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Editorial

The State Of
The Art

Paul Kincaid

To lIlY mind, 1982 was not a. bad year
for science fiction. A few books
appeared that lllUSt rank 8m011& the best
in the genre. Yet I cannot help feell.n8
that science fiction, as a vhole, is
ie a sorry state.
r suppose any genre must be
judged by the best it produces, and i f
ve were only to look at John Crovley's
Little, Big, or Gene Wolfe's ~
of the Nev Sun, then it ....ould be quite
justifiable to come a....&y sayiTl8 that
science fiction is as heal thy as it
has ever been. I can look back over the
last fev years and name, without t.!'l.e
slightest difficulty, maybe a dozen
books that are splendid examples of
everything we have always said science
fiction is capable of achieving. But
such an optimistic vie.... is deceptive.
These outstanding books are the exception, not the nile.
More and more SF is published
every year, my local W.H. Smith has
shelves cro"'ded with the garish stuff.
Occl:isionally, 8JJlong thE:se paperbacks,
one may encour.tcr a classic decked out
in &: atrocicus cover, but all too often
t!'l.ey are the curT'mt breed of science
ricti'-'n, the febrile primeval epics, the
simi'le--oinde~ fantasies, the movie tie-

ins and the great new ideas that make
the 19}os look advanced. This rubbish is
science fiction. This is ....hat everyone
expec ts SF to be, this is what the publishers know we "'ant, this is what the
distributors and booksellers expect us
to lap up. And God help us we do bp it.
up. After all, there's nothing else.
If science fiction makes up 5<J.i6
or more of your readin8, then the handful
of books that display 8JlY real qUAli ty
cannot form the whole of your diet. And
this handful seelllO to me to be lIIore and
more cast beyond the pale, out into the
outer darkness. They are no 10%18Cr the
cw.i.nstream of science fiction, and AO
seem to be drifting into the awareness
of fewer and fewer S!o' readers. The genre
reinforces its own cliches, BO that i t
seems as i f only the cliched can be
accepted as science fiction.
Science fiction of the moment seems
to me to be characterised by a demand for
the familiar. More and more it seelllS that
the only books that sell are the series,
the ~nd1ees identiki t regurgi tations of
the Julian Mays and Stephen Donaldaons of
this world. Even once good writers like
Sllverberg cram their imaginations
into the straight jacket of repetition.
Readers can pick up these hu8e lumberi11& epics and sw1 tch off their minds,
it requires no effort to tread time
and 88&in the same rath.
I suppose. at this point, someone will remind me of Gene Wolfe' S
series, The Book of the New Sun, however, is one book that happens to fill
four volumes; I doubt that ~ of
today's ubiquitous trilogies, and
trilogies of trilogies, would have
the gall to claim that of their outpourings.
I vonder what science fiction
is supposed to be? I started reading
it because I foW1d it fresh and exc]. ting, i t set r:I¥ iJrlagination soari.n8
off into all manner of wonders. Science
fiction was about, or gave the impression of being about, the nev, the
innovative, the bold. Surely it was
the same excitement that turned you
into SF adicts,
Yet I look at the vast majority
of today's Bcience fic tion and I wonder where the innovation has f,Cnl'.
Are today's writers devoid of daring
and ioagination? To judge froa: the
stuff churned out on the producuon
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line of contemporary 'literature' the
answer is yes. If the stock that fills
the bookshop shelves is any indication
of the taste of us, the public, the
readers, then we no longer wish our
imaginations to be excited, we no
longer desire to come face to face
wi th the new, with the possible. 'We no
longer want acience fiction to be
what ....e claim it to be.
Science fiction has become the
most conservative of media, the most
inward-looking, the most staid and unadventurous. We no longer want new
ideas, we just want more of the same.
As proof of this, I need only cite
the big SF 'events' of 1982: 2010 and
yet another Foundation adventurE'. What
a mire we are stuck in t if we have to
turn the clock back 30 yea-rs!
And the cinema, which has done
so much to usurp our genre and turn
it into nothing more than the sh'.lUling
of cardboard figures around ever more
fantastic special effects, what has i t
got to offer? Upcoming films include:
Superman 3, Star Wars 3, ET 2, as well
as countless other sequels.
Are there no fresh ideas left?
Are we banknlpt of imagination?
Certainly, with a few honourable
exceptions (Crowley, Priest and Wolfe
spring most readily to mind), SF seems
to have renounced all claims to that
commodity. Fortunately, imagination is
not dead, it has been inherited by the
mainstream. The best science fiction
short story I read. in 1982 did not
appear in that self-important little
journal, Intenone, nor in any of the
other SF magazines. It was in~,
a Penguin antholog)' of mainstream
stories, and it was 'Written by Graham
Swift, a ver;)' talented young mainstream
author. In The White Rotel D.M. Thomas
has done things with the novd that
should have been attempted in SF, but
nobody had the cour~ or the vision
to tr;v. While Lanark, by Anthony Grey,
is one of the most exci ting and innovat i ve works I have ever encountered; in
content it could well be SF, and it
certainly gave me everJ'thing I used to
seek in SF, but it isn't SF. That's
the pi ty. Why isn't SF producing such
work? Why is so much SF tired and
dull? Row can we turn the tide, and
make the fiction of the future live
up to its own subject matter once more?
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GUEST EDITORIAL
Paul Kincaid •.......••....••••• 3
I do not like starting a ne·... year with
an apology but I feel that one is owed
due to the lack of a letter column
this issue. While I could give you
lengthy excuses, nay, even reasons! I
expect you will be more interested in
kno....ing what is going to happen to
your letters. Well, simply put, next
issue will have a bumper letter column,
catching up on all the backlog and
all the letters I receive on this
issue. So don't stop 'Wri tiI18 those
letters, they will see the light of

day.
Last is~ue I proposed one way for
the BSFA to receive some free publici ty and I'm pleased to say that two
people took up the idea (Actually,
one article was published before my
editorial, but who am I to quibble?).
The first article that came through
the post was by Eric Brown entitled,
"Relax with Science Fiction" and ....as
published in the 'Exam and Careers Magazine' 16 Plus. The second wae by
Nicholson-Morton entitled, "Get Inured
to Future Shock" and appeared in one
of the forces' magazine The Centurion.
As I promised I'll be sending you
both a book - once you see ....hat I'm
gi ving away you may wish to reclaim
your article! Now I how about the :rest
of you?

ARTWORK
I doubt i f I need to tell you which
artist is responsible for the front
cover aE by no.... you should be able
to recognise his work. It is, I belie vc, one of the moa t £I triking tha t
he has done for Vector, my thanks to
Alan Hunter.
-.

SLADEK AT RANDOM
John Sladek interviewej by
David Langford .....•.•....•.•.. 6
Without doubt this is the most amusing
interview I have published in ~ ,
while still being informative.

4-PAHT LIST
John Sladek ............•.....• 16
The second part of V~l·tor'!l Jorill
Sladek Double Bill is the epe~ch that
he gav'=l at Channel con l<i.st. year. I'm
training my Corgi no.... John, once it
han £Ot the hang of towJ.ng a sledge
I'll be joining the exped..l tion.

CHOUCHU1G

D~

CHRIJlLS

ChrJ.Stopher PrH'st .....•.•.•.• 25
I'm beginnJ.118 to Wish that Chnc had
not written his art-ideo I'm one of
those people who prefers not to think
about the unthinkable, but living 2
OOles away from a Illil.t tary airport,
the unthinkable is too damn close. I
was horrified an~ strangely l'iu.mbled
by this article - I hlieve you wi 11

be too.
Those of you who have had the misfortune of not readi..ng all the fiction
of Chris Priest will 800n have the.
opportunity of rechfyilll' thH; dUll
to a promotion run by thlo' booit
I'larketing Council called,"Best of
Young Bd tish Novelists", wi thin
"'hich Chris is featured. The pron.oticn runs from 28th Feb 1.0 12th l'ia.rcl-••
''Best of Young Bri tiuh novelists"
is qnly one of the IIl8.n.y promotiotls
that the BMC is running. They ra.tl,£;"C
from Children's Pictu..~ Books to
Health and Fitness, ho\o/t'ver, the onE"
we will be interested in runs from
October 11th to llovember fnh, the
Bubject is Science Fiction. In late
December I went up to the BMC' s Londcn
office to discuss how the scheme will
work. What happens is that publishers,
who are members of the Booksellers
Association, put forvard a nUI:J.ber of
ti tles (normally no more than five)
for consideration by a selection panel.
This panel will then Ch008C' 20 books
which they judge best to :n:-present the
scope of the genre. The BSFA will be
represented on the panel by yours
truly. The promotion is on Paperback
Books only and they can be el ther a
reprint or a new publication, by a
liVing or dead author. If any author
would like his books to feature in
this promotion can I urge you to contact your publishers~. If you vould
like further information you can contact me at my normal address or
Cathering Gunningham at the BMC (Tel:
01-580-6321). Judgil18 from the response their promotional acti vi ties
have had so far, it vowd seem tJorthwhile to be involved.

