) evokes the
concept of ‘culling’, a deliberate scientific attempt to reduce
the world’s population. This is the underlying issue in the
grossly overpopulated and ecologically devastated world of
2069 of The Destiny Makers. The story is told mainly from the
vantage point of Melbourne policeman Harry Ostrov, who
becomes embroiled, via protecting the illegally rejuvenated
father of the Victorian Premier, in a massive conspiracy of a
‘final solution’ that not only involves Australia but also the
rest of the world. Flawed politicians seem to be not just a
feature of the twentieth century. Turner’s experience of the

1930s Depression and his strong belief in social justice
imbue The Destiny Makers with a compassionate bleakness.

Dr Rosaleen Love, another Victorian writer, poses no less
serious questions, but with a zest not to be found in Turner.
Evolution Annie is superbly ironic collection of ten short
stories and one novella. The title story is a pastiche of Roy
Lewis’s novel The Evolution Man, which provided a male
viewpoint of human evolution. Love traces the ‘real’ story via
female intuition and initiatives, although man, as always,
claims the credit. Other stories cover topics as diverse as the
darkness of Chernobyl and the loss of childhood innocence
and wonder in ‘Hovering Rock’.

Terry Dowling’s future vision of Australia is only slowly being
created in a series of connected short story collections, the
latest of which is Twilight Beach. Dowling portrays a terra-
formed Australia controlled from the interior by the geneti-
cally enhanced ‘Abos’ with the ‘Nationals’ clinging to the
coastal strip. Dowling takes the 1993 Mabo debates to an
improbable conclusion as the use of ‘haldanes’ and artificial
intelligence create a modified Dreamtime.

Dowling’s troubled hero Tom Tyson is the captain of a
sand-ship and one of the few authorised to travel across
Aboriginal lands. Tyson, a future version of the Wandering
Jew, has been imprisoned and released from the ‘Madhouse’
at Cape Bedlam. His past is unclear, and Dowling implies
that some of Tyson’s earlier memories are not what they
seemed — has Tyson been programmed after his ‘madness’
occurred? Twilight Beach needs really to be seen in the
context of all the previous stories. It has to be viewed, like
J. G. Ballard’s Vermilion Sands, as a series of elliptical images
of an exotic and bizarre society, in which Tyson tries to
rediscover himself, rather than as a coherent narrative.

METAWORLDS: BEST AUSTRALIAN SF
edited by Paul Collins (Penguin; 220 pp.; $A14.95)

Paul Collins’s anthology Metaworlds, which reprints some of
the best of Australian SF writing, reveals that the writings of
authors like Greg Egan, Sean McMullen, Rosaleen Love and

Rosaleen Love, 1991. (Photographer unknown)
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George Turner can rank with the best in the world.
Sean McMullen, in ‘An Empty Wheelhouse’, superbly

mixes a strange sidetrack of Australian history and the mys-
terious Internet paymasters of a female historical investiga-
tor.

George Turner’s ‘I Still Call Australia Home’ reflects his
perennial anger at the capacity of humanity to destroy the
planet by ecological and political idiocies in a story of a
returning starship finding Earth in general and Australia in
particular far different from when it left.

On the basis of this excellent collection, Penguin Austra-
lia commissioned some original SF short story collections.

AXIOMATIC
by Greg Egan (Millennium; 289 pp.; $A19.95)

PERMUTATION CITY
by Greg Egan (Millennium; 310 pp.; $A12.95)

MIRRORSUN RISING
by Sean McMullen (Aphelion; 332 pp.; $A14.95)

Axiomatic brings together eighteen of Greg Egan’s short
stories, most of which were originally published overseas,
while his third novel Permutation City is now reissued in a mass
market paperback.

In Axiomatic Egan extrapolates quantum physics to envisage
alternative worlds and multiple realities futures. His stories
explore the nature of the individual, e.g. how do we adapt
to a multiple consciousness environment?

In ‘A Kidnapping’ the company executive knows that the
kidnapper only has a simulacrum of his wife, but he can’t
bear her to be ‘deleted’, particularly as his own wife refuses
to leave a ‘scanned’ image of her personality for future
‘immortality’.

In ‘Eugene’ a couple who win the lottery hire a genetic
entrepreneur to produce a child genius, who then creates
an alternate life.

‘The Hundred Light Year Diary’ portrays an Australia of
the twenty-first century where segments of the future can be
gleaned, even by politicians who realise when they will lose
office before they even enter it! Is this predetermination or
social conditioning? Brain implants, viral engineering and
computer-generated personalities are but three of the recur-
ring concepts in Egan’s scary but realistic visions of the
future.

In Permutation City Egan has said that his main goal was ‘to
take the idea of conscious software — whether it’s some kind
of scanned human duplicate, or some AI created from
scratch — and push it to its logical conclusion’. In Permuta-
tion City human identities are loaded into computer memory
banks where they become ‘virtual people’. But what is the
ultimate safe environment where ‘copies’ can reside without
worry? Egan’s novel is scientifically stimulating, but he still
needs in his novels to ‘flesh out’ his characters for full reader
empathy.

Sean McMullen’s Mirrorsun Rising is the second volume of a
trilogy set in a far-future Australia where electricity has been
outlawed and society is overviewed by human-powered com-
puters (largely driven by librarians). Restricted quasi-medie-
val guilds struggle for supremacy and to discover the secrets

of the past. This gradual understanding of past technologies,
such as exploring the role of the orbiting space platforms,
accelerates in the second volume. The only problem is that
suffered by many second volumes of trilogies — the initial
impact of the creation of an ‘exotic’ world has dissipated and
the dramatic conclusion is delayed. Final judgment there-
fore has to await the third volume of what nonetheless is an
imaginative tour de force of an alternative Australia.

ALIEN SHORES
edited by Peter McNamara and Margaret Winch
(Aphelion; 603 pp.; $A19.95)

THE OPOPONAX INVASION
by John Brosnan (Gollancz; 223 pp.; $A19.95)

ENVOY
by Shannah Jay (Pan; 434 pp.; $A11.95)

In 1994, which saw two very good Australian science fiction
anthologies, Mortal Fire, edited by Terry Dowling and Van
Ikin (Hodder, $A12.95) and Paul Collins’s Metaworlds (Pen-
guin, $14.95), appeared one that was even bigger and better:
Alien Shores. The other two anthologies were mostly reprints,
whereas Alien Shores has only seven reprints in its massive 600
pages, with new stories from SF luminaries such as George
Turner, Lucy Sussex and Sean McMullen.

Several of the stories have an almost 1950s golden age
tinge to them — for example, George Turner’s first-contact
story ‘Flowering Mandrake’, in which humanity and aliens
find they have little in common.

In ‘The Miocene Arrow’ Sean McMullen continues his
stories in which prehistoric cetaceans take revenge on
humanity.

In ‘Kay and Phil’, Lucy Sussex produces a wonderful
vignette of Philip K. Dick in 1961 and the imaginary influ-
ences on his cult novel The Man in the High Castle.

It would have been a bonus to the collection if Damien
Broderick could have been persuaded to write a new story
instead of allowing the reprint of his excellent, but over-
anthologised, story ‘The Magi’. Fascinating is his short intro-
duction, which tells of his meeting with a prostitute who
loves science fiction at a seminar at the Humanities Research
Centre at ANU.

Western Australian writer John Brosnan’s The Opoponax
Invasion is a tongue-in-cheek satire on corporate business,
cyberpunk and nanotechnology. Brosnan’s wired-up hero is
forced against his will to take on the alien Opoponax before
humanity is converted to their cause. Brosnan flits through
time and space from Nazi Paris to Perth in 1958 (which is
worse?) to the far future.

Another Western Australian, Shannah Jay (Sherry-Anne Ja-
cobs), has burst on the publishing scene with considerable
impact. After ten years of rejection slips, she has now had six
novels, ranging from history to fantasy, accepted for publi-
cation in two years in Australia and UK. Envoy is a superb
debut SF novel in which a female envoy to peace negotia-
tions with implacable opponents has to come to terms not
only with herself but with the fate of her world if she fails.
Pan is to be congratulated for fostering a major new Austra-
lian SF talent.
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SHE’S FANTASTICAL
edited by Lucy Sussex and Judith Raphael Buckrich
(Sybylla Press; 260 pp.; $A22.95)

Two Australian anthologies provide excellent value for
money and some outstanding reading.

She’s Fantastical is subtitled ‘The First Anthology of Aus-
tralian Women’s Speculative Fiction, Magical Realism and
Fantasy’. American author Ursula Le Guin in a longish
Foreword states that women writers see ‘a rather different
world to men and describe it by rather different means’.
Working within the parameters of the fantastic provides ‘a
rebel’s mode’ which enables women writers to ‘knock the
posts out from under the Status Quo’.

She’s Fantastical is a mixture of reprint and original mate-
rial. The twenty-three authors range from the well known,
such as M. Barnard Eldershaw and Gabrielle Lord, to the
relatively unknown, such as Leanne Frahm and Lisa Jacob-
son.

Lucy Sussex provides a fascinating vignette of contrasts
in ‘A Tour Guide in Utopia’. In it Sussex has a fictional
meeting with the young Victorian writer Ida Pemberton,
who has been projected forward into the Melbourne of 1993,
a world Pemberton predicted in an actual short story a
century earlier. Since Ida Pemberton died at the early age of
twenty-six in 1894 from tuberculosis, Sussex is able to weave
an effective ‘what if’ story from what actually was.

Petrina Smith’s ‘Angel Thing’ brings together, in the face
of hostility from rural males, a mother and daughter in a
rescue of a creature who might be a biological experiment
gone wrong or an alien.

Philippa Maddern in ‘Not With Love’ reveals that the
sadness of male/female separation is no less poignant if set
on a distant planet, while an AIDS-type virus proves that
distance provides no safety net.

The fantastic has often been commonplace in children’s
literature, as Nadia Wheatley and Isobelle Carmody confirm
in separate stories. Sussex and Buckrich have brought
together Australian female authors who are quirky, idiosyn-
cratic and inventive. She’s Fantastical is, I hope, only the first
such collection from Sybylla Press. Its only drawback for
some readers may be the unusual blue type face.

DISTRESS
by Greg Egan
(Millennium; 342 pp.; $A34.95 hb/$A19.95 tpb)

DIASPORA
by Greg Egan (Millennium; 295 pp.; $A39.95
hb/AA19.95 tpb)

Distress has been described by Greg Egan as a ‘subjective
cosmology’ novel. It is set in 2055 when the centre of Sydney
is virtually deserted, as most work and entertainment is
conducted at home via broadband optical fibre networks.
Egan’s main character, science journalist Andrew Worth, is
sent to ‘Stateless’, a bioengineered Pacific coral island to
interview a South African Nobel Prize winner who is intend-
ing to reveal a major breakthrough in human compre-
hension techniques.

Various competing interests, however, descend on the

island and Worth becomes an unwitting agent of change.
Biotechnology implants, quantum physics, voluntary autism
and mutant cholera are just some of the ingredients mixed
into the mystery of who wishes to kill the Nobel Laureate,
and for what purpose.

Distress is Egan’s best and most challenging book to date,
as he questions nationality and gender and the evolutionary
power of science to change us all.

Bravura SF on the cutting edge of technology comes in Greg
Egan’s Diaspora. Set in the thirtieth century, Egan’s novel
has sentient software on centre stage, with humans as bit
players. Egan has always placed ideas above characterisation,
and readers of this novel almost need a degree in physics
and information technology to follow it. Nonetheless, per-
severance will be rewarded, as Egan explores spatial dimen-
sions while trying to define what is humanity, especially when
humanity is not involved.

THE YEAR’S BEST AUSTRALIAN SCIENCE FICTION AND
FANTASY
edited by Jonathan Strahan and Jeremy G. Byrne 
(HarperCollins; 365 pp.; $A22.95)

The Year’s Best Australian Science Fiction and Fantasy is a
superb collection, and immediately ranks as one of the best
SF anthologies published throughout the world. As the
editors state in the introduction ‘the book is a testament to
the breadth, diversity and strength of SF and fantasy’ in
Australia today.

Stephen Dedman’s ‘Never Seen by Waking Eyes’ intrigu-
ingly mixes locales in Oxford and London with Lewis Carroll
and mysterious immortal young girls.

Lucy Sussex’s ‘The Ghost of Mrs Rochester’ also links
past and present, in this case an illustration of Mrs Rochester
in an edition of Jane Eyre, to provide a most effective ghost
story.

Greg Egan appears with ‘Silver Fire’, a scientific detective
pursuit from Greensboro, South Carolina, across the US
southern states to track down the carrier of a death-inducing
virus that is much worse than AIDS. It skilfully interacts the
grief of the dead and a vision of better worlds for some.

Other authors include Isobelle Carmody, Terry Dowling
and Damien Broderick. Excellent value.

TIME MARCHES OFF
by J. W. Heming (Graham Stone, GPO Box 4440,
Sydney NSW 2001; A$20)

Graham Stone, Australia’s leading science fiction bibliog-
rapher, has resurrected the work of Heming (1900–1953),
a prolific pulp writer who thrived, although not financially,
when British and American books were denied to Australian
readers during World War II. Time Marches Off recounts the
adventures of two ‘ocker’ soldiers catapulted into various
futures by a ‘toff’ of a Sydney University professor. The book
is far from a literary masterpiece, but its stereotypes of class,
male/female relationships and 1940s society provide a shock
to the system far greater than any history textbook. A fasci-
nating retrovision SF period piece.

54



AUSTRALIAN FANTASY

BEYOND THE HANGING WALL by Sara Douglass
(Hodder; $A10.95)

THRESHOLD by Sara Douglass
(HarperCollins; $14.95)

Beyond the Hanging Wall is an excellent ‘medieval’ fantasy in
which a young apprentice physician enables a long-lost king
to be rescued. Vague echoes of The Man in the Iron Mask are
discernible.

Douglass’s Threshold is middle eastern rather than medieval.
The main character is a young girl glassmaker sold into
slavery to assist in the creation of a building that can reach
infinity. This is a fascinating concept flawed by some Mills &
Boon-type romance and a structure of two halves that don’t
quite make one. Nonetheless Douglass has the potential, like
Garth Nix, to crack the US fantasy market.

THE BROKEN WHEEL by Kerry Greenwood
(HarperCollins; $A9.95)

WHOLE ROAD by Kerry Greenwood
(HarperCollins; $A10.95)

MAP OF POWER by Tess Williams
(Arrow; $A14.95)

Kerry Greenwood, best known for her ‘Phryne Fisher’ mys-
tery novels, turns her hand to SF in The Broken Wheel and
Whole Road. Both novels are set in a post-apocalyptic Austra-
lia in which a medieval way of life has re-established law and
order.

In The Broken Wheel a quest to find the last computer disin-
tegrates into a Mills & Boon-type romance.

In Whole Road, telepathic adolescents emerge as the weapon
against the ultimate ‘cyber-enemy’, the Great Beast.

Both novels are clearly influenced by Greenwood’s real-
life role-playing with the Society for Creative Anachronism,
which may not be to the advantage of her writing.

Western Australian author Tess Williams’ Map of Power de-
picts a twenty-third-century world that has degenerated into
feudal enclaves. An orbiting space platform provides one
link to the future and to the past. Williams joins other new
Australian SF authors, such as Sean Williams, who seem set
to create a new Australian golden age of SF if they can fulfil
their promise.

THE SCARLET RIDER by Lucy Sussex
(Forge; 350 pp.; $A35)

Published by Forge in the USA and distributed in Australia,
Australian writer Lucy Sussex’s The Scarlet Rider might suffer
from a lack of national focus in its distribution and access to
public awareness.

There are echoes of A. S. Byatt’s Possession in this story of
young Melbourne female historian Melvina Kirksley, who is
hired to track down the author of a twenty-nine-part detec-

tive serial published in an obscure Victorian regional news-
paper in 1865. From this scenario Sussex has her researcher
delving deeper and deeper into the history and background
of the period, to the extent that her personality and actions
seem to be actually driven by actions from the earlier period.

Melvina becomes increasingly estranged from her medi-
cal student boyfriend (a not-quite-convincing relationship)
and her best friends, but new relationships are formed with
a publisher, genealogists and a descendant of one of the
real-life Victorian characters.

On a number of levels Sussex peels away the past to reveal
its links to the present. As the darker forces of Melvina’s
‘possession’ become apparent, the innocent academic re-
search becomes a matter of life and death. Sussex, already
an award-winning editor and short-story writer, hasn’t quite
brought it off in The Scarlet Rider (after all, Byatt had been
writing for twenty-five years before scoring her great success
with Possession), but there’s no doubt she’s firmly in the
saddle for future critical and commercial success.

AUSTRALIAN HORROR

THE OXFORD BOOK OF AUSTRALIAN GHOST STORIES
edited by Ken Gelder
(Oxford University Press; 294 pp.; $A34.95)

Did Australian ghosts suffer from a cultural cringe? Dr Ken
Gelder indicates in the introduction to another fascinating
OUP anthology that early ghost stories were essentially a
‘transported genre’ that looked back to England as their
source. Thus John Lang’s well-known story ‘The Ghost upon
the Rail’ is based upon a case of murder for post-convict
wealth.

Gelder argues that Australian ghost stories possess their
own ironical flavour, but the gothic tradition has to be
resolved in outback locations or deserted mining towns, as
in David Rowbotham’s ‘A Schoolie and the Ghost’.

Gelder relies heavily on Victorian and Edwardian writers,
such as Marcus Clarke, Barbara Baynton and Hume Nisbet,
as if unsure as to the nature of contemporary ghosts. It is
interesting to see that Australia’s science fiction writers, such
as Lucy Sussex and Terry Dowling, provide the link between
the past and the present. Dowling’s ‘The Daeman Street
Ghost-Trap’ effectively uses traditional settings to link ghosts
with a current horror, namely cancer. Several bunyip stories
remind us of a particular Antipodean creature to stand
against the assorted European manifestations.

STRANGE FRUIT
edited by Paul Collins (Penguin; 233 pp.; $A14.95)

Strange Fruit, an anthology edited by Melbourne publisher
and writer Paul Collins, is subtitled ‘tales of the unexpected’.
Murder, possession and even the supernatural are common
themes.

Garry Disher’s ‘Poor Reception’ has a young Melbourne
driver pick up a girl hitch-hiker en route to Cairns. When
she is later murdered in Cairns her ghost leads him back to
the murder scene, but only for a horrible twist of fate to
occur.

Carmel Bird’s ‘A Telephone Call for Genevieve Snow’
also has a horrifying conclusion, as a primary school teacher
is stalked by ‘the Wolfman’.
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Dorothy Porter’s ‘The Arrows’ reveals the short-story
skills of this award-winning poet. The discovery of old Indian
arrowheads allows the past to gain possession of a group of
college students.

Stories by James McQueen, Tom Shapcott and Lucy
Sussex also stand out in an outstanding anthology of the
decidedly unexpected.

DARK HOUSE
edited by Gary Crew (Mammoth; 264 pp.; $A9.95)

Gary Crew’s excellently priced anthology Dark House con-
tains thirteen original short stories, which evoke memories
of Roald Dahl in their bittersweet overviews of the macabre.

Marion Halligan’s ‘Like a Kiss’ reveals a mother’s mem-
ory seeping into a sofa to prevent a husband and a son from
ever giving their love to another woman.

Possession is also the name of the game in Victor Kelle-
her’s ‘Aunt Maud’s Bequest’, with an old house exacting its
vengeance, while Gary Crew’s ‘The Staircase’ also mixes
visions of the past with tragedies of the present.

Authors such as Garry Disher and Carmel Bird provide
further frissons of fear for readers of all ages.

BRITISH SCIENCE FICTION

NOMANSLAND
by D. G. Compton (Gollancz; 286 pp.; $A36.95)

P. D. James’s recent novel The Children of Men contained a
world in which no children were able to be conceived. In
Nomansland fellow British writer D. G. Compton’s future
world is one in which no males have been born for forty
years. When government research scientist Dr Harriet Kahn-
Ryder looks to have come up with both a reason for and a
cure for the problem, mysterious forces combine to threaten
not only her research but also her family.

D. G. Compton, in his first novel for a number of years,
has written an intriguing near-future scientific research
thriller in which the question is squarely put that the world
might be a better place if no men were part of it.

REMEMBRANCE DAY
by Brian Aldiss (HarperCollins; 271 pp.; $A35)

A TUPOLEV TOO FAR
by Brian Aldiss (HarperCollins; 200 pp.; $A35)

IN THE COUNTRY OF THE TATTOOED MEN
by Garry Kilworth (Grafton; 224 pp.; $A14.95)

Brian Aldiss and Garry Kilworth are two gifted and prolific
British writers who have mixed mainstream and genre fic-
tion. Both also spent formative years in Asia, which has
perhaps imbued their work with an exotic quality not often
found in British fiction.

Remembrance Day, which ranks amongst Aldiss’s best novels,
traces the lives of four innocent victims of an IRA bombing
in an East Anglian hotel. Aldiss uses their plight to provide
a microcosm of life in Britain in the 1980s and 1990s. The
personal lives and tragedies of yuppies and bankrupts are
played out against the unravelling of Eastern Europe and

the perennial horror of Northern Ireland. Aldiss has also
never been better in his descriptions of the stultifying nature
of the English class system.

One fault is, perhaps, his use of an American professor
to try to place the deaths within a psychic causality theory,
i.e. that the deaths were a kind of wish fulfilment. This is an
unnecessary complication for a work that could clearly have
stood by itself as a classic ‘remembrance’.

A Tupolev Too Far, which collects eleven stories and one
alphabetical jeu d’esprit, continues Aldiss’s fascination with
Eastern Europe. In the title story our civilisation is the alter-
nate world in which a British businessman horrifyingly finds
himself. Instead of visiting Tsarist Russia, enjoying a global
economic supremacy symbolised by the traffic on the canal
linking the Black Sea and the Baltic, he finds himself in the
drab conformity of Brezhnev’s Moscow.

In ‘Foam’, against a background of war in Russia a British
academic finds that one of the dangers to be found in the
‘new’ Hungary is a traffic in stealing human memories, in
the same way that body parts are sold in some parts of the
Third World today.

Aldiss’s own brand of invention and black humour has
never been as clearly revealed, although now with a sexual
explicitness that would not have been found in his first
collection of short stories, Space, Time and Nathaniel (1957).

Garry Kilworth’s twenty short stories in the impressive col-
lection In the Country of the Tattooed Men are equally an
exploration of modern fears.

‘Surfing Spanish Style’ refers to the illegal practice of
riding the roofs of British trains, one way the unemployed
and disadvantaged can attain peer group status. The fact
that most die as a result adds to the impressive bleakness of
the piece.

In ‘Hobblythick Lane’ a future, probably post-nuclear
world of perpetual winter sees those who even utter a
‘Christchun’ word or retain a relic burned as witches and
buried in sacrosanct ground.

The fabric of our technological society falls apart in
‘Networks’, when the machines strike back.

Kilworth’s stories, like those of Aldiss, highlight the dark
clouds of uncertainty that lie beneath the fabric of contem-
porary society.

RAMA REVEALED
by Arthur C. Clarke and Gentry Lee
(Gollancz; 477 pp.; $A34.95)

BY SPACE POSSESSED
by Arthur C. Clarke (Gollancz; 233 pp.; $A34.95)

Rama Revealed, whose origins lie in Clarke’s multiple award-
winning novel Rendezvous with Rama (1973), brings to an end
Arthur C. Clarke’s trilogy with Gentry Lee. Some fans of
Clarke might heave a huge sigh of relief, as Lee’s ‘fleshing
out’ (in more ways than one) of Clarke’s ideas have often
submerged the intrinsic sense of wonder of Clarke’s writings.
Clarke has said he stopped reading a short story recently
because of its ‘unnecessary sex and vulgarity’, but that’s
arguably what Lee has brought to Clarke’s imaginative but
essentially sexually neutral books.

The novel series began with the discovery of a vast de-
serted alien spaceship in our solar system. The subsequent
trilogy documents the saga of a human colony on an alien
starship on its way to an unknown destination. The increas-
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STAPLEDON, WELLS
AND TIME MACHINES

OLAF STAPLEDON
by Robert Crossley (Liverpool University Press;
474 pp.; £32.50)

THE TIME MACHINE and THE INVISIBLE MAN
by H. G. Wells (Signet; 278 pp.; $A9.95)

THE TIME SHIPS
by Stephen Baxter (HarperCollins; 455 pp.;
$A35)

TIME MACHINES: TIME TRAVEL IN PHYSICS,
METAPHYSICS AND SCIENCE FICTION
by Paul J. Nahin (American Institute of Physics;
408 pp.; $A41.95 pb)

H. G. Wells and Olaf Stapledon are two of the greatest
speculative fiction writers of the twentieth century. Wells
is the better-known figure, partly because of his ebullient
personality and particularly because of the impact of The
Time Machine and The War of the Worlds on the popular
consciousness. Stapledon, a more subdued personality,
is now rescued, at least partially, from the shadows by
Robert Crossley’s major biography Olaf Stapledon, which
is part of an excellent new critical series launched by
Liverpool University Press.

Stapledon was born in 1886 and grew up in the
Liverpool area and Port Said. He read history at Balliol
College, Oxford, and served as an ambulance driver in
World War I. His involvement with the peace movement
culminated in an awkward and controversial first trip to
the United States in 1949. He died in September 1950,
with obituaries celebrating him as a ‘maker of future
visions’.

Crossley extensively covers the somewhat mundane
details of Stapledon’s life, but fails to provide the psycho-
logical insights of the best biographers. The description
of Stapledon’s courtship of his Australian first cousin
Agnes Miller is curiously remote, and the overall
‘niceness’ of the portrayal fails to bring out the fact that
he behaved rather badly to the three women in his life.

Stapledon is more to be remembered by what he
produced rather than by his public activities. Books such
as Last and First Men (1930), Odd John (1935) and Star
Maker (1937) are cosmic romances on a grand scale as
Stapledon tries to ascertain the nature of individual
consciousness against the ‘cold stars of the indifferent
universe’. Brian Aldiss writes in a Foreword that Staple-
don’s books ‘echo with loneliness’, and also explores
why Stapledon sits uneasily in the canon of English
literature. Stapledon was a fringe dweller of the
Bloomsbury group, corresponding with Virginia Woolf
and Aldous Huxley, but he lived most of his life on the
Wirral. Appropriately, his archive is now housed in Liv-
erpool University Library.

Stapledon’s attempt to reconcile the contradiction
of the emotional sterility of atheism against the intellec-

tual unacceptability of theism comes through in novels
such as Odd John. Today, as Crossley has shown, his
concerns are as relevant as ever — the Americanisation
of the globe, the tyranny of speculation (the ‘Great
Brains’ of Last and First Men), the horrors of a vulgarised
mass media (Star Maker), the treatment of the unem-
ployed (Darkness and Light), and the madness of the
atomic age (‘The Flames’). Small errors of detail and
spelling (e.g. River Cher for Cherwell in Oxford) hardly
spoil this biography, an effective rehabilitation of a man
whose fiction was larger than life.

Stapledon first met H. G. Wells in 1935 when Wells’s
scientific romances were thirty years behind him. They
were more drawn together by their utopian ideals than
their fictional affinities. The power of Wells’s stories still
stands today. American author John Calvin Batchelor
provides the introduction to a handy paperback version
of The Time Machine (1895) and The Invisible Man
(1897), both classics of the imagination. The first ex-
plores the fate of mankind, while the second is more
inward-looking, an ‘examination of the crumbling mind
of a genius obsessed by the power of invisibility’.

In the centenary year of The Time Machine, young British
writer Dr Stephen Baxter has produced a superb hom-
age to Wells in The Time Ships, billed as ‘the sequel to The
Time Machine’. In fact, it is so much a homage that it had
to be withdrawn briefly following copyright protests by
the Estate of H. G. Wells. Now a proportion of the
royalties go to the Estate.

It would have indeed been a shame if the book had
failed to appear, because in it Baxter takes the grumpy
and bigoted Victorian Time Traveller on a roller coaster
ride. Every trip is a rip in the fabric of time, with various
different universes extrapolated from the latest discov-
eries in physics. This is the book Wells might have written
if he were alive today and aware of chaos theory, Dyson
spheres, parallel universes, etc. Stapledon would cer-
tainly have approved of this history of humanity across
fifty million years.

The possibilities of time travel are now seriously dis-
cussed in today’s scientific literature, e.g. that loops in
the four-dimensional structure of space-time, known as
closed timelike curves, could provide a route through
time. Another version is the view of ‘multiverse’, or many
universes, which Baxter has canvassed.

Professor Paul Nahin’s excellent 1993 analysis Time
Machines has now been issued in paperback. It explores
the nature of time travel in physics, metaphysics and
science fiction. Its value is only diminished by the high
cost in Australia of the American Institute of Physics
publication (distributed by OUP). Particularly interest-
ing in the context of the Wells debate is Nahin’s expla-
nation of why Wells’s time machine couldn’t work.
Nahin places his scientific arguments in appendices,
which allows for a relatively easy read of the main text
for the non-scientist. An extensive bibliography of both
fact and fiction sources is a valuable addition for readers
with time on his or her hands.
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ing deterioration of the human colony is continued in Rama
Revealed, as well as the human interaction with other alien
species on board. The ultimate destiny and purpose of the
long Rama journeys through space is eventually revealed.
The ‘final solution’ of the Rama quest is suitably ‘divine’.

While Clarke has always shown a rigid adherence to scientific
accuracy, he has mixed it with his fascination for ‘humanity’s
need for a spiritual dimension’, as he said in a recent inter-
view. Rama Revealed confirms this, as did his epic movie 2001
with Stanley Kubrick. Clarke’s memories of writing the script
of that movie, often listed in the best ten ever, are contained
in the twenty-five essays that constitute By Space Possessed, a
pot-pourri of memories and predictions that span Clarke’s
writing career.

Most interesting are his recollections of the British
Interplanetary Society in the 1930s, when moon travel really
was fanciful fiction. These include an eventful meeting with
J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis in an Oxford pub which
ended with Lewis saying to Clarke and his colleagues: ‘I’m
sure you’re very wicked people but how dull it would be if
everyone was good!’

THE CORNELIUS QUARTET
by Michael Moorcock
(Phoenix House; 855 pp.; $A29.95)

A CORNELIUS CALENDAR
by Michael Moorcock
(Phoenix House; 554 pp.; $A24.95)

THE NEW NATURE OF THE CATASTROPHE
by Michael Moorcock
(Millennium; 436 pp.; $A39.95 hb/$A24.95 pb)

The Michael Moorcock revival continues unabated, with
three massive volumes bringing together seven novels, one
novella and numerous short stories featuring his famous
character Jerry Cornelius. Cornelius, who can change age,
colour and occasionally sex, represents Moorcock’s ‘attempt
to find a viable myth figure for the last half of the twentieth
century’. Beginning with The Final Programme (1968), one of
the four novels collected in The Cornelius Quartet, he grew
from an almost comic-strip caricature in the 1960s to the
world-weary Pierrot in The Condition of Muzak (1977), which
won The Guardian fiction prize for that year, and supported
feminism in The Alchemist’s Question (1984).

The novels in The Cornelius Quartet and The Cornelius Calen-
dar represent not only an alternative history of the world but
also an unusually predictive future. Moorcock depicted in
one Cornelius story a ruined Sarajevo and Dubrovnik under
attack. This was written at a time in the early 1970s when
English holiday-makers flocked to the Yugoslav coast each
summer. Moorcock has said in a recent interview that ‘by
getting to the roots of something . . . you tend by accident
to make a sort of broad prediction of events’.

The New Nature of the Catastrophe brings together the various
short stories about Cornelius written by Moorcock and ten
other writers, including Brian Aldiss and Norman Spinrad.
Moorcock has said: ‘Jerry Cornelius was born as much from
our general dissenting tendencies as he was from any un-
natural intercourse’. As an underground folk hero seeking
pleasure without commitment he became a symbol for sur-

vival in a corrupt and materialist world, one unravelling at
the edges. Moorcock constantly attacked mediocrity and the
establishment forces, be they political, social or military. Mrs
Thatcher and the late Robert Maxwell were two figures who
constantly appeared in the Cornelius sequence.

As Cornelius moved through time and even space, for
example, returning to a nostalgic golden Edwardian era, he
was initially a reluctant saviour in the world, then undertook
a more focused individual quest. Cornelius, like Moorcock,
champions the chaos of anarchic individualism. In that
context he remains, as one critic has put it, ‘a rock assassin
riding the sunset winds of entropy’, forever challenging the
status quo in society.

FLUX
by Stephen Baxter (HarperCollins; 366 pp.; $A35)

ANTI-ICE
by Stephen Baxter (HarperCollins; 280 pp.; $A35)

THE CITY AND THE STARS
by Arthur C. Clarke (Gollancz; 255 pp.; $A12.95)

EVA FAIRDEATH
by Tanith Lee (Headline; 215 pp.; $A29.95)

Young British mathematician Dr Stephen Baxter is amassing
a growing reputation in speculative fiction. Flux and Anti-Ice
are his third and fourth novels.

Flux is set in a neutron star where sub-microscopically engi-
neered humans, who have forgotten their origins, battle to
save their world against a wider background in which man-
kind confronts a mysterious race of superbeings.

Anti-Ice is, in contrast, an alternative Victorian history in
which Britain is even more dominant than it actually was,
thanks to the discovery of ‘anti-ice’, which has devastating
explosive tendencies. Baxter, in this novel, is also sending a
warning from his fictional past to the present as he shows a
nightmare society in which social harmony and ecological
balance have no place.

Baxter’s voyages of discovery from a closed environment
echo one of the classic SF novels of all time, Arthur C.
Clarke’s The City and the Stars (1956), now reissued by Gol-
lancz, in which cultural and intellectual stagnation are
gradually overcome, leading to a typical Clarke conclusion
of almost mystical proportions.

In Eva Fairdeath, Tanith Lee has a bleak vision of the future.
Lee’s ecologically devastated future sees a society that has
degenerated into sordid village enclaves. A young, but far
from innocent, teenager, Eva, is taken up in turn by two
criminal survivors. After various picaresque adventures
across a devastated landscape she finds some glimmer of
salvation in an open-ended conclusion. Perhaps the best
description of Eva Fairdeath is ‘gothic science fiction’.

RUSHING TO PARADISE
by J. G. Ballard (Flamingo; 239 pp.; $A35)

J. G. Ballard’s previous writings have focused upon the
abandoned adolescent boy (Empire of the Sun), the intellec-
tual and physical debris of nuclear explosions (The Terminal

58



Beach) and the angst of contemporary life (High Rise). All
these themes come together in Rushing to Paradise, which
echoes R. D. Laing’s observation that ‘no one can begin to
think feel or act now except from the starting point of his or
her own alienation’.