BOOK REVIEW'S

Various •...................... ~O
Revievs by Paul Kincaid, Bill Carlin,
Mary Gentle, Martyn Taylor and Judi th
Ha..'"U1a on books by Michael Bishop,
Alasdia.r Gray, Searles/Mpach.a.m. a."\d
F'ran.l.tlin, Stephen King, Pl'lilip l"'loJ..'1Jl,
Robert Holdstock and Phi Hp K. Dick.
One of the books praised by Paul
Kincaid in his Guest Ed1 torial,
Lanark by Alasdair Gray. lS revie""l!d
by Bill Carlin and is also, purely hy
coincidence, Vector's Choi,,:e.
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Sladek At Random
John Sladek
Interviewed By David Langford
I'Peop I e have raughed at all g.reat j nventors and discoverers, 1I
John Sladek points out. "They laughed tJt Gal i leo, at Edison's
light bulb, and even at 'nitrous oxide." In SF no.... els he hlmselt
has invented a world-dominating mechanical hOrde, a man tragIcally con ....erted to computer tape, a naive robot who'S lynChed
when mistaken tor a black. AnO what was the callous worla's
response? ThtJt's right. They laughed.
John Sladek was born In Iowa In 19J7. that year which is
the futuristic goal of a time-tra....eller in his lunatic story
"19J7 A.D.!" After stuoying first mechanical engineering and
then fng I ish literature at the Un i vers i ty of MI nnesota. he ....ent
on to "takE: up the series of jobS which usually chardcteri.ze
wr i ters and other ma I contents - short -order cook, techn i ca I
....riter. railroad switctvnan, cowboy, President of the Unitea
State!:." He left the USA to spend time lurking in Morocco, Spain
anll A:.Jstria. alarming the peasantry with his strange hdbit of
writing. Since 1966 he has lived in London Md acquired a steadily swelling reputation as an SF author whO - and this is rarenot only procuces stimulating and intell igent Sf but can be
hi laricusly or cruelly funny whl le doing so. Which is why they
laughed.
His first published story was "The Poets of MillSrove,
10W,," (New Worlds, 1966); the even earlier "The Happy 8reeo"
aIJ~H:are~n Ellison's Dangerous Visions (19b·!). His SF
novels 2re The ReprOductive System (1968 - known as Mechasm in
the USA). The MUller-Fokker Effect (1970) and Roderick (19aO).
A sequel to the latter, Roderick at KandOm, is~198~ from
Granada, and a turther novel Tik-Tok from Corgi. There Mve been
three collections of I'lis short stories: The Steam-l)riven Boy and
...,ther strangers (19B), Keep the Giraffe Burning (1971) and The
UEst of John Sladek (USA only, 1981. ccml'rislng most of t'le contents of the previous two). A furtl'ler collection. AI ien Accounts.
was released by Granada in 1982 shortly after this ir.terview
w~s conducted.
He has also written Gothic novels under the name Cassandra
I<.nye: The Castle and thE' Key (1966) and The House That Fear Built
(with Thomas M. Disch, 1967). Black AI ice (1968) Is.3 satirical
thriller. again written with DIsch. Which first appeared in the
USA under the pseUdonym Thorn Demijohn. The solo novels Black Aura
(1974) and Invisible Green (1977) - 'Thdrkeray Phin Mysteries' ar""·~"ilful recre3tlonsof tne no longer fasnionable 'locked room'
iJelc<.tive story; an earlier short piece in trlis vein. 'By An Un~nown .Yanc', won the 1972 Times detective stcry comp~tltion.
PCrt121PS 1t~e b.~~:t ot SladekTsnon-SF ....riTings is The Ne .... Apocrypha
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(1973). __hlch along __ ith Martin Gardner's Fads and Fallacies In the
Name of Science belongs on the shelf of anyone sceptical of today's

irrational cults and bel iefs. His alter ego IJames Vogh 1 has meanwhi le written books which the author of The New Apocrypha might have
h&ndled severely: Arachne RIsing (1977 - The ThIrteenth Zodiac in
the UK) and The Cosmic Factor (1978l.
In 1968-9 he co-edlted a poetry magazine __ Ith Pamela 2011ne:
Ronald Reasan. the magazine of poetry. ("We may revive It.") In
1982 he was co-guest of honour with Angela Garter at the British
National Easter SF Convention. "Channelcon" In Brighton. (He has
since been revived.)
Something of the feel of reading Sladek Woes expr'J:Ssed by the
serious and critical SF journal Foundation's football critic not
long ago: "And that bri I1 iant header, from a Ir0n who is so good
above the shoulden that he scarcely needs to use his feet at atl,
sends the ball sai ling between the posts!"
Back in the changing room •.•••

LANGFORO: John,
I
haye a 10n8--standing grudge against
you.
Haye you ever considered what
trouble
you caused young people
called Langford, as they asked partially deaf librarians for the title
The HUller-Fokker Effect?
~:

Young persons have no business reading such a book,
which contains sex, violence and
anagra_s.
I think I can speak for
the .aral _jodty here when I assure
you that we' re doing our best to prevent such problems by closing all
libraries.
LANCFORO:

But just for now, you're a
writer.
Why? What Ol8kes

you write?
~:

I
started
writing,
or
rather. thinking, stories
as a child, and at that tias the
reasoo vas very clear. Kids who r"ad
a lot ca.e up against the disheartening het that every story ends.
They can try rereading the sa.e story
or they can read IlOre stories in
the 8aM series or by the sallle author.
Or they can just read other things
and hope that by sollle Ill8gic they'll
pick up the narrative thread 8g8in.
When all of these stratagems fail,
there's nothing to do but continue
the story yourself, or else give up
reading altogether
and
try some
healthier hobby like slll8shing telephones. We didn't have a phone when

I was a kid. and I was too shy to·
Slll8sh any public phones, and our
tow didn't have a public pool hall
either so I had to hang out at the
public library - and anyvay. I told
lIyself stories. There was a continuing bedtille saga in which I was
the hero in whatever I'd been reading
lately, Dave Dawson with the RAF or
the Hardy Boys or the Oz books - it
all got blended into the l18in sage.
continued fro. night to night.
I

LANGFORD: l~ it eerely force of
habit vhich keeps theoutwardly - adult Sladek writing?
SLAOEK:

Nowadays why I write is
cOllplicated by 8 lot of
factors having nothing to do with
vrHina, such as the need to earn a
living and findina out that I'.
constitutionally unsuited for working
an honest job. There are probably a
lot of deep psychological drives too,
such as the Freudian need to i.press
the neighbours (Freud called it keeping up with Ernest Jones). the Oedipal
urge to use a lot of carbon paper.
the deep-seated need to earn millions
and beco.e a household name, like
Herald Robbins or Flash Gor"don or for
that aatter !!!..!!!..
LANGFORD: I, and I suppose SF fans
in general, think of you
as prill8rily a science fiction household n8l11e. Do these sallle deep-seated
urges drive you to write SF in
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particular'!
Not guilty. Oh att right,
I do write a httle SF in
my spare time.
I have a kind of standard explanation why, whIch ~oes'
1ike this: Science fiction IS 011(' WdY
of making sense Clut of a senseless
world.
I think people are often
bewi Iderf"d by t he world they find
themselves in, where Russia puts up
a spcdal satellite to watch the
Falklllml Islands war while in Britain
the Queen Mother visits a Illest markN
and is given a 40-1b slab of beef.
Todav I turned on the radio to hear
sume· recipes tor water flea, a delicacy of
tOlDOrrow.
Anyway,
people
fInd the-mselves in this world, and
they ~)' "It's like science fiction,"
as though they expected it to be like
ar.ything else.
SF has at l'!ast the
advantage of not depending on preconCpptl Dns.
In
1j
sci ence
fie lion
story, anything can happen. God can
...·<tlk ln halfway through and erase the
unIVerse and replacp it ....ith Cl 30sf>cond
commcrc ia I
(or
Si ngapore
Air!lnl'S. Or thp world turns out to
be nothinR but a big doner kebab, and
we're the salmonella.
Why am I
ttolling you thu.? You must have read
SQrnto sCience fiction yourself.
You
know thiS is true,

SLADEK:

..,hich have never been solved llnd
nevpr ..,dl be :>olved - I'm thinkIng
of Philip K Dick's loIork here. dealing
lJith questions of reality, for exalllpJ e.
Suppose one .."t>re to tackle
one of these themes in a conventional
novel, the question of the reality
of other people.
Do other people
have thoughts and feel inss as I do?
In a conventional novel, the question
can only be tackled by hAving a
mad character or a philosopher, or a
mad philosopher in the story. But
there has to be a framelolork of conventional reality, a world full of
real people en"eloping this local
llladness.
In 1Il0st conventional novels
God is not a ltowed to be nuts. Nor
dre nuts allowed to be God.
LANGF'ORD: They
have
to
content
--themselves
with
being
intervielJers.
Having
quizzed you
on why you ..,r j te SF, I'd be interested to hear "'hy you don't - wht"lher,
that is, you think there's <'Iny slgnit icance in your Wide spec 1 rUIII of
activity.
Gothlcs. Cf1me, lulUsm
on both Sides of the fence bet"'een
bunk and debunk, parodies,
'1II,l1nstream' fiction.
::>0 man, wr~ters
stick not only with a Benre but
In their OlJn slIlClII niche inside.
5LADfJ::

l.o\~crORD:

:-:'L.-\!lFK:

Yes, but .•.

Anything can happen in SF.
.o\nd the fact that nothing
happen In SF is only due to
tlif' P('~E'rty of our imaeinatiolls, lJe
IJha .. rltt! it ur edit I t or read it.
But SF c.ln In principle deal 1J1th
allY thing.
Of
course
that
leads
p"'lpll' 1111 H the error or bel H~ving
Ih.. ' ,:,f 1.':15 all the an~wers, that
It'5 I'(('scrlptive or predlftlve. They
,,",.n( to use It to ~et cs peek at
thp _ay thp loIorld really IJd I tH! or
Il·;,illy ought tu tit'.
\oc-ry dangerous,
Uel.:ctu!'(' the pr£.>d \(l1ons of Sf are
aJm'lst alw/JYs to(j ~imp!<'·mltHIf'\l. It's
!Iot !uturolo~y - lhflU~h
futurolug,!
1:- to{O ';lmpl(·miIHj,·l! tOq ~ "nd ll'S
n'J~
,1 r('(: i pt' t,""k t 'JI (')I,k i 118 up
I Ol1'"lr r"...·s.
1 0 mv n.llll~, I tu." t",st SF
..l'IIlH·~~t·$
ItSl·lt 1') r~,\' J,r"bJpms of
tn..- ~~r" ,'I,tl Ill.." or "V,"l! to l,r"bJf>lIIs
t"\'N

B.

dfJ~'S

1 guess basi ca 11 y I wHnt cd
to make ten md I iOIl dvltars
In a minute and also see W Jl :1mlth
llll('d ..,llh nothing but my books
In every c3tep.nr}': SF. c.rlrne, romanc(',
....{'!'tern, blugr"l'hy, a~trolog\'. l:(~nf H.tlon. (ookerr, Ldr repaIr munual,;.
Clrdnancc
surv,,)'
m,lps,
crUSS"'hl'!
~uzzles .
The ..·i1'lle idea 01 I!wnre
fiction llldk .. ~ .• ]r;ot of s('nSf> it
rou happl"n I,) b(· runnl nR it lK>ok
SUpt"1 mal k'''t ,!Od \ ·.hl net·d tu kn(l....
whether a t-l111l:1I 1"'Ilk should bl' :-h,·I\'l·t! .... Ith t~", l"ot:IPdstl' 1)1 thl' t 1II1It'd
v~g.
1\l1t
j
,1"1,'t thi nk III my~ ... 1t
it,;; a gcnll" .. rllCr' and
I rlOI,'t ~N"
why any ...·ritt·' :.tllluld. ~L)body t'Xpl'(ts thl:' rt'oll!('1
1,1 ('Oll! 1n{:' hlmSll! f
tl)
IJIH~ -;J;~m"lIt illt
hl~
llf,';
llf" f";\J1 r .. an Jan:~, ;"V('" ;mcl t).:1 r 10111 'I
I ill llar.d :tnn lant· (,1 ('v an.1 Ajo;llth<l
Chrl~' If' ..IS "'1'11
a~
Ra\' IHddbun',
:-'J "'hy SIlOIlI.III',
:.11(' ~ ha\"("
the ,..a:t:e lreed,w:: 'l~ l!"lllt'
And

John Sladek
as it turns out, the ....riter does
have. He can molle from being tinned
carrots to become a frozen rissole.
He can even decide to go out of
the supermarket altogether and write
sOlllething ani lable only in discerning delicatessens, ie in old-fashlOned
bookstores.
1'111 thinking here of
Donald Barthelme and Harry Hathews,
for example; Samuel Beckett is seldom
seen
in
the superlll3rket either.
LANCfORD: What about the bar ri l!!:rs
--within
thl!!: supermarket?
Carry Kilworth once told me he'd
use a pseudonym should he write
outside the SF genre, since his
SF connexions lIlight be harmful outside the ghetto wall.
Might your
own
detective
novels,
say,
have
suf fered thus?
SLADEK:
think these days
Sf
connexion
would
be
a boost to other books; I'm sure
1II0re people have read my two little
detecti ve puzzles because of the
SF connexion.
Those two novels
suffered mainly from being written
about 50 years after the fashion
for puzzles of detection.
I enjoyed
writing them, planning the absurd
crimes and clues, but I found I
was turning out a product the supermarkl!!:t didn't need any IIOre - stove
polish or yellow c.akes of laundry
soap. Onl!!: could starve very quickly
writing locked-room mysteries like
those.
SF has much more glamour
and glitter attached to it, in these
high-teen days.
LANGfORD: At
least
you' ve
--seemed to be a starving
author.
Your career started with
quite a splash in 1966-8: two solo
and two collaborated ('oIith Tom Disch)
novels, plus your first short Sf
stories.
Does Ouch have a lot
to answer for1
SLADEK:

He was really responsible
for
getting me started
in SF. To begin with, we collaborated on a fe'ol stories, silly stuer
like "The Discovery of the Nullitron"
(Galaxy
1966).
On
the strength
of our selling these, he persuaded
his agent to take on my o'oln fiction.

He also told De about all those
professional
writing
tricks
like
typing on one sidl!!: of the papu,
and he criticized stories that 1
read aloud to hill. Then ~ collaborated on a gothic and Black Alice.
Thesl!!: early collaborations not only
helped finance lily start as a fulltime writer, they gave me thl!!: confidence to carry on. l've been writing
full-time ever since.
LANGfORD: Black
A.lice
is
rather
--a distinguished thriller,
with some vl!!:ry' Disch and sOIIe vl!!:ry
Sladl!!:k bits.
How did you go about
the collaboration?
~LADEK:
We
wrote
Black
Alice
like this: TOlll had thl!!:
main idea.
We discussed and agreed
upon a plot outline.
I wrote a
rough draft.
Tom 'oIrote a second
draft.
We then argued and argued,
each trying to prl!!:serve his own
favourite
characters
and
lines.
and finally the book came out bigger
than planned.

LANGFORD:

Might
you
rl!!:peat
perforll\flnce soml!!: day?

the
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SLADEK:

Tom and I are never in
the same city long enough
and both between books, 50 a further
collaboration
looks
unlikely
for
some time.

LANGfORD: Some of my own favourites
--there, especially Chesterton and O'Brien.
You don't mention
any specifically Sf authon, though.
~:

LANGfORD: Since we've strayed toward
--the
beginning of
your
career, perhaps you have words to
say about
those
gothics,
as
by
"Cassandra Knye"?
Tongue in cheek,
or deeply felt works of stark emotional power?
~:

Help~ The gothics again:
Will
they
never
give
me peace? No, 1 see the grave-earth
moving, the withered hand of Cassandra
Knye clawing back to the surface ...
a withered cheek with a hideous
black tongue still in it. .•

UNGfORD: Deeply
felt
works
of
--stark
emoti?nal
power,
then.
UndouDtedly Ms Knye's favourite novels are Udolpho and ~
of Ouanto.
But what books and
a'Jthors does Hr Sladek most l!njoy?
St.ADEK:

My top forty?
I suspect
the list would be longelthan that, and would seem odd, mostly
because I cou Idn 't stop to expla i n
why I like each writer.
Even then,
o:Jch of it probably resembles the
lists of everyone else (or of English
class
syllabuses);
(or
instance
my favourite book is Ulysses and
my list would no doubt include Swift,
field ing, Sterne, Dickens and George
£liot, Hawthorne, Melville and Poe.
S" let me just mention at random
a fe ...· people on my list who mIght
not turn up everywhere: Ring Lardner,
G K Chesterton, 0 Henry, Nathanael
West, John B,uth, Donald Barthelme,
\H 11 iam Caddis, Harry Mat hews , Bernard
Ma Isltud,
Vance
Bour jai 11 y, George
P EllioLL, Djuna Barnes, Joe Orlon,
TOIn Stoppard, Kenneth Koch, Robert
C,)Over,
Vladiei r
Na bokov,
Angus
I/ilson, Terry Southern, Evelyn Wsugh,
flann O'Brien to mention only
\lrIters
in English.
The problem
a1d privilege we all have is being
alive in thlS century and able to
read this language.
It makes any
llst meaningless except the list
of an illiterate.
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So
far as SF goes, 1
alii
an
illiterate;
ay
list of f;;ourites cOllIes down to
Tom Disch, Philip K Dick and half
a doz.en others.
I haven't read
muc.h, and am not au courant with
what' 5 in the magaz.ines.
This is
lD8inly because 1 spend a lot of
time writing and so don't have much
time to read; I hate to waste that
time reading what may turn out to
be junk food for the mind, when
there's so much real writing to
be read.

LANGfORD:
creeping
work?

Do any of rour favourite
authors exert a sinister,
inf luenee over your own

SLADEK:

Whatever
1 'm
rl!ading
at the llIOIDent seems to
influence
whatever
I'm
writing.
1 found some time ago that 1 have
to be careful, while working on
People may
a novel, what 1 read.
notice the influence of Joseph Heller
in "Masterson and the Clerks" or
of
William
Gaddis
ln
Roderick.
Recently 1 've been reading Angela
Car ter and John Cheever, so 1 suppose
my work will soon have clouds of
purple perfume or else exhilarating
sunlight on suburban lawns, or something.
LANGfORD: \l'hereas
most
current
--Sf would merely afflict
you wi th rot ten grammar. Di sregarding all
these
influences,
which
of your own books do you 11 ke best?
One of the SF novels, presumably.
SLADEX:

Rodenck - the completed
~ I usually like
whatever
I've
recently
finished
best.
Just as a parent prefers
a new baby or a Defence department
prefers
the new improved missile
with extra warheads and teletext
and an optional "-year service warranty.

John Sladek

JOHN

JOHN
SLADEK

SLADEK
RODERICK
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LAHGFORD:

The
"complete" Roderick
being the published book
Roderick plus its sequel, provisionally titled Roderick at Large?
SLADEK:

The
second
volume
is
now called Roderick at
Random; I'm hoping to sell a few
copies
to any Smollett scholars
who happen to be buying books in
8 hurry.
LANGFORD: That
falDQUS
scourge of
the
writing
classes,
John Clute. suggests that a couple
of keys to what makes you tick are
to be found in your upbringing,
in the American Midwest. Certainly,
though you've lived in London since
1966, your SF novels have tended
to be set in the Midwest and to
satirize i t Illercilessly.
Is this
a utter of convenience or of deep
signi licance?
] always figure ]
have
the
Midwest

,,~.

, «"

< t·. L

it',
J\

Jt\'

.' ,/\ I l. 11 \:
. '''-

HILARIOUS AHO SERIOUS ..
SLAOEK IS AMAJOR COMIC TALENT

SLADEJ(:

!' "

/

can
one

.-

way or the other.
Because it's
.y background, it ought to be a
voice that COlDeS easily.
] could
argue that 1 know fairly well how
Midwesterners
speak
and
think.
But if that turns out not to be
true, if I'm mythicizing the place,
that's
fine
too.
Well-realized
mythical
places
are hard enough
to come by, so I win again. 1 _
planning soeeday to set a novel.
or at least a short story, in Albanie.
All 1 know of Albania is that "-ericans
aren't allowed to go there
and that it once had a ling log;
the rest can be -ade up.
It'll
probably COlDe out looking exactly
like the American Midwest.
LANGFORD: elute
also lftBkes soae
--critical play with your
being a "lapsed Catholic"; and Hichael
Frayn once wrote of "the tone of
voice, hard to describe yet curiously
distinctive. which sounds through
a great lIlany of the English Catholic
writers.
Perhaps i t is a certain
intellectual
perverseness." Cana-
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idering that there's a thread of
compulsive
intellectual
doodling
(ciphers,
anagrams,
palindromes,
acrostics, endless word and number
games) running through your work,
I can't help wondering whether 1.£.!!
think there might be some connexioD?
SLADEK:

Well of course it would
be swell to be bracketed
with Grahalll Greene and Chesterton
and Evelyn Waugh (I draw the line
at Belloc). But I'm not even English.
In America, [ think, Roman Catholicism tends to be more Protestant,
populist, sweaty and anti-intellectual.
Hare in the tone of Studs
Lonigan (by Jallles T farrell) t'hai\
say The Han Who 'Was Thursday or
Scobie in Greene ' s The Heart of
the Matter or the chap in Brideshead
~
I'm trying to see how
my being a "lapsed" Catholic relates
to my being a compulsive intellectual
doodle dandy, if I am either. Whence
the ci phers and anagrams, I don't
know.
One connexion might be
that in general, Catholics (among
others) behave as though the world
were one enormous cipher text in
which everything means somethingbut only to God or fate.
Catholic
writers const8ntly have characters
struggling
against
their
fates,
or trying to divine the meaning
of their lives, usually failing.
LANGfORD:
of making
world .•.
SLADEK:

Science
fiction,
you
said earlier, is a way
sense out of a senseless

And J L Barges wrote,
"according to Bloy, we
are the versic1es or words or letters
of a magic book, and that incessant
book is the only thing in the world;
or rather, it is the world. It
I
think scientists also share in that
peculiar vision of the war Id as
8
book.
There's fred HoyIe's idea
of clouds of DNA or bacteria or
somethi ng floating around in space
and now and then starting l i fe on
a planet like ours - so the DNA
code would be written across the
universe (in all the margins of
the boOk).
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LANGFQRD: You hllve me there: I'm
--a lapsed physicist. Still
on the subject of your own incessant
books - let's not sit round being
impartial.
I think The Reproductive
System,
The
HUller-Fokker
Effect
and Roderick are fine SF books which
stan~rereading, and I'm looking forward to the further Sladek
books promised.
Now besides the
Midwestern setting and word/numberplay we've discussed, your Sf novels
have more in corrmon: they're very
funny and satirical about US life
and everything else, they have large
casts of characters, they involve
several
narrative
lInes
chopped
into lllany short scenes - IIOre complexity.
Does it just happen that you
haven't yet come to wri te an Sf
novel where you'd find a '. ·.raightforward" continuous narrativt appropriate?