Neil Dempsey is a sixteen-year-old English boy whose
father died of cancer, possibly induced by radiation expo-
sure at Maralinga. He is ‘adopted’ by a disbarred (for eutha-
nasia) English medical doctor Barbara Rafferty, who has
achieved latter-day fame as a publicity-conscious ‘eco-evan-
gelist’. Their crusade against the French for nuclear testing
and bird abuse on the remote Pacific island of Saint Esprit
bring them world-wide fame to such an extent that Dr
Rafferty is able to take over the island in order to create a
model society. This is where Ballard takes the reader into
deeper, murkier waters.

Rafferty is an egomaniac as well as an ecomaniac. Men
begin to die mysteriously as Dr Rafferty tells Neil that the
biggest problem the world faces is that there are ‘too many
men’ and Neil becomes uncomfortably aware of what his
role is to be on the island. Even after the gruesome denoue-
ment, from which Neil emerges chrysalis-like, he still would
be, in the last words of the book, ‘happy to be embraced by
Dr Barbara’s cruel and generous heart’.

The novel is not, however, a simplistic attack on feminists
and greenies, although there are enough sardonic touches
— ‘a baseball cap with an eco-theme badge lovingly stitched
into its peak by a member of a women’s group in Sydney’ —
but rather a warning against the dangers of unfettered
loyalty to religious, political and social zealots.

This may not be Ballard’s most successful novel, but the
images of the disintegration of a Pacific Eden into a South
Seas Greenham Common cum Manson Family will long
linger in the memory.

FEERSUM ENDJINN
by Iain M. Banks (Orbit; 279 pp.; $A32.95)

NORTH WIND
by Gwyneth Jones (Gollancz; 283 pp.; $A34.95)

British author Iain Banks’s Feersum Endjinn is set in the far
future, when most of Earth’s inhabitants have long since left
the planet.

The novel begins with the earth facing extinction from
an interstellar dust cloud. The remaining populace inhabit
a techno-medieval world in which squabbling is the norm,
while a cybernetic structure overlays the whole, allowing
multiple lives for an individual.

Banks reveals his plot through two distinct narrative
strands. The first is conventional form, the other a form of
phonetic jargon which reminds one of Anthony Burgess’s A
Clockwork Orange and Russell Hoban’s Riddley Walker. The
time taken to follow the latter text allows a deeper apprecia-
tion to evolve, while the race to find a hidden safety device
to save Earth provides the pace. One of the best recent SF
novels.

An equally wonderful strangeness permeates Gwyneth
Jones’s North Wind, a continuation of her novel White Queen.
Earth comes into contact with the alien Aleutians,
hermaphrodites of communal will. A significant part of the
northern hemisphere has been devastated by the Gender
Wars, the ‘Eve Riots’, after the aliens mistake the Bangkok
World Conference on Women’s Affairs as the seat of world
government. The tragic-comic misapprehensions of both

races are bought together in the interlinked lives of a young
invalid Aleutian librarian and a half-caste human who turns
out to be not quite what he seems.

North Wind is a series of reflecting mirrors, in which
loyalties, understanding and identity are only slowly compre-
hended. In the end this is feminist SF at its best.

THE SCIENCE FICTION, VOL. 1
by H. G. Wells (Phoenix; 474 pp.; $A19.95)

FROM THE EARTH TO THE MOON
by Jules Verne (Gramercy; 171 pp.; $A29.95)

Those nineteenth-century masters of science fiction H. G.
Wells and Jules Verne have continued in popularity with the
reading public to the end of the twentieth century. Phoenix
are reprinting Wells’s novels, with the first volume contain-
ing the ‘scientific romances’ — The Time Machine (1895), The
Island of Dr Moreau (1896), The War of the Worlds (1898) and
The First Men in the Moon (1901). These constitute an excel-
lent start for those beginning or replenishing a Wells SF
collection. It would have been helpful if a critical introduc-
tion, such as that included in the Verne volume, had pref-
aced these classics of the imagination, as both Wells and
Verne moved beyond simple scientific prediction to reflect
sociopolitical themes of the day.

The reprinting of Jules Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon
(1865) is a sumptuous annotated version by Professor Walter
Miller, with numerous black-and-white illustrations from the
original French editions. Miller reveals the major deficien-
cies of the early translators, who were responsible for many
of the scientific inaccuracies attributed wrongly to Verne.
‘The real Verne’ had more in common with the actual
Apollo and Pioneer projects than has been commonly real-
ised, while NASA’s long-term planning apparently encom-
passes burning hydrogen as propellant gas, as in Verne’s
exploding gunpowder.

MOTHER OF GOD
by David Ambrose (Macmillan; 344 pp.; $A24.95)

British script writer David Ambrose had a successful debut
novel in The Man Who Turned into Himself (1994). His second
novel, Mother of God, explores the development of artificial
intelligence and the use of the Internet by a serial killer.

The novel begins as a young Oxford University artificial
intelligence (AI) researcher Dr Tessa Lambert becomes
pregnant and then is callously dumped by an Australian
visiting professor. Australia plays no other part in this novel!

Turning inwards to her work Lambert soon realises that
the intelligence she has created is loose on the Internet and
is able to contact her via phones and computer screens. Her
life and that of her baby are threatened, particularly when a
Californian serial killer becomes the physical ally of the AI’s
attempt to eliminate its ‘mother’.

This brief resumé of the plot doesn’t do justice to the
carefully constructed Oxford scientific and Los Angeles
criminal backgrounds that come together in a logical, if
perhaps somewhat abrupt conclusion of ‘melt-down’ prepa-
rations.
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THE SECRET OF THIS BOOK
by Brian W. Aldiss (HarperCollins; 334 pp.; $A35)

British author Brian W. Aldiss sees himself, like Anthony
Burgess, as an ‘exiled’ writer, in that he has been to some
extent on the outside of the British literary establishment.
The Secret of this Book, the latest Aldiss collection of stories
shows how difficult he is to categorise, which perhaps con-
tributes to that impression. Greek mythology, Slavonic al-
ienation and Indian mysticism provide a mixed bag of
previously published and original stories linked by connect-
ing commentaries that occasionally lapse into self-
indulgence — an unusual trait for Aldiss.

Contemporary society and the fantastic blur in many of
the stories, as in ‘The God Who Slept with Women’, when a
young Greek girl becomes pregnant by a deity. The strongest
and most harrowing story is ‘Horse Meat’, in which Aldiss
portrays the tyranny of a post-holocaust society and the
terrible rape of a young girl as she tries to save her brother.
This is far more than turning ‘heroic fantasy upside down’,
as the blurb claims. Aldiss uses shock tactics to question, but
in ‘Horse Meat’ he may have taken the actualities of corrupt
power too far.

Nonetheless, Aldiss is an author who never relies on the
conformity and blandness that is symptomatic of much
contemporary English literature.

THE PRESTIGE
by Christopher Priest
(Touchstone; 404 pp.; $A34.95)

Christopher Priest was one of the ‘Best of Young British
Writers’ group nominated in 1983 whose star graduates
include Martin Amis and Ian McEwan. Priest, however, has
never reached their levels of fame and fortune, despite a
solid output of seven novels, the latest of which, The Prestige,
juxtaposes the present with the Victorian era.

‘Prestige’ is a term used in magic for the conclusion of a
trick. Priest tells of the bitter struggle of two rival Victorian
magicians told through their twentieth-century descendants
in which deception and duplication are the key themes.
Using the new device of electricity, transportation takes
place on stage in a way that cannot be imagined until the
final gothic denouement. The end makes this virtually an
unclassifiable novel, but its gripping mesmeric eeriness re-
minds us that Priest is a somewhat neglected master of
fictional magic.

CHAGA
by Ian McDonald (Gollancz; 421 pp.; $A39.95)

Chaga has many similarities to Greg Egan’s Distress, with its
presentation of an early twenty-first-century high-tech back-
ground and wider cosmological issues.

In Chaga, a female Irish TV reporter investigates an alien
life form that first manifests itself in Chaga, Kenya, and
seems intent on transforming Earth into its own image via
‘smart molecules’ that absorb all in their path.

Irish writer Ian McDonald creates a complex matrix of
events and characters, including a new AIDS virus, alien life
forms and dramatic events in outer space. The end result is
a mixture of J. G. Ballard and Arthur C. Clarke, which means
speculative fiction of the highest quality.

3001: THE FINAL ODYSSEY by Arthur C. Clarke
(HarperCollins; 273 pp.; $A35)

2001: A Space Odyssey is one of the major SF novels of the
twentieth century, based as it was on the superb Stanley
Kubrick movie of 1968. The sequels 2010 and 2061 were
relatively pale shadows of the original, and 3001: The Final
Odyssey is really a novella padded out to novel length.

In 2001 Frank Poole was the astronaut who died in space
after the computer HAL (based on ‘heuristic algorithm’ and
not ‘IBM’ as popularly supposed) jettisoned him. David
Bowman, the other astronaut, went on to make contact with
the alien race who had left black monoliths (‘Sentinels’) on
the moon and near Jupiter.

Much of the first half of 3001 is devoted to the re-
education of Poole after his frozen body is revived after
being found floating near Neptune. This allows Clarke to
depict a future Earth, including a global space habitat,
supported by four giant space elevators, and ‘braincaps’,
which allow instant information transfer (the ultimate
Internet).

Poole finally travels to the mini-sun Lucifer, once Jupiter,
where the creators of the Sentinels are nurturing another
race, with Dave Bowman and HAL now ‘fused’ together as
‘Halman’. All are awaiting the answer to a message that the
monolith sent a millennium ago to its creators when Earth
was at its worst period of history. Clarke’s analogy of human-
ity with beetles in the evolutionary scale leads to obvious
apprehension. Clarke’s denouement, however, is relatively
low key, as if the gadgets of the future have more attraction
than the fate of humanity.

3001 proves that a brilliant original really shouldn’t have
a sequel, let alone three. Clarke’s best novels are 2001: A
Space Odyssey, Childhood’s End and The City and the Stars, where
his sense of wonder and power of scientific prediction are
superbly juxtaposed. Let’s hope that 3001 is the final odys-
sey, although he leaves the potential in the final chapter for
yet another meeting with the creators of the monoliths in
4001.

COCAINE NIGHTS
by J. G. Ballard (Flamingo; 329 pp.; $A35)

Now 66, J. G. Ballard retains the ability to shock. The film of
his novel Crash, about people who gain sexual thrills from
mutilated car crash victims, has recently resurrected the
censorship debate in London. Cocaine Nights has an equally
provocative theme.

An exclusive Spanish holiday complex on the Costa del
Sol, peopled largely by British expatriates, is the scene of a
mysterious fire, after which five people are found dead.
When travel writer Charles Prentice learns that his younger
brother has confessed to the murders, he delves into the
intrigue and incestuousness of the local community in order
to clear his brother’s name.

What he finds, however, is a complex world of drugs,
duplicity and self-doubt hidden behind the shuttered win-
dows and high walls of the resort compound. The tennis
professional of Club Nautico, an odd mix of Ilie Nastase and
Charles Manson, has as his mission to ‘jump start’ the com-
munity back into living, even if this means virtual mayhem.
Only Ballard could get away with such a bizarre vision.

Cocaine Nights is, however, far more than a crime novel.
Ballard seems to be arguing that society, when it is in danger
of becoming self-indulgent or complacent, needs violence
to be unleashed. If we have a ‘billion balconies facing the
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sun’, where is the self-analysis and creativity to come from?
Will this result in the ‘brain death’ of the world unless art
and crime coincide?

The Spanish resort is a symbol of world decline, but can
we really extrapolate from this to a European Union hedon-
istic trap on the one hand and the Balkan War on the other?
Ballard’s nights evolve into a surreal day.

THE BEST OF INTERZONE edited by David Pringle
(HarperCollins; 518 pp.; $A14.95)

The Best of Interzone is a compilation from the long-running
British magazine.

J. G. Ballard, in ‘The Message from Mars’, evokes the
surreal result of the first manned mission to Mars, after
which the astronauts refuse to leave their spacecraft on their
return to Earth.

Ben Jeapes’s ‘The Data Class’ ponders what might hap-
pen when artificial intelligences become infected with Marx-
ian ideologies.

Brian Aldiss, Garry Kilworth and Ian Watson also contrib-
ute stories to a magazine that is not distributed in Australia,
but which has always welcomed the best writing in the field,
including Australian writers such as Greg Egan.

BLUEHEART by Alison Sinclair
(Millennium; $A19.95)

Alison Sinclair’s Blueheart creates a water world that is at a
crucial point of its history. Humanity, which has colonised
the planet, has to decide whether they should continue to
adapt to the planet or whether significant terraforming
should take place to accommodate ‘normal’ humanity. The
dilemma and a central murder mystery are well fashioned,
and religion plays a part in deciding the planet’s fate.

EXCESSION by Iain M. Banks
(Orbit; $35)

Iain Banks is now regarded as one of the best of the younger
British novelists. He divides his output between mainstream
books, as Iain Banks, and science fiction, as Iain M. Banks.
Excession, one of his ‘Culture’ novels, set in a loosely knit
socialist utopia, has crossed over genres to reach the Top 5
of the UK hardback bestseller list.

An unusually aggressive alien race wants to upset the
galactic cultural apple cart at a time when a powerful intel-
ligence, ‘the Excession’, makes an appearance. This brief
synopsis of a highly complex plot cannot do justice to an
evolving epic which, despite being set in the future, has
everything to do with the realities of today.

CYBERSEX edited by Richard Jones
(Raven; $A14.95)

THE INVISIBLE COUNTRY by Paul McAuley
(Gollancz; $A35)

In Cybersex Richard Jones brings together a collection of
short stories from authors as eminent as Kurt Vonnegut and
Martin Amis. Will Self’s intelligent introduction explores the
differing visions of authors, over a period of thirty years,
about the nature of sexual pleasure and possession in virtual
reality. Don’t, however, look for eroticism in the stories. Sex
in SF often becomes technologically empowered.

Also challenging is The Invisible Country, Paul McAuley’s
collection of short stories that explore the nature of artificial
intelligence. Some of these ideas were first outlined in novels
such as Fairyland, which won the 1996 Arthur C. Clarke
Award. McAuley examines AI, from the use of slave labour
to sexual pleasures, and the notion of machine liberation
first explored by Isaac Asimov. McAuley also reverses the
process and wonders what use AIs will make of humanity.

PHOENIX CAFE by Gwyneth Jones
(Gollancz; $A39.95)

British author Gwyneth Jones concludes her Aleutian trilogy
with Phoenix Cafe. Set in twenty-third-century Paris, it de-
scribes an Earth previously conquered by an alien race, the
Aleutians, who now find that conquest is not easy to sustain.
Most of humanity lives in poverty as the aliens prepare to
leave, but Jones is less interested in plot than gender ambi-
guities, the nature of colonisation, the abuse of wealth and
power and the oppression of women.

TITAN
by Stephen Baxter (HarperCollins; 581 pp.;
$A22.95 tpb)

Future history shock can be found in Stephen Baxter’s Titan,
which reinforces this author’s reputation as one of the
leading British SF authors. Titan begins with a one-way space
probe launched to reach Saturn, where hints of ammonia-
based life have been detected. After the probe leaves for
Saturn, an ultra-right-wing government takes over in the
USA, while society polarises between global poverty and
virtual reality escapism. When the remnants of the crew
arrive at Titan, major surprises are in store. This brief outline
can hardly do justice to an excellent three stories in one
novel, which does not shirk reality, except perhaps in a
somewhat mystical far- future conclusion.

NYMPHOMATION
by Jeff Noon (Doubleday; 363 pp.; $A35 hb)

AUTOMATED ALICE
by Jeff Noon (Corgi; 251 pp.; $A16.95 pb)

Like the British rock music boom of the 1960s, the fictional
renaissance in the UK of the 1990s is coming in regional
waves. The Irish base of John Banville, Seamus Heaney,
Colm Toibin and others was followed by the Scottish boom
of A. L. Kennedy, James Kelman and Irvine Welsh.

Now comes the ‘Manchester sound’ led by Jeff Noon and
Nicholas Blincoe. Noon’s first two novels, Vurt and Pollen,
won several awards and have achieved cult status on the first
edition book market. Noon has said in a recent interview of
a comparison with Welsh: ‘I guess we’re trying to capture the
rhythms of [new generation] speech. And also a lot of us are
trying to experiment more with language.’ This is very evi-
dent in Nymphomation, both in the text and layout, and in
Automated Alice.

Nymphomation, like all of Noon’s novels to date, is set
largely in Manchester. In his latest novel, the population of
1999 Manchester has been chosen as the willing guinea pigs
for a new type of millennial lottery, which is a computer
fractal version of the well-known domino game, which gives
birth to new sequences.

Every Saturday night, the population of Manchester is
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saturated by the advertising of ‘blurbflies’, airborne robots
of advertisement. But what happens when a group of mathe-
matics/computer students tries to crack the lottery system,
and winners start to die?

The novel also shows some of the details of the underpin-
nings of the new society. The Manchester University Library
catalogue is sponsored by Whoomphy burgers, and tells the
individual user how many burgers they have or haven’t eaten
since they last logged on. Racial conflicts simmer beneath
the surface, and the advertisements make those of Blade
Runner pale by comparison.