SLADEK:

I guess it's the influence
of
Dickens
8gain,
but
once I think of a comic character
I find 1 have to get them into the
novel one way Or another. The narrative line of Tik-Tok looks fairly
straight so far-:--but I haven't
finished fiddhng with it yet.
LANGfORO: Another long-running Sladek
--theme
is our danger of
growing less human than our machines.
(That word you coined in the story
"The Brass Monkey" speaks volumes:
robotomized.)
In Roderick there's
an obvious and powerful contrast
between the very human machine Roderick and the nominally human characters whose minds run in more mechaniCltl
grooves than his.
"Automata
conditioned ay consciousness prog:rams", as lan Watson likes to say of
everyone but him.
SLADEK:

It's an idea that our
century
seems
to
have
taken up as a touchstone for other
social and psychological worries: the
idea of people acting like machines
acting like people certain 1,. appealed
to
the
Dada1StS,
for
instance.
Duchalllp took it pretty fac before he
retired from painting to play chess.

Jonn Sladek

And ther-e's always a Illixtur-e of
co-edy and ter-r-or in the idea, as in
Mbrose Bier-ce's "Moxon's Master",
tne chessplayina robot ...ho r-ebels. 1
suppose the idee bites deep into the
psychological
.chaniSIl
by
which
humans recognize other humans. babies
recognizing faces and so on. Now we
know that theoretically we can fool
that mechanis. with artificial people
and that knowledae has to affect the
way we think about ourselves. Hany of
the old definitions of "human" are
no lonaer so clear-.
LAHCFORD: The definition "A feather--less biped" certainly fits
Roder-ick... I liked touches such as
his attempts to create Art, little
ftaningless
purple
squares
which
later prove identical with the works
of a
highly
regarded conceptual
artist.

lli.Q!!.:

There's a touching ar-gument
that people used to use
against the idea of artificial people.
nallely that a Il3chine will never be
able to paint like Velasquez.
But
the world is full of real people
who couldn't paint the Rokeby Venus.
either. They la8y lack oriainality or
talent, or they My happen to lead
unfortunate lives cut off from beauty,
lives wholly constrained and Ilec.hanical.
LANCFORD: To quote one of your own
autobiographical snippets:
"I feel I ought to do lily part in
helping machines take over the arts
and sciences. leaving us with plenty
of leisure tilDe for- important things,
like extract!na square roots and
figuring pay rolls."
Since the sequel to Roderiek is allDOst upon us, have you anything to say about it here? (Apart
hom the usual "Buy it: Act without
thinking:")
SLADEK:

I don't want to seem to
hype the book. Let'Sjust
say it is the story of a group of
happy-go-lucky
flyboys
on
their
tight little Mediterranean island.
It's the story of war and peace. love
and lust, beauty and the beast within
all men.

LANCfORD:

A
I18ster-piec.e
soft sell.

of

the

~:

No, actually it's a cover
blurb for Catch-22 I saw
about 20 years ago and Slelllorized. I
knew it ...ould come in handy.
LANCFORD:

Well, can you reveal anything
about
yournext
novel Tik-Tok - also, I understand,
featuring robote?

Yes, Tik-Tok is about a
robot.~ not a nice
robot like Roderick.
In fact, TikTok is bad.
That's about all I
can say no.... except to mention that
it's a story of ...ar and peace, of
sons and lovers. of .ice and men.
LANCFORD:

And after that?

SLADEK:

I'm still finishing TikTok.
After that, a 'bOQj(
provisional~ called~.
It ...ill
be something between a novel and a
set of linked stories, stories completely permeating one another - in
other words. the notion of ~
is going to predOllinate. If all this
sounds
vague and confusing, it's
because I'll still vague and confused
about it - and will be until 1 start
work on it.

~:

This brings us with suspicious neatness to short
fiction.
I've noticed that some
favourites among your own stories
don't seelll to have lrI8de it into
Sladek collections ...

SLADEK:
Host publishers seell very
reluctant to publish shor-t
story collections at all; they bring
them out in paperback, often disguised
as novels.
LANCFORD: Specifically 1 was thinking of 'Masterson and the
Clerks' , your office epic, which gets
an admiring thumbs-up in the Encyclopaedia of SF yet hasn't been collected: I had to dig it out of an old New
Worlds.
Does it and
other ()f
YQUr"uncollected stories appear in
Alien Accounts, or does the book
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feature more new pieces'!
The
star If'S
in
AIll:,n
Accounts are a 1I use~
as they sayor-cars nowadays, preowned.
They are all stories of
oHic!:! hie, beginning with "Masterson and the Clerks".
LANGF"ORD: Your parodies of other Sf
--authors
(in The StealDDriven
Boy)
have altracted sume
praise - good fun and often worth~
while critiClSm into the bargaIn.
For example, the AsillOv spoof IS a
much lIIore entertainIng assault on the
Laws of Robotics than Stanislaw LE>m's
rather boring dlsmlSsal CJ( them. But
dn you (lnd that, as someone said,
It's onlv pOSSible to write good parodies of authors you admire?
J don't admire all the
authors I parody equally,
and usually what J admire about
them doesn't come into the parody.
for instance, Roben Heinlein has
wrllten StOrIes o( paranoia, beautiI ully sustained and slowly articulated - like "They". 50 it's easier to
parody his other stuff, naturally.
My deep admiration for Ray
Brafibury, Philip K Dick and J C
B<tllard must show, J think.

SLADEK:

LANGFORD: Yes - thuugh perhaps not
the funniest, those
defini tely the best parodies.
5LADEK:

Some of the others are
obViously
less careful.

The \o,'e11s parody - "Pemberly's $tart-

Afresh Calliope" - isn't a parody
iJt all, really, just a silly scientific romance. 1 'm not sure I could do
any more ...
LANGfOIW:

Silly Science
leads to
The Hew Apocrypha, subtit led "a guide to strauge sciences
and occult bellel s" ... where you put
the boot into nUlllercus IOeirdo cults.
urns,
perpetual
mvllon
machines.
anI lent
astronauts,
the
lot.
1
gathel Mlchael Hoorcock talked you
Into wrltlng thIS one. following your
disllissals of Mc Luh,ln, van D!niken
etcetera In 19b1Js issuE'S of Ne'"
Worlds?
-
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5UDEK:
Moorcock
actually
going 10 do the book, or
at least some book on irrational
beliels under that title. But he got
busy or tired of H, and turned the
title arid some sources (as a starter
set) over to me. In no tlme at all I
was buried far
tOO deep in it.
See, I have no journal ism in my
background. so 1 wasn't practised at
research or ",riling nonfiction, nor
at handling the truth in a journalistic
way.
Journaluts know when
to call a halt and write something,
but I kept on looking for answers.
LANCfORD: The hero of your Black
Aurd observes that ~
Just
as
dangerous and
fanatical
to disbelieve all strange phenomena
as it is 10 fall (or them all.
Is
that RlOre or less your olOn view;
and did you approach the cult material wUh. perhaps, the hope that some
of these loonles might have found
something worthy of belief?
5LADEK:

Yes I did. but it was a
vain hope.
I especially
hoped
parapsychology
would
turn
up something, because much of it
looked llke good sCIence being done
by good scientists. But all I found
were murky experiments. self-deception
and fraud.
LANCFORD: 50 In the end vou came
--do .... n hard on just about
everythIng.
SLADEK:

The sources ..... ith their
impenetrable
prose
and
lack of humour, didn't make it any
eaSler.
In reaction, I probably was
more sarcastic to some of them than 1
needed to be.
Anyway I seemed to
spend years un then book, always finding more I had to read. The occult
explosion was on, too, WIth DlOre
stuff happening every week. The year
or so after the book came out, we had
Uri Geller·, t\ocstler's coincidenc.e
theories. the 8erli[z Iriangle and so
on.
The book (·ould probabl)· use a
npw expanded edlllulI. but 1'1\ reluctant to undertake it.
~:

Pity.

Wasn't

a

snlp~l

£..!!!. I rOlD the paperback TN"

John Sladek.

though, because somebody compLdned?
~:

The Scientologlsts sued me
for libel because 1 had
Quoted an article frOlll ~ magazine
without
realizing
that
they
had
successfully sued for libel over that.
So in lieu of dalll8ges, they got
to alter the section on SClento!ogy
in the British paperback editionlIIuch in the way vets alter tomcats.

LANGFORD: I suppose you must have
--had a vast anguished response to that book.
SLADEK:
Yes.
Most letlers agreed
....ith me that all these
subjects were a cOlllplete waste of
time - however, there was this one
subject that wasn't pseudoscienceat
all ...
LANGfORD: More recently, you've been
--having a go at the other
side of the case with your 'Jsmes
Vogh' books - establishing a mystical
thirteenth zodiacal sign, for example
with reasoning somewhat better than
that of the average von Dlniken in
the street. Were these books conceived as serious and devout contributions to astrologlcal lore?
SLADEK:

The
James
Vogh.
books,
Arachne Rising and The
Cosmic factor,
were conceived as
jokes, but very quickly turned into
Moneymaking enterprises.
Only they
didn't raake a lot of BOney, either-.
So finally they turn out to have been
a gigantic waste of ti_e.
Except
that I can say that 1 invented or
discovered the lost 13th sign of the
zodiac.
~:

you

born

Ah, yes, the sign Arachne
(May 13 to June 9). Were
under it, by any chance?

SLADEK:
No.
I was born in either
Oc.tobe. o. December, depeliding on whethe. you believe the
hospital reco.ds or the state rec.ocds
- the two don't agree.
LANGFORD:
tions (0.

From
hospi ta 1s i t ' s a
natu.al step to SF convenvice versa).
Having just

been jOlnt guest of honou. at the
))rd tsritlsh Eastercon this year. ho....
do you .egard the t~emlng hordes of
SF fans? I assume from the evi 1 lee.
you conStant) y wore I n the bar th.Jt
I I wasn't that hornd an experience.
~:

Leer? That was some kind
of rictus brought on by
the strychnine flavouring in the
lager (which reaches the parts no one
ev~n wants to reach).
The.e ..,as anyway only one tecmlng horde, and
it didn't teem all that much. There
seemed to be a lot of SAS-type mi li tary people about, and they did teem a
bit,
but everyone else gallantly
p.etended not to notice.
It was
altogether not a bad A.p.es-midi d 'un
fall.
A lot like vhat 1 Ifnagine a
a good class .eunion to be.