In Automated Alice, Noon produces a ‘trequel’, the missing
third part to Lewis Carroll’s masterpiece. Now there are
three Alices, the Alice Liddell on whom Alice was based,
Alice the character, and an automated Alice who finds
herself in 1998 Manchester. Noon creates quirky characters
in true Carrollian style, suitably updated, and with sufficient
puns to last a lifetime. We have the snakelike ‘Civilserpents’,
the disease ‘newmonia’, which mixes up humans and ani-
mals, the guitar-playing puppet Jimmy Hentrails, the spider
Quentin Tarantula and so on.

One minor quibble. Noon must learn to love librarians!
In Nymphomation, Miss Denise Crimson, ‘spinster of the
parish’, has the graveyard shift of 8.30 a.m. on Saturday
(implying all normal people enjoy themselves on Friday
nights and don’t emerge until much too late). In Automated
Alice, the Librarian is a large squat half frog with a tweed
bonnet and a pincenez, who croaks ‘late books’ at readers
when Butcher in the Pie and Hatch 22 are returned late.

That aside, look out for Noon as an author who mixes
dreamlike, almost psychedelic sequences with depictions of
pervasive technology manipulated to the utmost for com-
mercial ends.

SOMEONE TO WATCH OVER ME
by Tricia Sullivan (Millennium; $A19.95 tpb)

THE CALCUTTA CHROMOSOME
by Amitav Ghosh (Picador; $16.95 pb)

Tricia Sullivan is one of the brightest young writers of SF.
Someone to Watch Over Me is set in a near-future Eastern
Europe and USA where brain transplants and other neuro-
logical advances are both legal and illegal. Violence and
corruption in the drug trade is the bacground to the rela-
tionship between a ‘possessed’ young man and a Croatian
girl. The issues addressed include individual autonomy, the
ways in which technology is changing the world, and the
influence a single individual might still exert.

Amitav Ghosh’s The Calcutta Chromosome won the Arthur C.
Clarke award for best SF novel of its year. Acclaimed Indian
writer Ghosh has produced a fascinating mix of Victorian
melodrama, medical research and scientific prediction. The
novel begins in the near future. An Egyptian Internet clerk
follows the trail of a lost colleague, a trail that reaches back
to Calcutta in the 1890s, Nobel Laureate Ronald Ross, and
the discovery of the transmission of malaria by mosquitoes.
But did he really make the Nobel Prize-winning discovery,
or was he pushed? Ghosh brings together all these threads
clearly and inventively, delineating the quest for immortal-
ity, the nature of colonialism and questions about the con-
trol of scientific research. Seek out this book.

FORMS OF HEAVEN
by Clive Barker (HarperCollins; $A35.00)

A SONG OF STONE
Iain Banks (Abacus; $A19.95)

LIVES OF THE MONSTER DOGS
Kirstin Bakis (Sceptre; $A22.95)

LET’S PUT THE FUTURE BEHIND US
Jack Womack (HarperCollins; $A19.95)

MONSTRUM
by Donald James (Century; 408 pp.; $A24.95)

Clive Barker’s Forms of Heaven comprises three plays written
by Barker before he became a bestselling writer of fiction.
Barker says that the plays depict ‘places where the impossible
becomes plausible’. In Crazyface, Barker recounts the history
of a fourteenth-century peasant, an idiot savant who reflects
society’s cruelties, but finds his own redemption. Paradise
Street justaposes real-life Liverpool with the masque court of
Elizabeth I, while the dream images of Subtle Bodies evoke a
world close to but also distant from the drawing-room come-
dies of Noël Coward.

Another timeless world is created in Iain Banks’s A Song of
Stone, set in an alternative-future Western European commu-
nity resembling one from Hapsburg Europe. A civil war is
raging, and much of the infrastructure of society has broken
down. Horses pull cars, as there is no petrol left. A nobleman
and his sister flee their rundown castle, only to be returned
there by an armed gang of mercenaries. Death comes ran-
domly, and no impression is provided of the larger world
picture. The castle is a microcosm of life, detached from the
whole. The aristocrat realises the meaning of life only when
it is too late.

Kirstin Bakis’s first novel, Lives of the Monster Dogs, was a
minor cause célèbre in American literary circles in the late
nineties, but perhaps all this means is that the publicists have
been more active than the author. Genetically engineered
dogs, which stand on their hind legs and adopt Prussian-
military-style clothing, have been bred in isolation in a re-
mote Canadian village before descending on New York in
the year 2008. As with Will Self’s Great Ape, this approach
allows an unusual insight into human habits, but the final
effect is a whimper rather than a bark.

Jack Womack’s Let’s Put the Future Behind Us is a novel of dark
satire about self-deception, set in a Russia characterised by
corruption and social disintegration. The main character,
Max Borodin, a fixer cum banker, who runs his business from
street-corner vans, becomes embroiled with the Georgian
mafia and drug smuggling. Womack’s Russia is full of bizarre
imaginations, such as the concept of a Sovietland theme
park, complete with drab furniture, surly staff, and rides that
don’t work. Let’s hope Russia’s future is not simply to imitate
the USA, with a fistful of dollars, a world that Womack
describes as only ‘three Macs away from barbarism’.

Donald James’s Monstrum has been publicised as being in
the tradition of Fatherland and Gorky Park. Set in Russia
early in the twenty-first century, after a civil war has left an
uneasy peace, Constantin Vadim, an inexperienced police
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inspector, is assigned to track down the serial killer of a
number of young women. As in Cruz Smith’s Gorky Park, the
tracking of the killer, nicknamed the ‘Monstrum’, leads to a
political maelstrom, which is the best part of the book.

James, author of The Fall of the Roman Empire (1982),
provides a convincing extrapolation of current trends in
order to evoke convincing political, social and economic
scenarios. The only flaws are some slightly implausible plot
devices, such as Vadim being converted by plastic surgery
into a double of a Russian vice-president, and his estranged
wife being a general in the defeated anarchist army.

TIMEQUAKE
by Kurt Vonnegut Jr (Jonathan Cape; $A29.95)

When Timequake appeared, seventy-five-year-old Kurt Von-
negut claimed it was his last novel. Sadly, few elements of the
classic Vonnegut style are left.

The manuscript of Timequake was ten years in gestation.
When Vonnegut submitted the final manuscript to his
American publisher, the editor wanted a partial rewrite, but
Vonnegut turned this down, saying ‘he was so damn sick of
it’. One can see why. Timequake is a rambling, semi-autobio-
graphical reminiscence with few characters. As Vonnegut
has written, ‘If I’d wasted my time creating characters . . . I
wouldn’t have gotten around to calling attention to things
that really matter’. Short chapters contain autobiographical
musings, rhetorical questions and aphorisms, with Von-
negut mixing his familiar blend of liberal humanism and
cynical pessimism.

The book’s plot device is minimal. A ‘timeslip’ occurs in
2001. It sees humanity having to relieve every minute of the
decade from 1991 to 2001, without any ability to institute
change. The decade of the loss of free will is a symbol of
resignation, with people suffering from ‘post timequake
apathy’ syndrome. Divorces, deaths and minor scrapes all
recur in an inexorable pattern.

Vonnegut’s long-time fictional alter ego, the failed writer
Kilgore Trout, is the main narrator. Vonnegut describes
Trout in Timequake as ‘gaily mournful’, which sums up Von-
negut’s approach to life, that is, ‘being alive is a crock of shit’.
Vonnegut and Trout meet in the novel at the end of the
timelapse, when chaos ensues as people have to start think-
ing again.

Timequake contains attacks on science, racism, the
machines of war (who can ever forget Vonnegut’s personal
reinterpretation of the horror of Dresden in Slaughterhouse-
Five?) and the mediocrity of most communications media.
Vonnegut believes that the TV generation have lost their
‘imagination circuits’ and that ‘electronic communities
build nothing. You wind up with nothing’.

Vonnegut has described Timequake as a ‘stew’, and that
really describes this stockpot (hardly a stockplot!) of millen-
nial madness. It is not a coherent whole, but there are meaty
bits of wisdom. Vonnegut’s cosmic videotape rerun will not
be to everyone’s taste (time, Vonnegut, please), but it is
recommended for those who want a soberly entertaining
view of where humanity has gone wrong in the twentieth
century — at least as far as Vonnegut is concerned.

FOUNDATION’S FEAR
by Gregory Benford (Orbit; 425 pp.; $A35.00)

THE STAINLESS STEEL RAT GOES TO HELL
by Harry Harrison (Orion; 245 pp.; $A35.00)

CLOUD’S RIDER
by C. J. Cherryh (Hodder; 373 pp.; $A35.00)

EXODUS FROM THE LONG SUN
by Gene Wolfe (Hodder; 386 pp.; $A39.99)

Isaac Asimov’s ‘Foundation’ series, loosely based on the rise
and fall of the Roman Empire, stands as one of the peaks of
science fiction imagination, although the original 1940s
trilogy was somewhat diluted by the 1980s sequels. Now
Gregory Benford, himself a physicist, has embarked, with
Greg Bear in Foundation and Chaos and David Brin in The
Third Foundation, on a second series ‘authorised by the estate
of Isaac Asimov’.

Foundation’s Fear begins after the events in Prelude to
Foundation and the first part of Forward the Foundation. A
reader unfamiliar with Asimov’s original might find the
current volume difficult to comprehend, but Asimov’s fans
will surely be delighted to see this filling in of elements of
‘psychohistory’, the science of predicting human behaviour
en masse, and thus a future in which society can be manipu-
lated in general terms.

Benford takes the reader back to the early years of psy-
chohistory and Hari Seldon, the key figure in Asimov’s
original series. Asimov’s view of cyclical history and the
ability to indulge in scientific predictability has been severely
weakened, however, compared with the statistical certainty
put forward in the original 1940s magazine serialisation. We
know now that we cannot predict the future with such
certainty.

Benford echoes Asimov in his ability to project ideas and
debate, encapsulated in a virtual dialogue between com-
puter simulations of Joan of Arc and Voltaire. Benford’s
technological background adds depth to the rather dated
universe of Asimov’s computer technology, showing us a
galactic Internet, and wormholes replacing hyperspace
ships. His view of academic science is that it is a ‘battle-
ground of power politics’, in which ‘naive realism meets
relativist world views’. Benford develops the story in ways in
which Asimov might not have predicted, but Foundation’s
Fear echoes the original without hint of parody.

A legendary character in science fiction is Harry Harrison’s
‘Stainless Steel Rat’, a criminal used by a sort of intergalactic
FBI, who first appeared in print in 1961. Harrison provides
in The Stainless Steel Rat Goes to Hell yet another example of
a science fiction original whose impact has been lessened by
subsequent sequels. In this latest novel, SF clichés abound
in a plot revolving around alternate worlds, with religion a
satirical target. The approach is so broadbrush that it has
little impact. Harrison and the Rat seem to be heading for a
fictional hell.

C. J. Cherryh portrays another form of survival in Cloud’s
Rider, a sequel to her novel Rider at the Gate. Cherryh creates
an inhospitable frontier planet, where the active wildlife is
telepathic. Echoing Anne McCaffrey’s Pern books,
Cherryh’s inhabitants have an empathetic relationship with
‘night horses’. In Cloud’s Rider, a teenager and his young
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companions face dangers from humanity, the native wildlife
and atrocious weather as they battle for survival. Cherryh’s
psychological insights are far more profound than McCaf-
frey’s, although her focus on character does result in a
vagueness at times.

Gene Wolfe concludes his ‘Long Sun’ quartet with Exodus
from the Long Sun. Once more we are in a familiar SF setting,
where inhabitants of a vast multi-generation starship have
long forgotten who and where they are. As in the earlier
books on this theme by Heinlein and Aldiss, an individual,
in this case a priest, has to re-educate the ship’s inhabitants
in order to confront the unknown. Since the known com-
prises false gods, including the ship’s computer, as well as
various power factions, this is no easy task.

This plot allows Wolfe to explore such issues as the nature
of power, deities both false and real, and the status of
artificial intelligence. In Exodus from the Long Sun, Wolfe has
created one of SF’s most impressive ‘confessional’ narra-
tives, and one hopes that, unlike Asimov and Harrison
before him, he does not allow the power of his original to be
weakened by the lure of the dollar. 

BRITISH ALTERNATIVE REALITY FICTION

A LAND FIT FOR HEROES
by Philip Mann (Gollancz; 204 pp.; $A36.95)

AZTEC CENTURY
by Christopher Evans (Gollancz; 352 pp.; $A19.95)

New Zealander Phillip Mann and British author Christopher
Evans conjure up contemporary alternative worlds, the for-
mer in which the Roman Empire never fell, the latter in
which the Aztecs, whom ‘stout Cortes’ never toppled, now
rule. Neither novel wholly convinces, but may provide rou-
tine ‘what if’ extrapolations.

In A Land Fit for Heroes, Phillip Mann’s Roman Empire is all
powerful, with a few British tribes tolerated in the vast
woodlands of twentieth-century Britain. When three fugi-
tives from Rome’s oppression (the gladiatorial games still
exist in barbaric form) flee to the woodlands, the status quo
is changed. The intrusion of an authorial voice again pro-
vides an unnecessary distraction.

In building up an alternative world, authors needs to do
more than rely on a single change in the pattern of history.
They need to delineate their ‘new worlds’ with credible
extrapolative detail. This is the case with Mann — for exam-
ple, why are there only seven million inhabitants of Britain?
In Aztec Century, we do not find out how the relatively fragile
structure of the Aztec leadership has managed to dominate
a world. Evans’s world is grimly realistic, as the female heir
to the British throne finds herself enmeshed in the Aztec
politics and the eventual politics of betrayal.

PASQUALE’S ANGEL
by Paul K. McAuley (Gollancz; 286 pp.; $A34.95)

POPES AND PHANTOMS
by John Whitbourn (Gollancz; 287 pp.; $A29.95)

In Pasquale’s Angel Paul McAuley takes the Industrial Revo-
lution back to the early sixteenth century in an era when
Leonardo da Vinci was the great engineer rather than the
great artist. The alternative Florence, in a mixture of mur-
der, mystery and industrial magic, comes alive through the
saga of a young painter in search of Raphael. Pope Leo X
and Machiavelli are only two of the figures that feature in
this compulsive version of a steampunk Renaissance.

Popes and Phantoms, John Whitbourn’s second book, is also
an alternative history that follows, in flashback, the career of
Admiral Slovo, Renaissance assassin and political adminis-
trator. Slovo interacts with historical figures such as the
Borgias and Henry VIII, but the key to human destiny lies
with a supernatural organisation, the Vehme. Reality shim-
mers in his historical fantasy, but it is a reality of contempo-
rary nightmares that the best fantasy always reflects.

DAN LENO AND THE LIMEHOUSE GOLEM
by Peter Ackroyd
(Sinclair-Stevenson; 280 pp.; $A34.95)

THE HOUSE OF DOCTOR DEE
by Peter Ackroyd (Penguin; 277 pp.; $A14.95)

Peter Ackroyd was one of the British literary sensations of
the 1980s, with novels such as Hawksmoor and Chatterton, as
well as his huge controversial biography Dickens.  Ackroyd
has always used history in general and London in particular
as a source for his work.

In Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem the reader is taken to
London in the autumn of 1880, but it’s a London of a strange
‘factional’ mix. A series of horrific murders have taken place
in the East End, and are juxtaposed with the fate of a young
woman, Elizabeth Cross, who is hanged for the murder of
her husband.

In bringing the two deadly strands together, Ackroyd
takes us into the murky and exciting world of Victorian
London, but distorting the lives and activities of such figures
as Den Leno, Karl Marx, George Gissing and Charles
Babbage. Ackroyd superbly depicts the world of the Victo-
rian music hall, while Marx and Gissing occupy Ackroyd’s
beloved British Museum (now Library) Reading Room. Dan
Leono and the Limehouse Golem, despite its gruesome plot line,
is an entertaining and thought-provoking novel.

By contrast, The House of Doctor Dee sinks to some extent
under its own erudition. Ackroyd takes the Elizabethan
magus Dr John Dee as his principal link between the six-
teenth century and the present. Matthew Palmer, a re-
searcher at the British Library, inherits a house that once
belonged to Dee, and soon finds himself embroiled in forces
that span the centuries. Both men are alienated, but seek
and find a form of redemption.

Dee’s Elizabethan London, like Leno’s Victorian capital,
is carefully crafted in history, language and topography, but
Ackroyd’s modern characters are less endearing and believ-
able. The House of Doctor Dee ends up being a ghost story,
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which the reader will find either ‘deelightful’ or ‘deemonic’
depending on his or her appreciation of Ackroyd’s fictional
canon of London.

A HEROINE OF THE WORLD
by Tanith Lee (Headline; 375 pp.; $A39.95)

Tanith Lee’s A Heroine of the World is set on an Earth in which
the world’s great religions have not evolved as we know
them. From the technology described, the time frame seems
to be the Napoleonic era. The central character is a young
girl Aradia who, in a war-torn continent, moves from being
a passive innocent child to becoming a gritty survivor — her
first lover is a paedophile, and she kills the officer who rapes
her. In a world gone mad, Aradia realises that even the
innocent have responsibilities.

GREAT APES by Will Self
(Bloomsbury; 404 pp.; $A29.90)

Controversial British novelist Will Self recently gained fur-
ther notoriety by being sacked by his English newspaper for
taking drugs on the then Prime Minister John Major’s elec-
tion plane. Self has explored and indulged in the drug
culture from his time as an undergraduate at Exeter College,
Oxford, where he led a rock group called Will Self and the
Self-Abusers. Exeter College features in the bizarre satiric
alternative world depicted in Great Apes.

The book begins with the main character Simon Dykes,
an artist whose London lifestyle resembles a familiar Self
world of journalistic paranoia, night clubs and drugs, find-
ing himself in a world in which humans are kept in zoos and
found wild in Africa. The norm is the ape.

Such alternative worlds, showing the interactions be-
tween humans and apes, have precedents: for example,
Pierre Boulle’s Monkey Planet, Peter Goldworthy’s Wish and
Peter Høeg’s The Woman and the Ape.

Self’s creation is a credible one, as he shows the historical
evolution of ‘chimpunity’, although the emphasis on the
sexual and physical perhaps goes on a little too long —
descriptions of genitalia, copulation, licking and physical
contact are overdone. The main character, Dykes, suffers in
the sense that he is merely the mechanism for the depiction
of the ape world and the ultimate satire. The reader rarely
feels emotionally tied to Dykes’s initially horrifying fate.

Dykes is diagnosed as an ape suffering from the delusion
of believing that he is human, i.e. he has the physical char-

acteristics of an ape but does not believe he is one. This
allows Self to indulge in one of his favourite critical themes:
the over-reliance of human society on psychiatrists. The
process of treatment and recovery takes place at a number
of places, including hospital and the psychiatrist’s
couch/home.

Great Apes is full of serious messages. There are some
frightening vignettes of humans, both in captivity and in the
wild, that enable the reader to reflect on how we treat
animals, particularly in relation to medical experimenta-
tion, in our current society. Often, however, the under-
graduate humour and knockabout action lead to ‘monkey
business’ of the Marx Brothers style. Episodes such as the
description of sconcing and an Exeter College Dining Hall,
with handholds on the walls and apes clustered on the tables
under which portraits of armoured and ruffled apes gaze
down, are largely unnecessary to the development of the
plot. These self-indulgences reduce the impact of Great Apes,
a notable addition to the recent fictional alternative views of
human society.

PASIPHAE
by William Smethurst (Headline; 1997; 345 pp.;
$A39.95)

One of the joys of reading is to come across a previously
unknown writer whose writing encourages the reader to go
back to seek out his or her previous works. I’ll certainly do
this with William Smethurst, a British author who has written
three previous novels. Pasiphae, his latest novel, includes the
launch of a new military spy satellite, fourteenth-century
history and a riveting story that connects the two.

Pasiphae begins as a group of students in Britain are
excavating an ancient British fort. One of them, Lizzie, a
postgraduate student, finds herself continually drawn to a
church, where the effigy of a franklin who lived in the late
fourteenth century exercises a mysterious influence. Lizzie’s
life becomes increasingly influenced by this past and the fate
of a young girl fleeing for her life to a nunnery.

Meanwhile, the satellite begins to transmit from the
fourteenth century unauthorised signals relating to the civil
war between Richard II and the young Henry IV! In the
present, jets from Qantas and Cathay Pacific collide because
of the breakdown of a Paris air-traffic controller in front of
his screen. A similar breakdown of a stock exchange broker
in Tokyo has a disastrous effect on global stock markets as
the messages from the end of the fourteenth century be-
come increasingly embedded in the computer circuits.

An Oxford professor of quantum physics battles against
time with US security experts to find a pattern to and source
of the signals. A foreshadowed attack on a US nuclear base,
news of which is received by a traumatised programmer,
lends urgency to their investigations.

Smethurst cleverly links real events in the fourteenth
century to an increasingly frenetic global security crisis, as
experts analyse Internet sources of medieval poetry and
scrutinise the activities of well-known computer hackers.
The investigations swing between Utah, England and Alaska
during a desperate chase to unearth the truth, while Lizzie
becomes a living neural circuit to the past.

Pasiphae would make a superb movie. The Times of Lon-
don said of a previous novel by Smethurst that he had
produced a work that was a mixture of Indiana Jones and
Stephen Hawking. The same can be said of Pasiphae.
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BRITISH FANTASY

THE DARK SIDE OF THE SUN
by Terry Pratchett (Doubleday; 236 pp.; $A29.95)

STRATA
by Terry Pratchett (Doubleday; 291 pp.; $A29.95)

THE STREETS OF ANKH-MORPORK
by Stephen Briggs and Terry Pratchett (Corgi; 21
pp. plus map; $A14.95)

GRAILBLAZERS
by Tom Holt (Orbit; 298 pp.; $A32.95)

WARREN PEACE
by Bob Shaw (Gollancz; 217 pp.; $A34.95)

Humorous science fiction and fantasy is booming, partly
because of the enormous worldwide success of Terry
Pratchett. To coincide with Pratchett’s 1994 visit to Australia,
Doubleday reissued new hardback versions of his early nov-
els The Dark Side of the Sun (1976) and Strata (1981).

Both novels are comic space opera quests, with perhaps
more science than Pratchett has included in his later works.
In The Dark Side of the Sun, Pratchett’s adolescent hero tries
to find the aliens who seeded the galaxy and for what
purpose. Strata’s hero finds herself in another interstellar
search, this time for a mysterious flat world whose origins
have significant comic cosmological implications. Strata is
perhaps less successful, in that Pratchett always seems hap-
pier with adolescents than fully rounded women characters
(grannies excepted). It is, however, the precursor of the
successful ‘Discworld’ series, and all Pratchett fans will wel-
come these reprints.

Pratchett’s Discworld, or at least the Discworld city of Ankh-
Morpork, has been ‘organised’ by Stephen Briggs in The
Streets of Ankh-Morpork with a little help from Pratchett.
Pratchett has said that he never had in mind a detailed
topography of the city when writing his Discworld novels.
Briggs, however, made as good a job as anyone could to bring
cartographical order to Pratchett’s inventive chaos.

Tom Holt, another prolific British author, is probably
Pratchett’s nearest rival, but he lacks Pratchett’s overall
thematic concerns. In Grailblazers the knights searching for
the Holy Grail are catapulted through time into the twenti-
eth century in search of that elusive relic, which actually
turns out to be a washing-up bowl. Stock market manipula-
tions by entrepreneurs from Atlantis, scheming dwarfs and
knights, reminiscent of the dooziest school prefects, ensure
that the reader has a ‘grail of a time’, not least in the search
for an Australian unicorn.

Veteran SF author Bob Shaw also tries his hand at humour
in Warren Peace, which has the seeming structure of a novella
and several short stories tacked together. The activities of
Warren Peace, a reluctant galactic troubleshooter, only re-
ally arouse interest when he turns up in an alternative
England in which the scientific inventions of the twentieth
century have not occurred and the worst practices of Victo-
rian England survive. Shaw has been better with his ‘hard’

SF, such as his Slow Glass pieces, than with this venture into
the humour market.

THE OXFORD BOOK OF MODERN FAIRY TALES
edited by Alison Lurie
(Oxford University Press; 456 pp.; $A39.75)

Alison Lurie is both a best-selling novelist and a Professor of
English at Cornell University, where she is an authority on
children’s and folk literature. ‘Fairy tales’ usually evoke
instant childhood recollections of stories from the Grimm
Brothers and/or Disney productions, but as Lurie points out
in her perhaps too brief introduction, fairy tales are not
merely childish entertainments set in an unreal and irrele-
vant universe, they are a medium to ‘tell us about the real
world we live in’.

The forty-one stories that Lurie chooses range in date of
publication from Catherine Sinclair’s ‘Uncle David’s Non-
sensical Story about Giants and Fairies’ (1839) to Louise
Erdrich’s ‘Old Man Potchikoo’ (1989), a reworking of oral
Chippewa legends. In between are well-known classics such
as Charles Dickens’s ‘The Magic Fishbone’ and Oscar
Wilde’s ‘The Selfish Giant’, but she also includes neglected
or forgotten jewels such as Lucy Lane Clifford’s 1882 story
‘The New Mother’, which is about the pains of growing up.
Bewitched naughty children find their new mother has glass
eyes and a wooden tail and there is certainly no happy
ending. One can see how this disturbing piece was appar-
ently one of the sources for Henry James’s The Turn of the
Screw.

Of the modern writers, the late Angela Carter sparkles in
‘The Courtship of Mr Lyon’, a reworking of ‘Beauty and the
Beast’, while Ursula Le Guin’s ‘The Wife’s Story’ is an ironic
reversal of the werewolf tale in which our sympathies go to
the wolves and humanity is the alien. Here is a complete
change from the expectations built up by traditional tales,
for example, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’.

Many of the other stories also provide a reversal of our
expectations. They include Kenneth Grahame’s ‘The
Reluctant Dragon’ and Jeannie Desy’s ‘The Princess Who
Stood on Her Own Two Feet’.

Fairy tales can be and often are subversive, and Lurie’s
selection ranges over broad contemporary debates such as
gender and ecology. This is a delightful collection for ‘ironic
children’ of all ages.

THE OXFORD BOOK OF FANTASY STORIES
edited by Tom Shippey
(Oxford University Press; 499 pp.; $A39.95)

THE WOMEN’S PRESS BOOK OF MYTH AND MAGIC
edited by Helen Windrath
(The Women’s Press; 261 pp.; $A21.95)

Professor Tom Shippey’s Oxford Book of Fantasy Stories ranks
with Ursula Le Guin’s recent science fiction anthology as
one of the best overviews of the genre for decades. Shippey
has assembled thirty-one stories from the end of the last
century to the present day. Despite fantasy’s recent immense
popularity (14 per cent of all fiction books published in the
USA were SF and fantasy), Shippey makes it clear that the
genre is an ‘old and venerable literary form’ and a literature
that makes deliberate use of ‘something known to be impos-
sible’.

John Buchan, Mervyn Peake and H. P. Lovecraft rub
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shoulders with present-day writers Terry Pratchett, Tanith
Lee and Angela Carter. Some might wonder at the absence
of J. R. R. Tolkien and Ursula Le Guin, although the former’s
name was not in short stories. Shippey’s excellent anthology
proves that fantasy is not simply a literature of escape. The
stories of the decline of magic and old gods reflect the
nature of life itself.

The Women’s Press Book of Myth and Magic, which comes with
no introductory rationale, comprises fifteen stories, includ-
ing Australian Rosaleen Love’s much- anthologised ‘Evolu-
tion Annie’, with its satirical critique of the traditional male
view of human evolution. Margaret Elphinstone’s ‘Condi-
tions of Employment’ is a delightful juxtaposition of the past
and present, as an unemployed young girl in Scotland inad-
vertently helps out the world of faerie.

THE OXFORD BOOK OF THE SUPERNATURAL
edited by D. J. Enright
(Oxford University Press; 555 pp.; $A39.95)

THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF WEREWOLVES
edited by Stephen Jones
(Robinson; 496 pp.; $A14.95)

D. J. Enright says in The Oxford Book of the Supernatural that
one thing the supernatural has in common with nature is:
‘You may drive it out with a pitchfork but it will constantly
come running back.’ Enright mixes extracts of fact and
fiction to cover such topics as ‘assorted apparitions’, ‘devils
and angels’, ‘hells and heaven’ and ‘sex and the super-
natural’. His introductions to the sixteen chapters are pithy
and provocative. He notes that ‘miracles are undoubtedly
popular, yet also more than a trifle vulgar’ and queries
whether spontaneous combustion was once linked to heavy
drinks of alcohol.

Enright moves from seventeenth-century witchcraft to
eighteenth-century gothic, nineteenth-century spiritualism
and contemporary ESP and near-death experiences. By mix-
ing authors as diverse as the Brontës, Sir Walter Scott, Stevie
Smith, Maxine Hong Kingston and W. B. Yeats, Enright
produces a fascinating selection of extracts that satisfies our
hunger to be frightened on our own terms and leaves behind
a nagging belief that there is something out there beyond
our ken.

Enright feels that werewolves are ‘low in sexual appeal and
lack the urbane charm of the European aristocracy’. For
readers who seek a comprehensive collection of original and
reprint stories about the ‘beast that lurks within the heart of
Man’, they need look no further than Jones’s The Mammoth
Book of Werewolves, which includes twenty-three stories by
such contemporary masters as Clive Barker, Scott Bradfield
and Ramsey Campbell.

THE THIEF OF ALWAYS
by Clive Barker (Fontana; 229 pp.; $A10.95)

Well-known horror writer Clive Barker has produced a de-
lightful new fairy tale that mixes old and new traditions. The
Thief of Always will appeal to a wide audience, but especially
to the teenage and young adult market.

Ten-year-old Harvey Swick is seduced from his studies on
a bleak February day in a suitably depressing English town
to an enchanted ‘Holiday House’ where seasons come and

go but children can satisfy their every wish.
Clive Barker’s gentle build-up of the dark side is en-

hanced by his own black-and-white illustrations, while his use
of time shifts adds a poignant dimension to the returns to
the real world. Harvey’s struggle to survive against some
gruesome manifestations of evil is perhaps too easily accom-
plished. Nonetheless The Thief of Always, which sees a return
to the controlled prose of Barker’s early work, may well
become a modern fairy tale classic.

THE HOLLOWING
by Robert Holdstock
(HarperCollins; 314 pp.; $A35)

THE HAMMER AND THE CROSS
by Harry Harrison and John Holm
(Legend; 430 pp.; $A19.95)

THE PRINCE WITH THE SILVER HAND
by Michael Moorcock
(Millennium; 361 pp.; $A39.95 hb/$A24.95 hb)

Alan Garner has called Robert Holdstock’s Mythago Wood
series ‘a new expression of the British genius for true fan-
tasy’. In these books Holdstock conjures up a remarkable
vision of an ancient English woodland where images of myth
(mythagos) become real in a place and time and space that
have no boundaries.

Stephen Donaldson has written that fantasy is a ‘ration-
alisation of our dreams’. In The Hollowing, a lost thirteen-
year-old turns the wood into a physical embodiment of his
nightmares. His father and a scientific team attempt to
pierce the hidden layers of the wood before the son and the
forest’s secrets are lost forever. The shortness of this review
cannot do justice to one of the most imaginative creations
in recent fantasy writings. The series will become a classic of
the genre.

One of the characters in The Hollowing states ‘so much of
myth, so much of legend . . . all comes down to one thing:
death. Violent death.’ That sentiment unfortunately just
about sums up Harry Harrison and John Holm’s The
Hammer and the Cross, a medieval alternative history of an
England under Viking attack. Professor Tom Shippey’s
Anglo-Saxon knowledge, hiding under the pseudonym of
John Holm, cannot lift the story line above the routine, as
the bastard son of a Viking raider rises from thrall to king
and saves the nation. A dark book about the Dark Ages.

Millennium’s ‘authorised’ reprinting of the Michael Moor-
cock fantasy opus continues with The Prince with the Silver
Hand, which collects his second Corum trilogy. It relies on
historical Celtic myths and blends the chivalric and the
barbaric as Prince Corum tries to overturn the forces of
Chaos. Moorcock here uses the plot line of gratuitous vio-
lence to satirise traditional barbaric fantasy, so well exempli-
fied in one way by Harrison and Holm.

MERLIN AND THE LAST TRUMP
by Collin Webber (Gollancz; 269 pp.; $A36.95)

THE LIGHTLESS DOME
by Douglas Hill (Pan; 304 pp.; $A19.95)

Collin Webber, with his first novel Merlin and the Last Trump,
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was semi-finalist in the BBC Radio Four Bookshelf Competi-
tion. Merlin and Sir Griswold, who has killed Sir Lancelot,
travel through time and link up with the unsuspecting ‘puny
specimen of manhood’ James Dimmot to save mankind. Not
up to Pratchett’s standard, but an excellent beginning by
Webber.

Douglas Hill takes his macho twenty-century bit-part film
actor of sword and sorcery movies in the reverse sequence,
i.e. from real life to a fantasy world. Unfortunately The
Lightless Dome is the first part of yet another fantasy trilogy,
and final judgment on the trilogy will have to wait.

INTERESTING TIMES
by Terry Pratchett (Gollancz; 283 pp.; $A29.95)

MEN AT ARMS
by Terry Pratchett (Gollancz; 288 pp.; $A34.95)

THE DISCWORLD COMPANION
by Terry Pratchett and Stephen Briggs
(Gollancz; $29.95)

MORT: A DISCWORLD BIG COMIC
by Terry Pratchett and Graham Higgins
(VG Graphics; 94 pp.; $A24.95)

In 1993 Terry Pratchett was listed in Fortune’s overall top 500
British money-earners, with a sum of £26.5 million against
his name! Pratchett said he immediately started looking
under the bed, as neither he or his bank manager could
agree with that figure! Apparently the Fortune list is of poten-
tial earnings over a lifetime, and takes into account future
movies, graphic novels and publishing output. On that score
the magazine might be right, given Pratchett’s  popularity.

Men at Arms is a sequel to the highly successful Guards!
Guards! (1989). There’s a vacancy looming as head of the
Ankh-Morpork City Guard, which also has to become multi-
racial. Enter Lance-Corporal Cuddy, a dwarf, and Lance-
Corporal Detritus, a troll. Pratchett must have had Laurel
and Hardy in mind as the basis of the comic interaction
between these two delightful characters. Lance-Constable
Angua represents the women in the ranks, the problem
being she’s a werewolf most of the time. When mysterious
deaths begin occurring in Ankh-Morpork the life of the
Watch and the future of the city become intermeshed.

The role of guns in society and the class struggle are the
two underlying themes of Men at Arms. Pratchett uses
humour to question and ridicule Britain’s inbuilt social
mores and attitudes to status in society.