LANGFORD: But as "'ell as minaling
--with fans, you're one of
th~ relatively
few authors \oIho in
addition to some SF genre success
can, well, "pass" in the world of
Serious Hainstreatl Literary Worth ugazines like Bananas, AlIlbit and
so on •••

SLAou:

Well of c.ou.se this interview is going to blow all
tbat.
People "ho thought 1 was
str-aight will now realize I go in for
"Sf" as we call it.
You
eke
it
sound as
though I 'Ill this wdter whom everybody
thinks is straight until one day his
wife cOlles hOllle and finds him £tandi na befo.e the mi rror
wear I ng a
SlIver sui t and a glass hellllet. lie
aakes socne feeble excuse about a costUlle party, but then she opens his
desk drawer and out fdll copies of
Omni and aCari Sagan book (it falls
open to the well-thumbed pagE.' with
the Pioneer 10 d'dlJing).
Then o(
cou.se he goes Lo an analy£t who
shows hill pictures of astproids and
gives him paInful shocks.
But nothing wo.ks.
Finally he just puts on
his green poi nted ears and goes to
the supermarket - and nobody notices~
They treat hi III just like a .eal
Martian:

LA.NGFORD: 1'111
speechless.
--~.)
Thank you,
Kedals of Mars.

(.!:£!!&
Nhoj
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I saw a TV programme the other evening which told me exactly how to handle a mob
I ike you.
tn public speaking, they said, the big secret is to have a 3-part 1 ist and
a contrast; so you say Friend!;, Romans. Countrymen - that's the 3-part list, then you
bring ill the r:ontn:l5t - I come not to bury Caesar but to praise him.
tt's a terrible
rule l'cally. it reduced all the great speeches of history to a kind (lf Inane game:
neVl'r rI,we so many uwed So.) much to so few: government of the people, by t.he people,
for tne pcoplf'.
It reduces thcr:l all to a sort of J:~:l.
I fOf' one don't believe it
IS tt,at simple, I didn't h",1ieve it then, 1 don't believe It no.... and hy thunder I never'
shall beliE've it. It Ia<ty ':>~ illl rii,ht for Hitler, Churchill and Lincoln (this is the
contr<lstl but it lsn't all right for me.
Anyway, I have a a-par l. llst for you,
I found th .. a l. terns a few years ago I n a
lot " ..: I"y A. r. A.ver called The Problem of Knowledge in Whldl he outlined four fundamental
'l'-!e~:I<.'ns e,f philosophy concerning knowledge, which are: first (11' all, how do wc knolo!
Lh(' phy,.. c111 world is real?; second, halo! do we km'...· c,th'lr rC"ople havt' thoughts and
r"e!lngloo a$< lOe do"; third, 111'10' do we know ... hat the past; .....;s r'eally like: and four;th,
halo! do ....e kne,w that the entitles of science (things lik(' ("le-etror!" and atoms) are real?
/1 oCCIl,~n:,d Lo me- ....hen / read thIS llst t.hat t.hese a quesLlons turn lip very f"e-quently
;1; ~c ....n, e rlctlon.
~'~I("" ahw lurll ur in melll<l.l hospitals and Uwy turn up .n mystic"l
r t,l ig~";'l; and In Pljt' ... dO-ljCl~llCe cui ts, as I hope to sho....
WE'll, ho.... do we kno...· l~l;Jt lhe physical world is real"' AftE'r 1111, we only experI ~lIce I t thruugh our s ... nf;,:~ and senses can tJ~ decei ved. 1 t is a I wl1yt' po~s I b I e th<lt
one's (lllperlencing not le,,111'1 at all but 50m~ artlfICl<lJ Illu<l;ol1, some dream or
h~,~IU<:Inatiof\,
lIrh.-I!, scielll" f.e-llon chat'actl'rs, of c.)ur'se, havt' often experient:ed
'ell] of these - Alice .... a~ uniy dreamIng \fjcmderland.
In i-ll~berl Heinlein's story ~
\lIe entire ''''~'r"ld 1:;:< mad .. ul' of f'l<.:.'lr5 and stagt' sets, all for ,I Ollf"-man audience; New
Yc'rv is h:'l!;tll.\' ~'Ilt tog.,th.·: ""~":I h,~ V:Slts Ne ...' Y.:JI'l.;; l-'arIs IS put IOg('th",I' .... t.... never
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he VISltS ParlS and the ....eather IS ('onstruct('rt accOldlng to ....hat ....eather report he
believes.
In a Ray Bradbury story, astronauts are hypnotised Into belleving that
Mars is Heaven and that the horrid Martians al'e their loved ones.
In Stanislaw Lem's
Solaris the Illusion created by the planet seems so pervasive and complete it isn't
possible to tell whether' they are IllUSions or hypnotic suuestion or a dream, But
I think no-one has more consistently explored the possibil1ti.es of false rcality than
Philip K Dick; and I think It is fair to say that. most. or hIS work is steeped in questions about reality. He often seems to be dOIng philosophy, including theology and
ethics as he ....ntes - or, 1 should say as he wrote. This IS not going to be an eulogy
for PhI lip K Dick, I am certainly not the person to do it and I hope that confIdent
scholars .... ill have much to say about him,
I should perhaps say that he died in March,
I don't know Ir everybody w",-s a ....are that he had died, To lIIe at. least it is almost. the
greatest loss that science flctlon has had.
Any....ay, my own favourIte scene of his 111 ex:plorlng the reality of reality, If
you like, is the scene In Time Out Of Joint where a man on a beach goes up to an icecream stand to buy somethIng and while he is standIng there looking over the rIavours,
the entire stand, IncludIng the proprietvr sort of shl.mmers and disappears. There is
nothing left on the beach but a slip of paper on which is typewritten "ice-cream stand".
Well, 1 may have the details or thlS wrong, I haven't looked at that passage in 15
years, but it is a kind or viVId image that stays with you for ever.
It is one of the
great shocking images of rictlon, 1n fact, as powerful as the image of Roblnson Crusoe
gaping down at a human footprint.
In both cases the reader lS asked to enter the body
of the observer character and look out through his eyes to get the full impact of the
dIscovery and the paradigms of reality collapse all at once.
In an expp.rlment done a few years ago people were put in an analogous state when
a small piece of thelr reality collapsed. They ....ere shown pictures of playing cards
flashed on a screen at very brief intervals and they were asked to name the playing
cards; but mixed ln with the normal cards were a few anomalies such as a red 6 of
spades or a black <1 or hearts. When these C8111e up people might make mistakes about
them when they ....ere shown briefly, but as they were shown for longer periods of time
people became confused. Shown a red 6 of spades a subject might say, "Well, it is
the 6 of spades all rlght, but there is something wrong with it, it has a red border".
Some of them were very agitated and one rinaIly said, "I can't make the suit out,
....hatever it is.
I don't know what colour lt is now or whether it is a spade or a
heart. I am not even sure now what a spade looks like, My God!"
Well, reality is
after all a hyputhesls ....e make and we continue to make and revlse as we go along.
I should say that lan Watson's work deals with reallty as a hypothesis which is limited only by our Ilmited perceptions.
I belIeve that one of the themes of 'his work IS
that perception causes reality or manufactures it and thus enhancing perception,
'""hether through taking drugs or myati.cal enli~htenment or being an alien, produces a
correspondingly rIcher reality.
It 19 an interesting idea carr'Ylng on from Bishop Berl(ley who said that ir noone saw an object it dIdn't ex:ist and hence this was the necessity of God to watch
all the objects that nobody else was watchIng. I think Ian Watson's work carries on
from that, though certalnly It i.s not llmlted by the Berkley idea. But I noticed that
ln the Phllip K Dick ex:ample the story only gets remarkable at the point where he actually reads the shp of paper; the disappearance of an ice-cream stand, remarkable as
it might be, might be explained as a mlrage or a dizzy spell. but i t la that little
piece of counter-reality, llke the '""rong card coluur, that upsets everythlng.
It IS
an Image designed to raise the hairs on the back or your neck as you read It, I thlnk.
ThiS deSire to play games wlth physlcal realtty, let's say, to move the border a
little, the border bet...·~en reality and unreallty, is not conrined to science fiction,
Part of the f.,rce behind occultism l!\ certainly the same deSIre to have an alternative
reallty.
Recently Barr)' SLnger, WhCl IS Professor of Psychology at the University of
California at l.ong Beach, and aome c..'f hlS colleagues conducted an experiment in which
they asked a student named er-alg t.o develop a fe .... Simple maglC tricks and present
them to their classes. Now Cralg would put on a blindrold and he would then use his
fingers, or pretend to use hIS fIngers, to read a three-digit number. He would tele-
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port some ashes through the hands of the volunteer and he ....ould do a bi t of Gellerstyle metal bending. These were standard, easy tricks ....hich he learned in minutes
and ....hich are, in fact, tricks in kids' books of magic. \rIhen he performed before 6
classes of college students, in three of them the professors told their students that
Craig claimed to be psychic though they said that they (i.e. the professors) were
sceptical,
In the other three it was explained that he ....as an amateur magician using
tricks. The professors made sure that the students understood that this was the case
and made them ....rite down the instruction to make certain that they understood it.
After the performances during which Craig said nothing at all about his own abilities,
the students were asked to write do....n their reactions. Well, you may not be surprised
to learn that in the classes where he was supposed to claim psychic powers, about 80%
of the students thought he really was psychic, and this is a quote: "Many students
gasped or screamed faintly during Craig's performance and were visibly agitated, and
about a dozen students became seriously disturbed or frightened, filling their .papers
with exorcism rites, or warning eraig against trafficking with Satan," What might be
more surprising is that even in the classes where students were told that these were
stage tricks, over half those students still thought Craig must be psychic. People
find it very hard not to believe in something Ilke this, I think. We all enjoy the
tingle at the back of the neck and to believe thllt it is only stage magic takes a lot
of it away.
Well, the second pOillt, how do we know other people have thoughts and feelings
a~ we do?
I have worded that badly, really it ought to be how do I know other people
have U",(lUl;hlS and feelings as I do, or how do you know; the 'we' already begs the
questIons. Any'llay this is, a~ far as science fiction goes, the realm of robots and
androids, .anl~,als and aliens. \lIi th alien stories the general assumption seems to be
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that they do have thoughts and feelings and the interest of these stories is often in
exploring the di fferences, the anthopological distance between them and us: James
Tiptree Jnr and Ursula Le-Guin come to mind. But in general I suppose SCIence fiction
aliens are not really alien enough, they aren't uncanny enough either - they don't
posaessthat mixture of strangeness and famIliarity we associate with robots and androids.
Probably no-one has explored that territory 80 thoroughly 85 Philip K Dick,
again. He seems to have shown that the uneasiness and uncanniness we associate with