Interesting Times sees the inspiration source for Pratchett’s
textual satire, footnotes and one-liners in the ‘Aurient’,
where revolution and counter-revolution have a Chinese
inspiration. Rincewind and Cohen the Barbarian are two of
the Discworld’s cast of regulars who provide the link to the
previous volumes, with the Luggage making a cameo appear-
ance. The conclusion, with Rincewind dumped in the land
of XXXX, foreshadows a Discworld volume to be set in

Australia.

The Discworld Companion is an invaluable aid to Pratchett’s
writing, both to provide a systematic overview of events and
characters and deliver new material, including ‘the defini-
tive interview’. Did you know that Pratchett buys his cotton
shirts in Melbourne (‘of a kind I’ve never been able to find
anywhere else’) and why there’s a lack of the basic sex act in
the books? Pratchett also reveals how loyal he is to his fans,
taking part in such activities as signing a beer can in Australia
and maintaining an email fan forum. This book contains
everything fans will want to know, from Gaspode the Wonder
Dog to Ungulant the Anchorite.

It has always seemed to this reviewer that Pratchett’s books
have never been successfully made into graphic novels.
Pratchett wasn’t entirely satisfied with the first two efforts,
The Light Fantastic and The Colour of Magic, but he has now
sanctioned Graham Higgins to become illustrator of Mort.
Pratchett says tongue in cheek in the Discworld Companion
that librarians and teachers approve of him because he
attracts those children who ‘don’t read’. ‘Discworld big
comics’ are arguably for those who don’t read the novels. It
would be interesting to see what the crossover between novel
and comic-book purchasers is. For the trufan they have to
be collected, but Pratchett’s vivid imagination is best left to
the individual mind to produce the images.

THE GREATEST SHOW OFF EARTH
by Robert Rankin (Doubleday; 283 pp.; $A24.95)

ODDS AND GODS
by Tom Holt (Orbit; 282 pp.; $A29.95)

Comic novels with a science fiction and fantasy bent are
becoming an almost exclusive British preserve. Like Terry
Pratchett, Rankin and Holt use the trappings of genre to
satirise British mores. Their approach, however, is essentially
broad-brush farce.

In The Greatest Show off Earth twenty-three-year-old Raymond
is snatched from his allotment by aliens intent on selling him
off on the interstellar slave market, but this is only the
beginning of his adventures, as a threat to Earth comes from
outside as well as within. With a character list that includes
Arthur Scargill lookalikes, inhabitants of the planet Uranus
and police from FART (the Firearms Response Team), it’s
clear that Rankin’s comic lineage stretches from Monty
Python to the Young Ones to provide a zany explosion of
comic anarchy.

Odds and Gods begins with a superb comic premise, in that
all the gods of mythology have ended in a British retirement
home, with cauliflower cheese and ketchup as standard fare
and a matron who reduces the bloodthirsty Aztec god
Quetzalcoatl to subservience. A subsequent battle for cosmic
supremacy ends up with a spring-cleaned Earth. A combat-
ant is turned into a dragon whose brief is to ‘protect’ Austra-
lia, and there is a plan to eradicate all Australian lawyers and
ensure rainfalls when the Australian cricket team is losing.
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MASKERADE
by Terry Pratchett (Gollancz; 285 pp.; $A29.95)

THE WITCHES TRILOGY
by Terry Pratchett (Gollancz; 592 pp.; $A24.95)

RONAN THE BARBARIAN
by James Bibby (Gollancz; 260 pp.; $18.95)

DAMNED AND FANCY
by John Brosnan (Legend; 188 pp.; $A12.95)

DJINN RUMMY
by Tom Holt (Orbit; 277 pp.; $A35)

Vintage Pratchett is Maskerade, in which his two famous
characters, the benevolent witches Granny Weatherwax and
Nanny Ogg, take on, as veritable Miss Marples, the Phantom
of the Opera. In 1995 Maskerade topped the British hardback
bestseller list, edging out even Booker Prize winner Pat
Barker’s The Ghost Road.

As in most Pratchett novels there is a serious message
underneath the comic satire. In this case it’s deception and
the masks we all wear to disguise our real inner selves. While
Maskerade is a parody of The Phantom of the Opera in its story
line, it’s not really over till the fat lady sings. Here are some
delightful sideswipes at the pomposity of the opera ritual,
from Wagner to Andrew Lloyd Webber. As Pratchett writes
of the Ring cycle: ‘Three days of gods shouting at one
another and twenty minutes of memorable tunes’.

Gollancz has released an excellent value-for-money hard-
back omnibus of the previous ‘witch books’, Equal Rites, Wyrd
Sisters and Witches Abroad. Terry Pratchett emailed me to say
the idea of The Witches Trilogy came from mass-market book-
seller W. H. Smith in the United Kingdom. They needed to
fill a gap in the Pratchett market until Maskerade was
published. Female liberation, Shakespeare, the politics of
royalty and overseas holidays provide some of the back-
ground for Pratchett’s now-classic assemblages of one-liners,
satiric settings and memorable characters.

Excellent new comedy novels come from Bibby, Brosnan
and Holt, all of them in the Pratchett tradition. There has
been no American equivalent of the British comic writing
boom.

James Bibby’s Ronan the Barbarian may echo Pratchett’s
‘Cohen the Barbarian’, but thereafter the script is irrelevant.
The reader follows the bizarre adventures of Ronan and his
colleagues, including a carnivorous donkey, through a land-
scape peopled by mythical creatures. If you’re into charac-
ters and places such as Dol Dupp and Baq D’Or and mixing
it with Seventh Day Hedonists, this is the book for you. I
especially liked the SOD’EM group — Sentient Organisms
Who Don’t Eat Men.

Equally broad humour comes from London-based Austra-
lian writer John Brosnan in Damned and Fancy. An investiga-
tive journalist is transported back to a medieval world and a
town called Vallium where the population is naturally de-
pressed and the prince is a vampire. Brosnan mixes contem-
porary references with the past to produce a most enjoyable
romp, the first of a series.

Tom Holt’s fifteenth novel Djinn Rummy sees a quixotic and
occasionally malevolent genie unleashed after fourteen
years after living in an aspirin bottle. As the genie says, ‘If a
strange man comes up to you offers you sweets . . . to get into
a bottle — walk away.’ The young girl who releases the genie
soon finds that wishes such as ‘irrigating the North African
desert’ or ‘converting the Nullarbor Plain into a swaying
forest of Brussels sprouts’ are nullified by an agreement
between good and evil genies. Zany humour at its best.

SANDMAN: BOOK OF DREAMS
edited by Neil Gaiman and Edward Kramer
(HarperCollins; $A35)

THE BURNING FOREST
by Phillip Mann (Gollancz; $A35)

A SUDDEN WILD MAGIC
by Diana Wynne Jones (Gollancz; $A35)

Neil Gaiman has amassed a huge cult following with his
comic-book series of The Sandman, in which he transformed
a Batman-style detective into a much darker figure, Mor-
pheus, the Lord of Dream. Norman Mailer has called Sand-
man a ‘comic strip for intellectuals’.

Now in Sandman: Book of Dreams, Gaiman and fellow
editor Edward Kramer have brought together a number of
distinguished writers, such as Gene Wolfe and Tad Williams,
to explore Gaiman’s creation and the familial beings who
represent various states of consciousness. Time frames in-
clude John Ford’s ‘Chain Home, Low’, which moves from
the First World War to the Second, and Susannah Clarke’s
‘Stopp’t Clock Yard’, an investigation of alchemical powers
in seventeenth-century London. An unusual yet excellent
collection.

In the first volume of the A Land Fit for Heroes trilogy, three
dissidents, two young Britons and one Roman, escape from
brutal and hedonistic Roman overlords. They seek a mystical
standing stone that acts as a focal point for the British
underground that has grown up unknown to the Romans.

Mann uses his created world to highlight contemporary
issues, such as totalitarianism versus individualism and con-
servation versus exploitation. In the second book of the
trilogy, Mann continued his alternativee history of a Roman
Britain in which the Roman Empire has never fallen. It now
dominates the entire globe. Solar cars run on European
expressways, which are surrounded by huge forests.

In The Burning Forest, the final volume of the trilogy,
civilisation in the twentieth century is limited to the Roman
towns and camps. The Emperor now wants to burn all
Britain’s woods to turn the place into a large sheep farm.
Beneath this surface tension, however, comes a strong mes-
sage from New Zealander Mann, who stresses the power of
the earth and intuitive beliefs.

Noted British children’s writer Diana Wynne Jones, in her
adult fantasy novel A Sudden Wild Magic, also tells the story
of an alternative Earth, whose inhabitants threaten the ex-
istence of our own Earth. Their universe seeks to solve its
own environmental problems by unleashing them on ours.
Unlike most fantasy writers, Jones is strong on charac-
terisation (note her female ‘away team’, which includes a
single mother with child in tow), but her plotting is weaker,
so the chaos of magic is reflected in the whole.
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WHEN THE LIGHTS GO OUT by Tanith Lee
(Headline; $A39.95)

ANCIENT ECHOES by Robert Holdstock
(HarperCollins; $A35)

In Tanith Lee’s When the Lights Go Out, a young girl objects
to her mother and her mother’s young lover taking over her
bed. She takes up with a motley group of dropouts in a
decaying seaside hotel at the end of season, which symbolises
the end of relationships. Lee’s ‘heroine’ exacts her revenge
in a startling conclusion that resembles that of the movie The
Wicker Man. Lee’s prolific writing and obsessional drives
continue to amaze.

Ancient Echoes is another in Robert Holdstock’s series in
which the myths and legends of the past interweave with the
present. Jack Chatwin, as a young boy and then as a man,
finds that he is increasingly drawn to an ancient alternative
earth. Holdstock presents a convincing picture of the scien-
tific realities of such contact and, as ever, poses questions as
to the nature of our spiritual relationship with the earth,
without sounding too New Ageish.

JINGO
by Terry Pratchett (Gollancz; 285 pp.; $A34.95)

In Jingo, Terry Pratchett’s theme is the darkness and futility
of war. An Atlantis-type island emerges from the sea. In some
ways, the feelings aroused by the island echo the Falk-
lands/Malvinas dispute, but the war actually referred to is
the Gulf War.

The guards of the Ankh-Morpork City Watch are the
main characters as Ankh-Morpork goes to war with Klatch.
The subplot, in which two of the Watch help the Patrician
in his submarine, is the funniest section of the book.

Much of the appeal of Jingo is the building on the
strengths of characterisation and plot derived from previous
novels, although new Pratchett readers could start with this
novel. Discworld is become more and more like today’s
Earth, with football a substitute for war.

ROVERANDOM
by J. R. R. Tolkien (HarperCollins; 106 pp.; $A22.95)

TALES FROM THE PERILOUS REALM
by J. R. R. Tolkien (HarperCollins; 178 pp.; $A29.95)

Tolkien lives! Well, almost. Tolkien’s old Merton College
academic gown sold for £850 and a manuscript letter for
£650. Any remaining publishable Tolkien material will be
avidly sought and bought, particularly as The Lord of the Rings
was voted ‘Australia’s favourite book of all time’ in 1997.

After the mammoth, rather indigestible twelve-volume
History of Middle Earth, made up of Tolkien drafts and edito-
rial commentary, comes a delightful novella, Roverandom,
which has been culled and edited from the Tolkien papers
by Christina Scull and Wayne Hammond (authors of J. R. R.
Tolkien: Artist and Illustrator).

Compiled from several drafts, Roverandom has its origin
in 1925, when Tolkien’s son Michael lost his favourite lead
toy dog on holiday. To console Michael, Tolkien concocted
a story about a real dog Rover, who is turned into a toy dog
by an irate wizard and travels both to the moon and under
the sea in a variety of adventures and encounters.

Five original watercolour illustrations by Tolkien, taken
from the originals in Oxford’s Bodleian Library, are repro-
duced. They provide a charming supplement to an engaging
story for children of all ages. Tolkien enthusiasts will see
some glimpses of features, including a dragon, that evolved
into The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, and early evidence
of Tolkien concerns, such as his distaste for litter and pollu-
tion, as well as a surprising depth of allusion to myths, sagas
and fairy stories.

‘Faerie’ plays an important role in Tales from the Perilous
Realm, which may seem like a new title, but is, in fact, a
bringing together of four well-known ‘lesser’ Tolkien items,
Farmer Giles of Ham, The Adventures of Tom Bombadil, Leaf by
Niggle and Smith of Wooton Manor.

Tolkien wrote Farmer Giles of Ham in the 1930s, again
partly to engage his children. It was finally published in 1949,
and evokes the distant past of Britain. A tale of gentle satire
and wit, it tells of Farmer Giles, who becomes an unlikely
hero, much to his surprise. The story depicts, as in The Hobbit,
the power of the ‘little people’, as well as featuring another
wily dragon.

The Adventures of Tom Bombadil comprises hobbit songs,
rhymes and poems, and is perhaps the least successful of
these pieces. Tom first appeared in 1934, based on a Dutch
doll of Michael Tolkien, and has a background meant to
represent, in Tolkien’s words, ‘the spirit of the [vanishing]
Oxford and Berkshire countryside’. Tom has links with The
Lord of the Rings.

Leaf by Niggle, completed in late 1939, was published in
1945. It covers the struggle and failure of an obsessive
painter, Niggle, to complete his large tree portrait before he
dies, and his time in the hereafter. It is a tale full of religious
allegories and Tolkien’s worries about finishing The Lord of
the Rings. It also reflects Tolkien’s aversion to the destructive
power of war, as well as a retelling of the Everyman saga.

Smith of Wooton Manor, the last story that Tolkien wrote,
was called by him an ‘old man’s story, filled with the presage
of bereavement’. It is pure ‘faerie’, as Smith visits the ‘Peril-
ous Realm’ before having to relinquish its joy. 

BRITISH HORROR

ALONE WITH THE HORRORS
by Ramsey Campbell (Headline; 367 pp.; $A39.95)

Just as P. D. James is more than a crime writer, so Ramsey
Campbell is more than a horror writer. Alone with the Horrors
brings together thirty-nine stories written from 1961 to 1991
with a photo montage by J. K. Potter.

Campbell uses his experiences in Liverpool, where he
still lives, in many of his stories.

‘The Interloper’ allows Campbell’s ‘strange revenge’, in
his own words, for school horrors at the hands of the Chris-
tian Brothers teaching staff, which explode into real night-
mares in the catacombs of deserted warehouses.

Similarly, the bitter-sweet explorations of young love are
juxtaposed with the death of an old vagrant ‘Mackintosh
Willy’ in a Liverpool park.

Campbell smoothly weaves the supernatural past into the
banal realities of twentieth-century life in an excellent col-
lection of his work.
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THE CHALICE by Phil Rickman
(Macmillan; 550 pp.; $A35)

VOICE OF THE FIRE by Alan Moore
(Gollancz; 320 pp.; $A22)

DARK TERRORS 2
edited by Stephen Jones and David Sutton
(Gollancz; 379 pp.; $A39.95)

FOG HEART by Thomas Tessier
(Gollancz; 319 pp.; $A35)

Phil Rickman’s The Chalice reads like a mixture of Agatha
Christie and Stephen King. The search around Glastonbury
for the Dark Chalice, the opposite of the Holy Grail, provides
a focus for a dark side that includes landed aristocracy, a
midwife turned high priestess and New Age travellers. In the
opposite corner are the ‘goodies’, who include an ageing
hippy Councillor, an elderly spinster (aka Miss Marple), a
beautiful bookshop owner, and a dog. It doesn’t take Ein-
stein to guess who wins — but only just.

The stories in Alan Moore’s collection Voice of the Fire are
subtitled ‘dark midwinter tales from the heart of England’.
The locale is ten square miles of Northamptonshire, but the
stories are set on a chronology ranging from 4000 BC to the
present day. Crusaders, witches and murderers all feature,
as Moore argues that history is one intertwined pattern, with
brutality and oppression a constant.

Dark Terrors 2 brings together an impressive collection of
original stories. Joy Russell’s ‘Lily’s Whisper’ is outstanding,
with its retrospective evocation of a concentration camp
experience via the life of a Polish refugee in New York and
the effect on a younger relation. Harlan Ellison’s ‘The Mu-
seum on Cyclops Avenue’ juxtaposes mythical images and
academic in Stockholm, where the main character willingly
suspends his disbelief. Peter Straub and Nicholas Royle are
just two of the other authors who contribute to an outstand-
ing collection.

Thomas Tessier’s time at University College Dublin is re-
flected in Fog Heart, providing the Irish background to a
novel that moves between America, Ireland and England. A
childhood death resonates through a novel in which a mur-
derer and a mystic see their lives and ultimate deaths linked.
Tessier’s novel is not for the squeamish, but it certainly ranks
with Koontz and King at the top of the literate horror stakes.

VIOLIN
by Anne Rice (Chatto & Windus; 289 pp.; $A35 hb)

Anne Rice’s Violin  had a print run of 750,000 copies in the
USA alone. It is a slim volume compared with some of Rice’s
more recent offerings. It is also a standalone volume, and
does not comprise one of her bestselling series, such as her
‘Vampire’ quintet.

Violin, however, does feature many familiar themes, many
undoubtedly reflecting some of Rice’s own real-life experi-
ences, such as the death of a daughter, battles with weight
and a semi-spiritual Brazilian odyssey. The publisher is mar-
keting the novel as Rice’s ‘confessional’ novel.