robots has something to do, perhaps, wlth the ambIvalence of our feelings about other
people. Other people are, in one way, objects; no-one really cares about the thoughts
and feelinas of a bus driver or a street cleaner as such so long as the bus gets driven and the street cleaned. People you haven't met are objects, strangers are usually
objects, and to many British people at the moment the people of Argentina, for
example, are a mass of objects. People here are already suggesting nUking Buenos
Aires for example. This is not exactly conAistent with thinking of the human
beingA that live there. Try imagining an ArgentIne resident getting up in the
morning Md brushing his teeth, worrylng about how he iA going to pay the gas bill
this WInter, or walking his kids to school, or SOmething, and then t.alk about nuking them - the whole exercise becomes pointless really. Once ~admit that someone has thoughts and feelings they have to be allowed to Join the human community.
This dual i ty works on us too - in "00 Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?",
someone finds that in the absence of hUfllan company, "he found himself fading out,
becoming strangely like the televlsion set WhICh he had just unplugged. You have to
be with other people, he thought, in order to live at alL" Well, as part of our
attempt to understand this duality humans have since before history made images of
thia. I believe the idea of the robot is one of the oldel!lt and one of the most deepset ideas in the human consciousness. It goes back to whenever children first had
dolls which they knew weren't real babIes. but all the same .•.• or to whenever grownups first made a statue and then fell down to worship before it, knowing it wasn't.
god really, but all the same .... Well, the robot idea plays with this exactly in the
same way. 1 t is real but it isn't real. Prometheus was supposed to have made 8 man
of clay and when Momus, the god of mockery, saw this creation he criticised it saying
that Prometheus should ha... e made a door opening into its heart so that we could see
its secret thoughts. Well, that's one of the oldest artificial man stories going and
already the worry is "What is t.he robot tflinking? What is it thinking about?"
l.egendary robots oft.en seem to have a touch of madness, in fact. TaluB, the bronze
man who guarded the ls1and of Crete from invaders was said to heat himself up to a
glowing heat and then embrace his vict.ims. Legends always mentioned his grin, his
hideous gaping grin. To move forward in time s little, when Friar Roger Bacon built
his brass talking head (which he didn't build really but it is a good story anyway)
what was it thinking? A servant was set to watch it all night in case it said anything of importance snd if i t did speak he was to waken the Friars. l.ate that night
the head said, "Time is" and the servant deemed this unimportant. l..ater it said,
"Time was" but again the ser... ant didn't waken the Friars. Finally, the head said
"Time is past" and exploded into a thousand pieces, or so the servant probably said
once he'd hidden his hammer and wakened the Friars; I am sure he simply smashed the
thing up 80 that he could get some sleep himself. One of the consequences of being
alien and enigmatic is that robots historically get bashed a lot. AlbertuB Magnus Is
said to have worked 30 years on an automaton servant made of wood, wax, leather, metal
and glass. One day it saw his pupi 1 Thomas Aquinas on the street and called to him
by name. Aquinas replied by smashing it.
Well, moving forward again in time, Rabbi LOw of 16th Century Prague was said
to have created a golem, a man of clay brought to life by magic. The magic works like
this - the secret name of god is inscribed on a parchment and placed under the creature's tongue. ThIS lS the first program, When Rabbi l.Ow removed the parctu!lent the
creature would be inert again, and he did this on the Sabbath every week. But one
Friday evenlng he forgot to de-program} t and the golem followed him to the synagogue
and tried to force its way inside. Just in the nick of time he managed to de-program
it and prevented it from profarying the Sabbath. After that he put it away in the
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... tt.lC and l\~v~r used it again.
Well, the golem In these &tories is always 8 soulless, rudderless creature, a
sort of unthinking autonaton. And it was not long after this that Oescartes, beludes
opining that he thought th~:'"efore he was. began to have opinions about autor.l8ta. He
sald that animals ....ere automata. lacking hUlllan free will. There is also a curious
lei~nd that Descartes hImself uwned an automaton girl named rrancine whom he kept in a
box. During a sea voyage in 1640 th~ ship's captain peeked into the box and saw
rl'Mcine move !'.er limhs, Convinced that thiS was the work of the devil, he threw the
box overboard,
It was about this tlme. or not long afterwards, that Descartes' young contemporary. Pascal, lnvented ~he flrst thinking machlne, or at least the first calculating
machine, Ile set mankwJ on a course that led. 1 believe, to the computer and I
believe will lead t,l the walking, talking. lhinking and feeling robot.
About arl1flclsl intellIgence I have little to say except that machines are probahly going to get s,'artt>I' and smarter until eith~r they reach some limit, or else
th~y don't.
LikewI",e, lhe way they think is going to become more like aura. or mor~
compatible With our way of thinking. Mentally, it must be obvious to everyone by now
that mschin('s are coming in our direction. People ati 11 argue about wh~ther "lachines
can rea.:h OIJ!' intellectual l~vel or not; well, what is certain is that they are certtainly going to try. That is to say that they will be made to try. If it ia possible
to mak~ a machine indistinguishable from a human i t will be done; so long as it can be
done without coStlllg mor~ money than there is, taking mor~ tim~ than th~re ia. and ao
on ....~ want robots of thu kind just as ....e wanted wind-up automata, iolems, hOl!lunculi.
danCing toys, mannekIns, talking dolls, marionettes, ventrlloquists' dummies, and 50
on. P~rhap&. like God, we need ccmpany in the universe.
I belIeve that lIfO cults probably spring from a similar il'lpulse - a strong desire
lO have company. 1:1 ttlu case. the cOt:lpany is a god, ready to ~i ther destroy us or do
us ll'err,{'ndous faVQ'lr'l.
Sut there are others""";ho look inst~ad for wild varieti~s of
huma!ls, yell lor exa~~le In the Hlmalayas. or Blg foot in the Cailforni.~ forests.
SIm1larly, there IS a great Interest 1n teaching chimpanzees human language and C"ommunicatln.-; with dolphlO!!l, and so on. Finally. there are th~ attempts to communicate
eltl,~r t;y radio or by sendlng oul decorat~d metal plates to the four corners of the
universe. All of tnis. I thInk, points to a strong deslre to flnd soneone not human
to talk LO. Perhaps like the character in Philip K Dick's story, we think it will
help us te feel more r~al.
Another aspec' of this has be~n making comput~r ~'rogrsms that seem to talk.
One of these. cr",at.ed by Joseph Weisenbaum, is named 'Doctor' and lt imitates a psychIatrist, using non-directive therapy. Another, created by Kenneth Colby, IS called
'Pan'y' and it imirates A paranold person. InevitaLly, the twu pro&rama were "Drought
togelh~r for a convef"l;ation, part of which goes like this:
Parry:
I don'l understand your motives.
Duct"r: Why don't you understand my motives")
rarry:
Shoulc1n't I be?
Doctor: Why du you sl.ly thAt just now'>
Parry:
That's just the way it is.
Doctor: Suppose that's the way it were not'>
Pl1.rry:
So?
['lector:
I am not Hure I understand you fully,
I'arry:
You harp on the same questions too r:lu~h.
Dtxtor: What does that sll!l11arity sua-est to you;
Parry:
I don't get you.
Doctor: Do you wish that you did get I?
Parry:
It's about time you showed some interf'st in mv feelings'
!'actor: Oh, I showed l!or.le interest in your feellngs'!"'··11. It':; easy enou[lh to see In thlS 'non-conv~rsatlon' sor.:e of the flaws in
tr.f:ose P··<Jgl'ams. but ~h~\· bet:. perforl!l muct. better whpn use..1 against hunan t,tIf';i:-::;, alld
('ftell humans talking 'n h.'c·ol t>lmply refu9(" :'0 believe that It b. only a !'!rople prolrar. and not a r~al IH~r!>l,)n t1;a~ th£:y are lalkin'l. to 01' .:oll.Tr:l.lrur:ating w\lh lo,v t"letype .
•1uilt r~o.... there ti<er:s to be nn under-curl'ent of worry and even lear a~j;,)ut t.:le
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placr of relll peol,le if' the universt'. if any.
I don't knoloo tile cause, possibly technolo;:..v, includlllg cyberl,~tlCS. but this fear does break out In fIlms like Wc~tworld and
The :3tepford 'ro'lVC:; Clnd no doubt Blade Runn~r. There are alsu things 11ke cloning
stories; st1l1 more duplil'.:)te people to WOIT;.' about.
So much for that questloo. anyway. Tblrd, how do we kno ... What. the past was
rt'ally like? How do we know there was a past at all? We hove our memories, but tht'se
memories are nothing but the ftrlng of ncunms in our brains and t.his paltern can bt'
altered or erased. How about history before our t.ime? How can ....c be certaln about
that" Well, by t.ime travel, of course. SCience fictIon, as usual, comes up with the
answer and in taking up time travel, science fictIon has had to take up the entire
burden of philosophical problems asaO<",lated .... Ith tIme, especially time paradoKe8; the
most popular would. I guess. be Ray Bradbury's 'A Sound of Thunder', in which a time
traveller goes back to the dinosallr age, accidentally steps on a butterfly and consequently changes our entire ....orld.
The OPPOSltt: story has to be Alfred Hester's 'The
Men Who Murdered Mohammed' in which time ~ravellers find it imp<>sslble to change anythIng gOing back in time to kill sOllleone - Napoleon,tlitler, Aristotle, Mohammed; the
person remains unchanged but the tlme travellers thel!lselves begin to fade away.
And
there are the hundreds of stories where pe(lr!~ become their own ancestors. or kill
their own ancestors, or would have. SCience fiction also investlgatt·s subjective
time versus objective time and, of course. t1me running backwards ;'s It does in
Counterclock World.
The most noticeable movement o( tod.a", ...tllch 1 think Questions the conventl.,ll1al
scientific vie.... of the past is, ef course, Creationism, whIch has had amazing recent
success in getting 1a'.9 passed in cerlain A:-·erlcan states to enforce the teaching in
schools of Bible creation stories as science. The creationists' arguments are t'ssentially that evolution IS only a theory Bf,C that one theory is just as good ss another,
and that therefore they want equal time in schools. Well, the reason why they have
been so lIuccessful in pushing through these demands ia that alr.\ost no-one understands
anything at all about evolution - and I include myself in the ignorant mass here. We
merely have a fe .... catch phrases] ik':! 'survival of the fittest' or 'natural selectIon'
and a dim notion of a family tree beginnIng with protozoa and ending up with man.
This feeble picture IS e.usy enough for creatlonists to attack. One crt'at1onist pamphlet gave these arguments for dropping t'volutlon - I am not going to giv(' you all