The main character Triana, is in her early fifties, sees her
family die around her. After Triana’s husband dies, a ghost

of the undead appears: a nineteenth-century Austrian aris-
tocrat named Stefan Stefanovsky. He takes Triana back to
Vienna of the first part of the nineteenth century, where
Stefan’s teacher is Beethoven. Triana develops her musical
talents, not least because she possesses Stefan’s Stradivarius.

Returning to the present, Triana becomes a musical
sensation via her virtuoso violin playing, but Stefan remains
a mysterious figure in the background. A visit to Brazil, in
particular Rio de Janeiro, culminates in a powerful musical
performance, where Stefan and Triana begin to come to
terms with their interaction, and Triana realises the nature
of a possible reincarnation of her daughter.

This all may be a little weird and a less-than-wonderful
plot line to non-readers of Rice, but Violin is one of her best
novels for some time. It’s tighter and more focused than
many others, encompassing the traditional Rice themes and
concerns. By the conclusion, many readers may well be
strung out both musically and emotionally.

AMERICAN SCIENCE FICTION

GLORY SEASON
by David Brin (Orbit; 600 pp.; $A39.95)

SIDESHOW
by Sheri S. Tepper
(HarperCollins; 467 pp.; $A35.00)

THROY
by Jack Vance (New English Library; 186 pp.;
$A19.95 pb/$A39.95 hb)

David Brin is one of the newish top-flight SF writers; his novel
Earth (1990) won several awards. Glory Season is equally long
and thought provoking. Brin muses in an afterword that ‘it
is dangerous these days for a male to write even glancingly
on feminist themes. Did anyone attack Margaret Atwood’s
right to extrapolate religio-machismo in The Handmaid’s
Tale . . . this author claims only to present . . . a thought
experiment about one conceivable world of “What If”.’

The ‘what if’ is another isolated world founded by
women. Bio-engineering has produced a clan and clone-like
female society with men living a separate largely subservient
existence. A few new clone female children, ‘vars’ or vari-
ants, exist, and Glory Season follows the fortunes of one young
female var. Her picaresque adventures allow also the explo-
ration of a multi-layered society where biological and social
struggles interact.

Sheri S. Tepper’s Sideshow also examines social organisation
from a feminist perspective. Tepper’s planet Elsewhere,
which was founded by academics, naturally supports a soci-
ety of rigid but anarchic cultural diversity controlled by
‘enforcers’. The clash between the forces of diversity and
unity, which echoes contemporary Earth, leads on to an
evolutionary climax.

Less cerebral but just as entertaining is Jack Vance’s Throy,
the third in his ‘Cadwal Chronicles’, which really need to be
read in conjunction with the previous novels Araminta Station
and Ecce and Old Earth. Again various factions fight for the
control and destiny of a planet noted for its natural beauty
and which has strict restrictions on growth.

71



NEUROMANCER
by William Gibson (HarperCollins; 277 pp.; $A35)

VIRTUAL LIGHT
by William Gibson
(Viking; 266 pp.; $A30 hb; $A19.95 pb)

Neuromancer, first published in 1984, is one of the icons of
science fiction literature, as well as the cyberpunk move-
ment. Neuromancer became the bible of the hackers and
Timothy Leary, who felt that computers were the ‘LSD of the
1980s’. The German hacker Pengo claimed the novel in-
spired him to steal data from US computers, which he later
sold to the KGB.

The novel is, however, much more than a cultural
phenomenon; it sits squarely in the American tradition of
‘mean streets’ writing that includes Dashiel Hammett and
Raymond Chandler.

HarperCollins has now issued the tenth anniversary edi-
tion of the novel with a new afterword by Gibson, which
shows him rather bemused by its success. Gibson’s novel
anticipated the worlds of virtual reality, as computer ‘cow-
boys’ jack themselves into cyberspace to steal information
called ‘ice’. Gibson’s burnt-out cases struggle to survive in
an overcrowded world, ruled by amoral multinational cor-
porations, where everything and everyone has a price. His
later books have confirmed him as the bleak visionary of the
information superhighway.

Gibson brilliantly merges the spy, detective and science
fiction genres in Virtual Light. Set in the separate states of
Northern and Southern California in the year 2005, Virtual
Light portrays a society dramatically polarised between rich
and poor and where the social and business seismic fault
lines threaten to overwhelm the integrity of the individual.
The rich huddle in their cocoon-like condos with drugs and
virtual reality as escapes — the Colombian connection runs
both — while the poor survive in an anarchic township
literally hanging onto and off a disused San Francisco Bay
Bridge.

When a lowly paid female motorbike courier steals a pair
of black glasses, little does she know that these are ‘virtual
reality’ glasses which contain valuable information on the
future of San Francisco. The plot, which involves an honest
ex-cop becoming involved in the search for the glasses and
the threats to both their lives, is, however, largely irrelevant.
It is the description of the multi-layered future society at
which Gibson excels.

Each paragraph adds to the layers of background futur-
istic detail, from airline seat screens into which email can be
downloaded to beaded handcuffs that meld into the skin if
attempts are made to remove them. Japanese gyms cater to
customers who want to be injected with Brazilian foetal tissue
and thus have their bone structure reinforced. Video cult
sects, such as those who worship old movie stars, abound.
Mongolian refugees, as the most recent migrants, run the
car washes while Russian emigrés populate the Los Angeles
Police Department.

Virtual reality glasses, which feed directly into the optic
nerve, are both a fantasy release and an information source.
They can, for example, provide descriptions of flora and
fauna as the wearer walks or jogs. The glasses are also a
symbol to reflect back the scary world Gibson has created.
Scary because, as in the best science fiction, this is a credible
extrapolation of the best and decidedly the worst of the
present.

ISAAC ASIMOV’S CALIBAN
by Roger McBride Allen
(Millennium; 312 pp.; $34.95 hb/$19.95 pb)

Most readers would have assumed that with Isaac Asimov’s
death in 1992 his extensive series of robot stories would have
ceased, but now comes a new novel, Isaac Asimov’s Caliban,
which is promoted as ‘true to the vision of the master’.

Based on a discussion with Asimov before he died, Allen
has taken the concept of robots who can operate outside
Asimov’s cautionary ‘Three Laws of Robotics’ and produced
an extremely interesting extrapolation for those original
premises. Set on the planet Inferno, the novel begins when
a leading female robotic researcher is brutally attacked and
an experimental robot, Caliban, who was at the scene of the
crime, goes missing. Naturally the obvious suspect, the ro-
bot, is not the culprit. The unravelling of the overall conspir-
acy is a fascinating blend of the science fiction and detective
genres.

RANDOM ACTS OF SENSELESS VIOLENCE
by Jack Womack (HarperCollins; 256 pp.; $A35)

There are many novels that describe the end of civilisation
as we know it. Urban decay and violence in major American
cities provide one scenario for future extrapolation.

Jack Womack’s Random Acts of Senseless Violence describes
the decline and fall of a middle-class American family in New
York in the near future as both parents lose their jobs. The
wife loses her teaching job at new York University — ‘I wasn’t
bad enough to get tenure’ — and the husband his scriptwrit-
ing contracts. His new job under an almost Dickensian figure
of a bookshop owner ends in disaster.

Their fate is told from the vantage point of their twelve-
year-old daughter Lola, and is a descent into hell as jobs,
insurance, medical benefits and urban values collapse.
Lola’s transformation into a ‘streetwild’ criminal is poign-
antly depicted both in events and the change of the text into
‘ambient-speak’, the world of Womack’s 1988 novel Ambient.
Random Acts of Senseless Violence sounds warning to the next
generation, the potential ‘orphans of history’.

GREEN MARS
by Kim Stanley Robinson
(HarperCollins; 575 pp.; $A35)

MOVING MARS
by Greg Bear (Legend; 452 pp.; $A19.95)

Mars continues to exercise its attraction as a fictional source
after a plethora of novels about the planet in 1993. Robin-
son, with the second in a trilogy, and Bear both offer high-
quality ‘hard SF’ views of the late twenty-first century.

Green Mars follows the award-winning Red Mars (1993) and
chronicles the aftermath of a revolution by the original
colonists and the efforts of the Earth-based multinationals
to terraform the planet. The continuing struggle between
the ‘Martians’ and the power factions of Earth against the
backdrop of a vividly imagined terrain, encompass another
long sprawling novel where there is no black and white in
conflict, only shades of grey, or perhaps Green.

Greg Bear literally ends up Moving Mars, but before that
another future-history scenario, modelled on the American
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Revolution, unfolds. Once more the young colony struggles
against the power of transnationals on Earth. While superfi-
cially similar to Robinson in locale and chronology, Moving
Mars is less political than ultimately physical and metaphysi-
cal. The struggle, as seen through the eyes of the female
protagonist, provides the stimulus for scientists to kick-start
the continuum for the ultimate escape for and from Mars.

KALIFORNIA
by Marc Laidlaw (St Martin’s Press; 1993; $US18.95)

Cyberpunk visions of a future California abound in such
books as Neil Stephenson’s Snow Crash and William Gibson’s
Virtual Light. Laidlaw’s images, in Kalifornia, of the state on
the eve of its bicentennial in 2050 are perhaps less concen-
trated than those two authors provide, but no less vivid.

Laidlaw’s Figueroa TV family, a future version of the
Brady Bunch, are literally wired for action, in that they can
directly link with their audience and their soap adventures.
Top ratings ensue, until the apparent death of the mother
leads to their TV demise, except for Poppy Figueroa, who
gives a ‘live’ birth to the viewing audience. Unfortunately the
baby Calafia is stolen soon after the birth. As the first child
to be born ‘wired’, does she have superhuman powers? The
Plot revolves around the attempt to find the child’s adbuc-
tors and the power struggle between the religious (Kali to
the fore) and political factions who want to control the
world.

Laidlaw is more assured in Kalifornia than in his debut
novel Dad’s Nuke and its successor Neon Lotus. Kalifornia
contains a mother of a conception which marks Laidlaw as
one of SF’s brightest talents.

THE WALL AT THE END OF THE WORLD
by Jim Aikin (Ace; 309 pp.; $US4.99)

Jim Aikin’s second novel The Wall at the End of the World
begins promisingly. He creates a closed telepathic world of
peaceful towns and villages, surrounded by a wilderness
beyond ‘the wall’. The one problem is that non-telepaths are
‘cleansed’, i.e. killed, and some, like Danlo the main charac-
ter, resent this — in this case because his wife was ‘cleansed’.
Danlo manages to shield his mental doubts from the overse-
ers, but when he is captured by a band of women warriors
from beyond the wall he begins to question the historical
raison d’être of the whole society.

Gradually the picture emerges that this world is Califor-
nia of nearly a millennium hence, and the reader, via
Danlo’s adventures, pieces together the traumatic story of
the intervening period. Aikin’s intriguingly constructed so-
ciety unravels a little too easily, however, and perhaps too
mystically, for the novel to be a total success. Aikin nonethe-
less is a writer of considerable promise, whose message is
clearly that the right of individual action is more important
than engineered conformity, whatever the cost.

THE NORTON BOOK OF SCIENCE FICTION
edited by Ursula K. Le Guin and Brian Attebury
(Norton; 869 pp.; $A34.95)

THE COMPLETE STORIES, VOLUME TWO
by Isaac Asimov (HarperCollins; 550 pp.; $A35)

Ursula Le Guin and Brian Attebury have bought together in
The Norton Book of Science Fiction one of the most outstanding

collections of short stories, not just SF, of recent years. Its
subtitle ‘North American Science Fiction 1960–1990’ gives
it a more specific focus than many previous SF anthologies.
Le Guin’s long and perceptive introduction, which extrapo-
lates from the stories in the anthology, is light years away
from the clichéd introductions to many of Isaac Asimov’s
anthologies. Asimov, incidentally, is not included in Norton,
as many of his best stories pre-date 1960.

The second volume of Asimov’s collection of short stories
has now been published in a UK/Australian release, even
though it appeared in the USA in 1992 before Asimov’s
death. Fifty stories, including Asimov’s own favourite ‘The
Bicentennial Man’, telling of the robotic urge to be human,
a neat reversal of AI trends, ensure this is another collector’s
item.

Robots, space ships and aliens don’t feature heavily in Le
Guin and Attebury’s sixty-five stories, which may come as a
surprise to non-SF readers. Many of the best SF stories
examine the human condition more closely than they did in
the ‘gee whiz’ science fiction golden age of the 1940s and
1950s. Another element of freshness in the anthology is that
very few of the stories that won awards in the period 1960–
1990 are represented.

Le Guin and contributing editor Karen Fowler also in-
clude some relatively lesser known women writers, which
reflects understandable editorial prerogatives. Women as
outsiders is a recurrent theme, as are examinations of his-
torical alternatives. No easy technological solutions or pre-
dictions of nuclear doom here — rather a who’s who of SF
tackling the predicaments of humanity from the present to
the varied futures.

A PLAGUE OF ANGELS
by Sheri S. Tepper (HarperCollins; 423 pp.; $A35)

Tepper’s young female orphan emerges in A Plague of Angels
into a squalid far-future patchwork world from which most
of humanity has escaped to the stars. The mixture of
nuclear-powered androids with engineered elements of
fairy-tale characters, to name but two events of a multi-
layered future, might seem far fetched, but the logic is
carefully explained and Tepper consistently poses questions
as to the nature of human intelligence and evolution. Highly
recommended.

GRIDIRON
by Philip Kerr (Chatto & Windus; 373 pp.; $A19.95)

IDLEWILD
by Mark Lawson (Picador; 306 pp.; $A24.95)

Mainstream writers continually rediscover stock formulae
from genre literature and make claim to ‘novel’ ideas. Thus
P. D. James’s The Children of Men echoes Brian Aldiss’s Grey-
beard, published three decades earlier. Bestselling author
Philip Kerr now seizes upon the idea of a malevolent com-
puter, seemingly obvlivious of many fiction predecessors,
such as D. F. Jones and Arthur C. Clarke, while Lawson’s
novel postulates an alternative America, but many writers
such as Philip K. Dick and Harry Turtledove have been there
before him.

In Gridiron Kerr postulates a really ‘bad day at the office’ as
a computer controlling a new hi-tech/high-rise building in
Los Angeles, which can look after its tenants without human
intervention, goes berserk. The people trapped in the build-
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ing are either frozen to death in lifts, drowned in bathrooms,
or poisoned in swimming pools. The plot centres around the
quest for human survival in a threatening closed environ-
ment. Sold for a million dollars to the movies, Gridiron would
make a perfect vehicle for Bruce Willis.

Idlewild imagines a world in which John F. Kennedy survived
the Dallas assassination attempt and Marilyn Monroe was
saved from her suicide/murder. The basic problem is that
British journalist Mark Lawson generally runs out of steam
after introducing his what-if concept.

The novel is set in November 1993, with Kennedy, now
76 and still hated for his continuation of the Vietnam War
during his second term. Marilyn Monroe, after marriage to
Aristotle Onassis, seems to echo Mae West in her later life.
Various subplots highlight the absurdities of contemporary
America, but on the whole Idlewild becomes a so-what story.
If Lawson really wants to prove that Kennedy would have
been as culpable in Vietnam as Johnson, there are probably
better ways to propound the message. In the case of Kennedy
and Monroe, the truth of their reality was certainly stranger
than Lawson’s fiction.

FOUR WAYS TO FORGIVENESS
by Ursula K. Le Guin (Gollancz; 253 pp.; $A35)

Ursula Le Guin’s science fiction of the late 1960s earned her
cult status. She later moved away from the genre for a
number of years because, as she says, she had ODed on it.
Four Ways to Forgiveness comprises four novellas set in her
future Hainish world, which she depicted in such famous
novels as The Left Hand of Darkness and The Dispossessed.

Le Guin focuses on the role of women in a world where
slavery and sexual servitude have been common. Le Guin’s
stories take place on the neighbouring planets of Yeowe and
Werel, whose contact with the Ekumen Federation brings
repression into conflict with galactic ‘enlightment’. This is
particularly encapsulated in the story ‘Forgiveness Day’. A
young emancipated female ambassador is sent to Werel as a
symbol of female freedom, but finds herself in conflict with
local customs. Finally she faces danger when captured by a
resistance group. Her hate/love relationship with her local
bodyguard is poignantly and realistically developed.

‘Betrayals’ sees the forgiveness of a former slave for an
oppressive tyrant.

‘A Man of the People’ draws on Indian pueblo culture to
provide the background of a young boy who grows up to
become a historian/liberator of oppressed women slaves.

‘A Woman’s Liberation’ echoes this theme with the story
of a female slave who becomes a scholar and teacher. The
freedom is twice won, first from slavery and then from male
oppression.

Le Guin is back at her best with this examination of the
nature of love, freedom and forgiveness.

A FISHERMAN OF THE INLAND SEA
by Ursula K. Le Guin (Gollancz; 191 pp.; $A35)

Ursula Le Guin takes inspiration from some of the artists of
the past, such as Blake and Goya, in her collection A Fisher-
man of the Inland Sea.

The eight stories include a trio from her ‘Hainish’ future
world. The title story sees the protagonist Hideo travel
through time and space to enable Le Guin to explore the
paradoxes in the lives and relationships of interstellar
travellers.

In stark contrast, ‘The First Contact with the Gorgonids’
and ‘The Ascent of the North Face’ are short joky stories.
The former, set in an Australian outback settlement where
naturally everyone is called Bruce, sees an American tourist
couple making first contact with aliens, whom they had
originally believed to be Aborigines. The latter parodies
stories about climbing with the aid of Sherpa guides.

Le Guin remains as incisive and perceptive as she was
when she first rose to literary fame in the late 1960s.

INFINITE JEST by David Foster Wallace
(Little, Brown; 1079 pp.; $A39.95)

David Foster Wallace’s huge second book, Infinite Jest, has
led to comparisons with authors such as Thomas Pynchon,
William Gaddis and John Barth, given its length, structure
and idiosyncratic nature.

Wallace places his novel in the beginning of the twenty-
first century. The USA has become ‘ONAN’, the Organisa-
tion of North American Nations, which suggests a society
intent on self-gratification rather than any deeper values.
Corporate sponsorship, which was seen at its best and worst
in the Atlanta Olympics, has been taken to the extreme.
Individual years are named with brand names, with most of
the novel taking place in the ‘Year of the Depend Adult
Undergarment’. The book revolves around the three
brothers of the Incandenza family and their dead father,
with activity focused on two very different institutions near
Boston, one a tennis school and the other a drug rehabilita-
tion clinic.

Infinite Jest is in fact the title of a film that is so entrancing
that viewers who watch it die of pleasure. Various indi-
viduals and institutions vie to gain control of the film for
their own ends. Thus entertainment and addiction become
one. Wallace seems to be arguing overall that the old histori-
cal values have been overthrown, but they haven’t been
replaced by anything more substantial than the cult of self-
gratification. If we are increasingly hedonistic, the mood is
terminal.

Don’t look, however, for a coherent plot, but revel in the
word play, comic energy and memories of the novelistic
experiments of the 1970s. One wonders, but just for a sec-
ond, if David Foster Wallace isn’t Australia’s David Foster.
Infinite Jest is a dystopian fantasy of the American dream
turned into a nightmare of irony.

MATTER’S END
by Gregory Benford (Gollancz; $A39.95)

Gregory Benford’s Matter’s End collects his early stories,
written in the late 1970s and 1980s, many of which are
precursors to his novels. A McCarthyite-dominated alterna-
tive America is covered in ‘We Could Do Worse’. The title
story, which is about quantum physics and set in India,
contains elements of Arthur C. Clarke in its mystical visions.
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RESPECTABLE VAMPIRES

MEMNOCH THE DEVIL
by Anne Rice (Chatto & Windus; 354 pp.;
$A29.95)

READING THE VAMPIRE
by Ken Gelder (Routledge; 161 pp.; $A29.95)

THE VAMPYRE
by Tom Holland
(Little Brown; 339 pp.; $A19.95)

SINS OF THE BLOOD
by Kristine Kathryn Rusch (Millennium; 357 pp.;
$A14.95)

PRISM OF THE NIGHT
by Katherine Ramsland
(Plume; 415 pp.; $A19.95)

THE ANNE RICE TRIVIA BOOK
by Katherine Ramsland
(Ballantine; 244 pp.; $A11.95)

LOVE IN VEIN
edited by Poppy Z. Brite
(HarperPrism; 405 pp.; $A19.95)

Vampires have recently acquired literary respectability,
partly through the phenomenal success of the Anne
Rice novels, the latest of which, Memnoch the Devil, has
just appeared, and through non-fiction analyses such as
Ken Gelder’s Reading the Vampire, which highlight the
societal subconscious of vampire stories.

Gelder, Reader in English at Melbourne University,
examines the myth of Dracula from Byron, Freud and
Marx through to the cinematic manifestations, although
his text was clearly written before Anne Rice’s Interview
with the Vampire book was released as a movie. Vampirism
mirrors the anxieties of a culture in the same way that
UFOs did in the United States in the 1950s. Colonialism,
antisemitism, homosexuality and lesbianism, wayward
youth and the ‘global exotic’ are just some of the themes
that Gelder tackles.

Interestingly, the first map of Tasmania had a large
area named ‘Transylvania’, which reveals how an un-
assuming term for ‘beyond or to the other side of the
forest’ has been transformed into a vampiric location.

Gelder’s book, while not groundbreaking (for
example, he admits an initial lack of knowledge of some
of the recent icons of vampire literature), does provide
a clear and cogent synthesis of the power of the vampire
magic.

Tom Holland (The Vampyre) gained his doctorate at
Oxford with a thesis on Lord Byron. The vampire as a
tragic Byronic hero is a familiar one. Byron’s physician
John Polidori wrote ‘The Vampyre’ in 1819, based on an
idea of Byron’s. Holland provides an intriguing twist to
the Polidori/Byron links by making Byron an immortal
vampire, by recounting his transformation into a con-
temporary descendant of Lord Ruthven. The Vampyre has
too much history, despite some wonderful vignettes, and
not enough of today, but it is an intriguing addition to
the vampiric canon.

Sins of the Blood by Kristine Kathryn Rusch postulates a
world in which vampires are acknowledged to exist. Her
main character, who belongs to an official vampire
eradication agency, suffers an identity crisis that be-
comes even worse when she has to track down her
brother. Rusch’s juxtaposition of contemporary Amer-
ica with such a scenario proves less easy for the reader’s
necessary suspension of disbelief than that produced by
Rice.

Dr Katharine A. Ramsland’s Prism of the Night is an
updated paperback version of her authoritative bio-
graphy of Anne Rice. She traces Rice’s life — for in-
stance, she finds that Rice as a child was taken for walks
through decaying cemeteries, and her initial efforts as a
writer were influenced by her daughter’s tragic death.

Rice is still working out personal bereavements in her
latest novel Memnoch the Devil. The slow deaths of her
father and a long-time personal friend led Rice, as
Ramsland reveals, into a searching for the meaning of
life and exploration of human mortality.

Memnoch the Devil begins as the vampire Lestat is
enlisted to aid the fallen archangel Memnoch, who is
unable to accept the ways of a cruel and merciless God.
The visions of Dante and Blake are consciously revisited
as Rice becomes embroiled in life after death and philo-
sophical debates. Rice fans who anticipate that the focus
will be Lestat will be disappointed, and may indeed be
shocked by the distastefulness of disillusionment.

The Anne Rice Trivia Book is really only for Rice fans who
can test their intimate knowledge of Rice’s twelve novels,
including her erotic trilogy written as A. N. Roquelaure.

Poppy Z. Brite’s vampire anthology Love in Vein contains
twenty original stories by authors such as Gene Wolfe
and Charles de Lint. Brite argues that the vampire is
about ‘the dark dream-side of ourselves’. In this context
Douglas Clegg’s ‘White Chapel’ is outstanding, with its
deliberate echoes of Joseph Conrad, as a woman travels
up river in Thailand to confront a destiny that is both
fulfilling and self-destroying.

Brite has produced an outstanding no-holds-barred
anthology that reflects the continuing psychological
resonance of the vampire myth.
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HOLY FIRE by Bruce Sterling
(Millennium; $A35)

IDORU by William Gibson
(Viking; $A19.95)

In Holy Fire American author Bruce Sterling creates a world
devastated by plague, but which otherwise seems little differ-
ent from the present, with its acquisition of wealth and
hedonistic pleasure. A ninety-four-year-old woman is rejuve-
nated to become a twenty-year-old, and experiences the
usual follies of youth, including the need to change the
world. Sterling’s rather clinical account of a picaresque life
leads to sterility rather than salvation.

In Idoru, cyberpunk guru William Gibson continues his
visions of technodecadent virtual futures. A young girl sets
out to find why a member of a super rock group Lo-Rez wants
to marry a Japanese ‘idoru’ or idol, who only exists in virtual
reality as a holographic construct. As usual with Gibson, the
plot is less important than the imagined visions of nanotech
buildings (Tokyo is replicating itself) and artificial intelli-
gences. Look out also for a brutal but efficient Australian
bodyguard, ‘the Toecutter’.

GIBBON’S DECLINE AND FALL by Sheri S. Tepper
(HarperCollins; $A19.95)

Sheri S. Tepper’s Gibbon’s Decline and Fall takes six female
classmates of wildly disparate natures from the early 1960s
through to the Millennium, where misogyny and over-popu-
lation are on the rise. Tepper’s feminist message is overly
strident at times, with a plot in which one of the classmates,
who mysteriously disappears, holds at the same time the fate
of humanity. Tepper’s ‘incredible story’, to quote Gibbon,
does reflect on an ‘enraged people’ and their passion.

SLANT
by Greg Bear (Legend; $A35.00)

Greg Bear’s Slant is set in the middle of the twenty-first
century, when high-technology developments have reduced
poverty, and the emotionally unstable can be treated
through radical therapy treatments. This idyllic surface
cracks wide open with murders, rogue artificial intelligences,
computers, cliques aiming for immortality and nanotech
weaponry, giving this hard SF novel more ideas than most
conventional novels can only dream of.

ANTARCTICA
by Kim Stanley Robinson (HarperCollins; 412 pp.;
$A36.95 hb/$A22.95 tpb)

Antarctica is an ecological blockbuster. Robinson inter-
weaves the historical exploration of Antarctica with a near-
future scenario in which the major powers of the world vie
with one another to exploit the mineral riches of Antarctica.
USA is governed by a party whose ecological concerns are
overruled by multinational lobby groups and a need to
overcome energy crises in a world in which temperatures are
now ten degrees higher than a century before.

A radical environment group decides that Antarctica, as
the last largely unspoilt continent, cannot be left to the
manipulation of the multinationals who wish to see the
Antarctic Treaty watered down even further. Robinson,

through the experiences of his leading characters, describes
how the Antarctic bases are threatened by ‘ecoterrorists’. A
separate group of ‘ecotopians’, who live in harmony with the
continent, provide an extra dimension in the struggle for
life and death that erupts on the cold terrain of Antarctica.

Robinson’s view of the need for utopian ecodevelop-
ments occasionally leads to his message overwhelming the
action, but overall he seems set to repeat the success of his
recent bestselling ‘Mars’ trilogy by providing solid scientific
extrapolation with a rousing story line. Robinson has said in
a recent interview that Antarctica is the ‘most Martian place
on Earth’, with its extremes of weather and environment.

The area covered by Antarctic sea ice appears to have
dropped by 25 per cent between the mid 1950s and the early
1970s, as reported recently by the Australian Antarctic Divi-
sion. Antarctica, with its many New Zealand and Australian
references, has a decidedly regional flavour, but its warning
message is universal.

AMERICAN HORROR

NIGHTMARES AND DREAMSCAPES
by Stephen King
(Hodder & Stoughton; 593 pp.; $A34.95)

Nightmares and Dreamscapes is Stephen King’s third collec-
tion of stories after Night Shift (1978) and Skeleton Crew
(1985). King admits in a preface that the latest collection is
an ‘uneven Aladdin’s cave of a book’, and this is certainly
the case here, with a decided variation in quality of the
stories. Nonethless King fans will be well satisfied, and new
readers of King, if these indeed exist, will find much to
provide that ‘frisson of fear’ one expects from him.

In chronological sequence the twenty-three stories date
from a reworked ‘It Grows on You’, which King originally
wrote while a student at the University of Maine, and which
features ‘a final look at the doomed little town’ of Castle
Rock where many of King’s stories have been set. A house
that carries a dark secret from early this century symbolises
the passing of the generations.

‘Crouch End’, stimulated by H. P. Lovecraft’s Cthulhu
mythos and King’s own time in London, is less satisfactory
because of its intrinsic illogicalities. It recounts how two
American tourists are trapped in a gruesome alternative
London.

King fans will be particularly pleased to see available in
this collection ‘Dolan’s Cadillac’ and ‘My Pretty Pony’,
which were previously only available in limited editions.

‘Suffer the Little Children’ is an out-and-out ‘ghastly
sick-joke’ (King’s words), as children literally turn into mon-
sters and their school teacher exacts a horrifying revenge.

THE GOLDEN
by Lucius Shepard
(Ziesing; 1993; 245 pp.; $US29.95)
(Millennium; 1993; 216 pp.; $A34.95)

Lucius Shepard’s The Golden, which is reviewed in the British
hardback edition, distributed in Australia, and in Mark
Ziesing’s excellent trade edition (there is also a deluxe
edition at $US65), is a combination of vampire and detective
story. It is set in the 1860s, in a huge castle in the style of
Peake’s Gormenghast, somewhere in Eastern Europe. A
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group of vampires assembles to drink ‘the golden’ blood (of
a Chateau Lafite type) from the body of a young girl. When
the girl is murdered and her blood illegally ‘decanted’,
novice vampire and ex- detective Michael Beheim sets out to
discover the culprit.

This plot device allows Shepard to probe both the exotic
and erotic strangeness of the vampires. Beheim explores
within the plot line the intrigues that overcome the boredom
of immortality. The Golden’s strange beauty lingers in the
mind like the aftertaste of a good wine.

FROM THE TEETH OF ANGELS
by Jonathan Carroll (HarperCollins; 223 pp.; $A35)

THE PANIC HAND
by Jonathan Carroll (HarperCollins; 240 pp.; $A35)

American writer Jonathan Carroll (whose first novel The
Land of Laughs is now a collector’s piece) is as adept a literary
purveyor of restrained horror in contemporary fiction as Ian
McEwan or Martin Amis, but his domicile until recently in
Vienna and his lack of self promotion have left largely
unrecognised his series of accomplished novels published
during the 1980s. His American publisher once accused him
of trying to copy J. D. Salinger’s reclusiveness, to which
Carroll retorted, ‘I think too often people buy the guy and
not the work.’

His latest novel From the Teeth of Angels, written before his
departure for California, examines the nature of mortality
through the lives and loves of three very different individuals
— a homosexual American TV star with terminal leukemia,
a British travel agent who is visited by Death in his dreams
and has the scars to prove it, and a female former movie star
who takes refuge in Vienna. With Death or the Devil playing
an active part, the tension mounts until the final confronta-
tion and an ambiguous but satisfying conclusion.

The Panic Hand is Carroll’s first short story collection, and
comprises nineteen stories written between 1984 and the
present. Many are set in Austria, a country in which Carroll
resided for most of that period.

In the title story a young man is approached on a train
journey between Vienna and Munich by a glamorous
mother and her daughter. The former propositions him, but
what is real and for what purpose?

‘A Flash in the Pants’ evokes Ray Bradbury, as children
return to their former family home and the house ‘revives’
memories of a happier era. Given wider exposure, Carroll
could take over the mantle of both Bradbury and Roald
Dahl.

ROSE MADDER
by Stephen King
(Hodder & Stoughton; 466 pp.; $A36.95)

STRANGE HIGHWAYS
by Dean Koontz (Headline; 439 pp.; $A34.95)

SWAMP FOETUS
by Poppy Z. Brite (Penguin; 190 pp.; $A14.95)

Two of the biggest names in American best-selling fiction,
Stephen King and Dean Koontz, have produced some of

their best work in their latest books, while Poppy Z. Brite is
one of the rising stars of ‘Southern Gothic’ fiction.

In Rose Madder the main character, Rosie McLendon, has
been systematically abused, both physically and psychologi-
cally, by her police officer husband over fourteen years of
marriage. When she finally leaves him to restart her life, this
leads not only to real independence and personal growth
but also to a murderous husband intent on tracking her
down. Rose Madder culminates in a cliffhanger conclusion of
considerable suspense.

Strange Highways comprises a 150-page novella of the same
name and twelve short stories. Koontz, like King, explores
the underside of society and adds a dash of the supernatural.
In the title novella, a forty-year-old alcoholic, who took the
wrong turning in life when he was twenty, is given the chance
of redemption through time being turned back. Returning
to the bleak mining town of his youth for his father’s funeral
he and a female companion redefine the past and confront
the evil force that has taken his older brother in one direc-
tion and himself in another.

The remaining short stories, such as ‘Hardshell’, with its
confrontation of a serial killer, reaffirm Koontz as a master
of the macabre. Koontz’s skills developed early, as shown by
the republication of his first story ‘Kittens’, written when he
was twenty. In this story a father’s callous drowning of young
kittens results in the dramatic revenge of his young daugh-
ter.

Poppy Z. Brite’s collection of short stories, Swamp Foetus,
follows two successful novels, Lost Souls and Drawing Blood.
Several stories, which feature her familiar locations of deca-
dent New Orleans and the rural American South, reflect
contemporary alienation and decay. ‘How to Get Ahead in
New York’ and ‘Calcutta Lord of Nerves’ evoke the seamier
side of both cities, as life and death merge into one.

THE PAVILION OF FROZEN WOMEN
by S. P. Somtow (Gollancz; $A35)

EXQUISITE CORPSE
by Poppy Z. Brite (Millennium; $A19.95)

S. P. Somtow’s short stories, often with Eastern themes, in
The Pavilion of Frozen Women, are both stark in telling and
imaginative in concept. The title story, set in Japan, mixes
snow sculptures, racial intolerance and spirituality, while
‘Fish are Jumping and Cotton is High’ is a harrowing evoca-
tion of father-and-son psychopaths in small-town America.

Literary horror of an even more gruesome nature comes in
cult author Poppy Z. Brite’s controversial Exquisite Corpse,
which has caused a furore in the literary pages of the British
press. Exquisite Corpse makes American Psycho seem like
Mother Goose! Necrophilia and serial killings, which seem
to be based on real-life cannibal killer Jeffrey Dahmer, are
no less palatable when wrapped up in the ‘aesthetics of
dismemberment’ of young boys. Only strong stomachs and
minds will relish the carefully crafted pornography of
homosexual violence that Poppy Z. Brite now creates.

— Colin Steele, 1993–1999
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