the argumen ts, jus t a coup 1e.
l..
Ndtural selecllon WI'S Darwln's maln Idea as to ho.... evolutIon happened; tt,t'
fittest survive and the unfll perish. f1ne. but where is evolution in this
case" A certain rabbIt can run f<lster or hop higher and may therefore live
longer and produce more r?lbblts; thIS i:-, no way implie~ that U,e rabbit or its
offspring ...ould be mOrt' fit lOl' surv1val If i t were evolving into some other
animal.
In fart. the Opposltf> 15 ~rue, any alte,·ation in the rabbit's phySll~:ll
or mental dlllracteristics ....o,;ld rlake it less not mure fit lor survIval.
Natural s"lef~lon cannot explain evolutIon. Uothlng can eK~llajn how evolution
happened bel..3use it n~ver hn~,p.. ned. Tn8t is a fact and. anybody who says It.
Isn't is bell.1!: an unscientlflC; lanatie.
r;tudents,how many t.1mes have you seen and heard that SClent.lst!" nave proof f<>r
evoluti.on :in the fossi 1 records, 1n tt:e bones" Here is the truth. let any
SCientist come forward and deny it lf h'" ,·:,n; thel'e is not one bone ln the
t:(,tlre wo:-Id that shows one ani 'lla 1 ('v~lvtng 10tU anl)ther~
That's wonderful, isn't it - there is n"t one bone that actually denies eV\'lutlon el ther'
I thlllk u~· these I prefer the thellrles of my Ullcle JoshU:l who foundc('l
~he InstItute fe>:- Not Heally Dlffi"ull Studles.
In Ins In~t1tute science IS derived
stralght frol" t'le BIble; 'Jncle J.)sh is a creatlonist, of r.ourse. althou.ch he' no'ilS nurh
more powerful arRumer,l.s ;"galnSl evolut.lon. ~.rsl of ail, ~urvlv31 of tilt.' fittest.
This pathetIC 1f1t'a, sayH Uncle .I11sh. 18 rtl1f1lng the ...· urld. Pe<>ple ev('rywhen~ art'
takl1,g keep-(lt r:]ass"s t'...·ause they belleve U"lt Ult' lit survive. but d,) the (Il
;Hll"JlV{'"
L'l\'~; Co', I'\Hl,,],j flea.gan, he surVived ~n assl's:1incst.ion attempt even, and what
I s he (1 t ! l:- !'O'lil ll.v'· No. tht.' tl'UUI l s that .··.'pry s IlIgle l:re:l tu re on th I 5 Cdrth ",vel,_
:u.. lly 01e:-. flt "lr n,-,' - nothll\g survivt:s.
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Second, Darvin's claim that the a;iraffe has a long neck becsuse generation after
generation of giraffes stretched up their necks to reach the leaves on the trees.
Wrong. first of all giraffes don't have to stretch their necks because they are already very long, and secondly what about dolphins? They live in the seas where there
are no trees at all.
Third, Darwin's theory is that man descended from the apes. The fact is that
there are no apes, there never were any apes. The so-called apes we see in Z008 are
nothing but men dressed up in hairy suits. Uncle Josh has a picture of one 8uch
hairy ape costume and he will send copies to any interested group wishing to see this
proof.
fourth, the odds against evolution are staggering, says Uncle Josh, not only
are they staggering, they are getting sick on the pavement and pissing in bus shelters and generally making a nuisance of themselves. But really. the odds against a
horse evolving fl"Ol!l a horsefly are 10 to the 5,OOOth power
1; and as for evo~vina; a
world famous mezzo-soprano from a Rubrik cube - (orget 1 t.
The Bible alao says that the earth does not move, so not only was Darlolin wrong.
o H Lawrence was wrong too·. Uncle Josh says that the earth is flat and the sky is
about 600 miles up. The 8un, moon and stars go ...hizzing around under this sky roof
and this means that there is no room really for astronauts. So astronauts have been
fakina; all their moon trips.
(Uncle Josh probably 9a ... the same film on TV as I sa .... )
He says that the astronauts really go to a spot in the Nevada desert ...here they go
floatlng around on ... ires and pretend to pick up moon rock before they come back to
earth so that they can open up sports goods stores and go into politics. Uncle Josh
• And I'm ..." I" .... n&: lt ....as Hemming,.,ay whose characters discussed earth movements.
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says that the earth is not only flat, it is really the top of a large mahogany chest
of drawers with brass handles. Earthquakes are only someone in a hurry to get out a
pair of socks and slamming the drawer. His wife, my Aunt Lotty, says in that case
why don I t we smell furniture pol ish all the time? She says that God probably never
intended to make the universe at all, only there was some of this matenal left over
after God made some slip covers for the living-room furniture and it seemed a shame
to waste it.
Anyway, enough of my Uncle and Aunt. How do we know that the entities of
science are real" Well, like all four-part lists, I think this is almost going to
turn out to have three parts. The fate of the entities of science (by WhlCh I mean
electrons and atoms rather than Newton and Elnstein) is not really that interesting.
Science fiction naturally deals with science, and it is the rise of pseudo-sciences
that reflects, 1 think, a deep discontent with our civilisation. People are uneasy
about science for a number of reasons. It seems to be, first of all, an indisputablt
authori ty - a sort of court from which there is no appeal.
I t produces terri fy ing
weapons and profound changes in our surroundings. Not only is it an authority, lt
also seems in league with other authorities - government, military powers, multinational corporations - helping them to keep their grip on things and people. SC1entists are generally seen as cold, ruthless people; the kind of people ...,ho would
turn the sun into a supernova just to get some good pictures. Well, all of thiS 18
obviously not true, but there is an element of truth in it that, I think, gives a
great deal of credence to people presenting alternative science that is superior,
morally superior at least, to the above kind. But often they seem to want to be
part of the ruthless authority and actually seek SCientific approval of their work.
It is also interesting to see cases where genuine scientists slip over lnto
doing pseudo-sclence. I think one of the most notable cases in recent years 15 that
of the psychologlst Sir Cyril Burt, the undisputed leader in British psychology for
about 50 years; ln fact he shaped British psychology until his death (about 19701.
The case for belieVing that IQ is largely lnherited rested solely on evidence supplie
by Or Burt and a few of his colleagues. Burt had mad~ a study of twins separat~d at
birth and raised apart, comparing them with twins not parted, and the ~vidence ahowe
cl~arly that IQ and heredity were linked.
In 1977 it was found that his ~vidence was
faked; some of the colleagues who had co-authored his studies had in fact not worked
on them at all, and others w~re non-eJ;istent colleagues. There were numbers invented
to fit the theory and, ind~ed, it looks as if he invented the separate pairs of twins
There is currently no evidence to support the theory that IQ is inherited, there is n
evidenc~ against it either, it is silllPly not a theory.
By coincidence, Bu~t was also 8 strong supporter of telepathy and contributed ~
article to a book called Science and ESP in 1967.
1 think that pseudo-scientists are no strangers to this kind of fakery. By
another coincidence, one of the leading researchers into ESP, WaIter Levy, was caught
by his co-workers faking his evidence in 1973. (I should put in a ~ here since
I am going to speak about Professor Hans Eysenck and 1 don't want it to seem as thoug
1 am accusing him of doing any fakery.l Eysenck is the currently acknowledged l~ader
of British psychology and has also been a supporter of IQ inheritance theory. He
continued to support the id~a after Burt's data was thrown out but 1 don't know if he
still supports it. Earlier he was a supporter of ESP (in his 1958 book he says 80)
and he went on in 1977 to study the effects of the zodiac on personality, writing a
paper in collaboration with an astrologer. The wonderful effects Eysenck found, however, were not replicated and finally he dropped that idea. Later he wrote a book
which, at least reviewers claimed (I have not read itl stated that cigarette smoking
had negligible effects on the lungs, cancer being largely caused by th~ genes instead
I have not heard much of that idea lately ei ther. Al though it is hard to keep up wi tJ
all of I:ysench'slatest innovations, it 101111 be interesting to see where he stnkes
neJ;t, there ar~ so many open fields in alternative science,
I should fiOlSh off speaking about alternative science by saying that I hav~
written pseudo-science books myself, one particularly promoting the idea of a lost
13th sign of th~ zodiac, I cannot say that 1 want to carry on ....riting pseudo-science
books because I don't suppose I quite realised its effects when I wrote this one.
I
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have a 1I'<I"""!' ~ull of fan m"'ll .. s a rt>:-lJlt of thIS boo~ from people whu were absolutpl:1
convlnCf'd toy the Idea and thout;ht what a ...ondcrful thing I tWitS thllt somet'oody had found
thi:' lost l ~th sign of the 'ZOdl ac. These pe"ple all tU!'ned out to bt' bon~ under thIs
l~th sign of the 'ZodIac. of cours.,.
No:xt, I thlnk I'll try s')meUdllg £i .Ittle It"ss
~' .. rs;.)llaJ .
I f I do any more pSf'udo-~cI em. e books I !!lay discuss ~H'l"Iethinjl 1 i ke the East
01 We~~t Pole.
What 1 have been drlv1r'lg at ~('re l:" that science flct.lon IS pseudo-scit>nre In a
bense. HaVIng written som.. of each 1 gut'::>:! I 21:- In b position t:;: cOIIIpare the:-,.
I
th;nk thelr elll()tional content for buth .T; tt>r an1 reader is the Sl:I!!le.
1 have beer•
.. aIling it the tingle at the ba,'k of the neck but it is !ROre tto"n a cheap thrill.
It
IS ~Ivlng one's mind over to large idelt!$ about the way that the world wor:"'s, to the
tune of your own illl8glnation, you r.ught s'IY.
I ul.t1erstilnd thiS IS the ...ay 'ilrtists
and scientists function too. The trouble IS that Y0U cann.,;)t lose yourself cOIlIpletely
In obsesli>ion and madness. Th.' artIst has to tak.. a step bark fron his obsession and
b"t control of it. T'le SClentlft. has to tighten dO"':1 on hIS 1I1lagillation at sOr.'le pOln-=:
and t.ry to keep the Ide.. wIH,lr, ~'ert31:1 b,'unrls, tr.v to lnake It lnto a hypothesis whIch
CbI! be tried and tes':.!!..:! In the r ...Jl 'O:<lrld. lo':aybc Y:"'O!'Ietheus had the sat:>e problen, how
:'0 steel the sacrf"d flre lrtor:l the gods a/l(1 get 1t b:\l,;k to us without se':.tlng the world
fin fi re In the process.
Science fiction, :lll.e any ~\(;tH'·I. has to obey the general restrictlOf'i, :'he play
of ideas has to end up as {"to,re "n' less leglb~e prose.
It lS IdentIfied as fictton,
that. IS !lot the real w(.o:,II1.
It IS a he which t"11s us about the world as Picass,)
sald of art and allY truu,e in Sf are indl rect ones, tht<y are artistIC t.rut~,s not
facts. Pseudu-science refuses Has kind of tlght.ening down restrIction or distanclng,
1:' rt"fuses to play the game, in other w(,rd~ It masQuerades as science.
I have enjoyed
wd'lng tt, but I don't thInk I ..,ant tv wnte any "Ore.
I will stick to science flClien for a whIle; unless anyone wants to join my expedition to look for the East Pole.
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Into the Arena

Crouching In Cheadle
Christopher Priest

I was born in Cheadle. a village in the suburban no-man's-land between the industrial city of Manchester and the open countryside of Cheshire. My parents had
set t 1ed in Cheadl e duri ng the Bl itz, and a 11 through the years of my chil dhood my
father was cOlMluting daily to his office in the centre of the city, about nine
miles away. I attended a little local primary school, situated on a patch of
ground illlTlediately next to the end of the main runway of Manchester Airport. In
those days, Ringway was a military as well as a civilian airport, and I and everyone else took it completely for granted that airliners and jet fighters would pass
only a few feet above the roof of the school. (A few years after I left. a BEA
Viscount ploughed into some houses about 100 yards away, and the school was
hastily closed.)
I grew up in the years irrmediately following the Second World War. This was
the period of the beginning of the Cold War, the Berlin Blockade. and, all through
the 1950s, the testing of increasingly powerful nuclear weapons. Right from the
beginning I was scared of nuclear weapons. I've always hated things that explode,
or that fall on you from a great height. I quickly understood that the atom bomb.
as it was then called, did both extraordinarily well. All my life, as long as I
can remember. I've been terrified someone will drop one on or near me.
I lived in those Mancunian suburbs for nearly sixteen years, constantly
aware that a few mi les to the north of me was a nuclear target. I was obsessed by
the thought of Manchester being bombed. and because I knew what nuclear explosions
looked like I could vividly imagine the brilliant flash. the deafening explosion
and the blast-wave, coming at me from the direction of the houses built at the
end of our road. Friends of mine lived in those homes. and once, when I was about
twelve, I went surreptitiously around the walls, kicking them to see how strongly
they had been built. and trying to assess the chances of them being a barrier between me and the nuclear age. In those days, atom bombs were sometimes described
as having the equivalent explosive force of, say, one half of all the bombs
dropped during the recently completed war. This sort of statistic actually meant
something to me, because Manchester had been heavily bombed by the Germans, and
all around the centre of the city were hundreds of acres of devastation. I
imagined a nuclear attack as being a sort of super-blitz, over in a few seconds,
one Which could be survived if you were lucky enough to be away from the thick of
things, could find something to crouch behind before the blast-wave hit you, and
were able to cover your ea rs so the bomb wou 1dn' t dea fen you.
I was misunderstanding and under-estimating the scale of such a catastrophe,
but even so it was awful enough. Fear of nuclear attack was a dominant under25.
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current of my daily life. a fear that was simultaneously vague and specific. It
was the worst thing I could imagine, and because J was blessed with a vivid and
macabre imagination I could imagine quite a lot. Even so, in childhood I never
quite visualized exactly what it would be like to be on the receiving end of thermonuclear pulse. Stories from Hiroshima k.ept on coming.
In 1981 I moved down to live in the West Country, to an isolated house
a bout 35 mi 1es to the wes t of Exeter. Devon and Cornwa 11 a re genera lly thought of
as a "safe w part of Engli1nd: there ilre no large industrial complexes or lik.ely
nuclear targets, the peninsula is washed by fresh winds ilnd rain from the sea,
and much food is grown in the region. It is interesting (but not really surprising) how frequently the westering urge has been touched on or described in British
science fiction stories that deal with catastrophic upheaval. Indeed, when you're
living in the place there is a distinct feeling of isolation and security. Our
particular house was irrrnedliltely to the west of Dartmoor, and I could never quite
get out of my mind that there were literally millions of tons of granite between
me and any conceivable nuclear target. J never actually went over and surreptitiously kickea Dartmoor, but while I was in Devon it played the same part in my
adult life as those houses had done before.
So you can see that in tact my understanding of nuclear war had not really
advanced. J wa s no longer a chi 1d, but it wa s still very tempt i ng to think of any
nuclear attack as being a sort of super-blitz, one which would devastate perhaps
hundreds of square miles of land rather than hundreds of acres, and one which
would kill several million civilians rather than several thousand. Such a war
would be essentially survivable by some people. There would be those who could
find shelter or provisions. or could find an isolated, self-sufficient part of
the West Country or Scotland, or even of Central England. those who had taken precautions or made survival preparations. Those who lived, as it were, in the suburbs of the war.
But the twentieth century is full of lies, and the greatest of all is that
nuclear war. even all-out nuclear war. is going to be survivable by some.
Nuclear war is by definition total. By the time a conflict has escalated to
the nuclear threshold it has already crossed the point of no return. Total nuclear
war will ill everybody in the world. This is all you need to know.
There is no hope.
If world war breaks out, ~ are going to die because everybody else is
going to die.
Your best and brightest chance is to be at ground zero, so that you vanish
without consciousness in the first flash. snuffed out and disintegrated like an
ant in a flame.
Yet the lie that some of us might survive is perputuated by us all. We want
the lie to be true because the real truth is too terrible to contemplate. We deceive ourselves because it is easier, more palatable, more conslstent with continuing our normal lives in these pre-holocaust times. No point being gloomy about
something that hasn't happened. is there?
The greatest liars of all are the politicians and generals, because whereas
we delude ourselves as a natural reaction. they set out deliberately to deceive.
All politicians are liars about the bomb, especially the ones who profess to be
against it yet do nothing about it. In the four decades since the first bombs were
Hploded, politicians have grown to see their own position justified and supported
in terms of the bomb. If this were not the case, nuclear weapons would have been
outlawed by the international corrmunity after the fall of Japan in 1945.
The same is true of anyor.e at executive level in the military. Lying is endemic. The talk of "strategic" or "tactical" war, of nuclear "containment", is
military psychobabble. coined to deceive and confuse. The only military justificat ion for nuclear weapons is power: the power to be able to defend yoursel f
against an enemy by completely wiping him out. If this were not the case, conventional weapons would be sufficient.
These cynics who can kill us are in this position only because we give them
our' tac.it asse"l. They get away with it because of our wish for an alternative.
26.
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We do what Jonathan Schell eloquently describes in his book The Fate of the Earth.

"Host of us do nothing," he writes. "We look away. We remain calm. We take refuge
in the hope that the holocaust won't happen, and turn back to our individual concerns. We deny the truth that is all around us."
We do this because what we are confronted with is something obscene. 1 use
the
word
deliberately,
because
like
obscenity
the
idea
of
a
nuclear holocaust
is
somethin9
that
it
is
somehow too shocking or improper to mentlon. In the media particularly. people
who express views counter to the government line are often silenced or hedged
about with bureaucratic disclaimers. as if they were pointing to public copulation.
And our own private reactions to the subject are true to the analogy. People
pretend to be bored with the topic (just as they do with blue movies). or an interest in it is declared to be unhealthy or abnormal (as if it were a sexual fetish).
or they claim that it is something that cannot be influenced by ordinary people
but must be left to the politicians (as if sexuality were the exclusive domain of
pornographers) .
Although there have been several recent books on tile subject (also. a BBC
prograrrme. a feature-film) it is still difficult to write about. partly because
it is a big. complex and tee hnl'Ca 1 subject. awesome to contemplate. but mostly
because it is a deeply unpleasant and unpopular subject. one which has been trivialized by politicians. fanatics and the gutter press. But in a very specific
way. since Hiroshima no writer can morally afford not to take it on. I am myself
only too aware that this short essay. touching marginally on the issues, is the
only piece I have written in twenty years that is directly about the subject. I
like to remain calm. to look away. and this is my own lie against myself: for all
those twenty years I have had the daily awareness that at a few moments' notice I
might be blown away. along with everybody and everything in the world 1 cherish.
It is a helpless feeling. known to us all whenever we think about it. because the
fate of these valuable things is left to opportunistic and inefficient government
officials in the same way as we leave them to run the environment. the trains and
the econoll'lY. A11 we have is the innocent hope tha t they will run our fa tes ra ther
better.
While I write this article. and while you read it. we both momentarily set
aside the 1ies and face the truth. holding the gaze for as long as we can before
we are forced to bl i nk and turn away. Then. in Sche 11 's words. we return to
denying the truth that is all around us.
I am convinced that the largest single encouragement to turning away is the
sense that there is a partial hope. The belief that if the worst happens a nuclear
27.
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wa r mlght be "tac t lca 1n, or tha t even if a 11 -out spa smi c war occurs then the est imates of death, dallldge and social upheaval will have been too pessimlstic. What
we hope for is that some of us will survive. and that when the dust has settled
and the fallout has blown out to sea, our cities will be rebuilt, our countryslde
will be ;;loughed and resown, our institutions will be restored and our individual
llberties honoured.
If anythlng, the effects are being under-anticipated, both by ordinary
people (who lack technical lnformatlon, and who anyway hope for the best) and by
people ln power (who partly connlve in semi-wilful misdirection, who partly lack
technlcal lnformation, and who to a large extent lack imaglnation).
The present British government lS tYPlcal. In its regular "civil defence"
exercise with local authorities, the government issues maps of Britain showing
likely targets and thelr fallout footprints down-wind of the blast zones. Cities
and military establisllmcnts have little circles around them, presullldbly indicating
the areas of ilTfJlediate destruction, and beyond them are shaded zones where the
strontium-90 and the caesium~137 will fall. These maps do predlct a lot of damage,
but a reassuring amount of the country is left free of blast and/or fallout.
According to these maps r could crouch in Cheadle, shielded from blast by my
friends' houses, and just about get away with it.
A more accurate picture is presented by observed facts from actual nuclear
tests, and known capabilities of weapons presently stockpiled.
The Sovlet Union has around 300 SS-18 missile systems capable of delivering
warheads with a yield in the 20-megaton range. As such warheads produce too much
overklll for any llkely use against mllitary targets, their intended use must be
presumed to be 3]ainst dvlli.)n targets. That is, agalnst citles.
If a lO-megaton fission-fuslon-fisslon device were to be exploded in an airburst above the centre of Manchester, the circle of total destruction directly
beneath would have a dlameter of roughly twenty-five mlles (WhlCh wipes out Cheadle,
and mUCh beyond it). The fireball would be over the zone for nearly half a minute.
and the final mushroom cloud would be nearly seventy miles in dlameter. Blast
darr.age would cover an area of nearly fifteen hundred square miles, reaching frail
Burnley in the north to Congleton in the south. (A similar bomb exploded over
London would cause severe blast damage from Welwyn Garden CHy in the north to
Gatwick. Airport in the south, from Slough to Tilbury west to east.)
From the government's own civil defence war-gar:lfs it is clear that they
anticipate rather more than just one nuclear explos.ion in Britain. As long ago iIS
1960 they estimated that BrHain could expect around twenty-five 5-megaton blasts
on major cities and installations., plus well over one hundred l~me9aton blasts
dotted around the rest of the country. These blasts would be bad enough (a single
l-megaton bomb is enough to destroy most of London). but if you imagine the
targeB in 1983 receiving up-rated modern warheads, then the death and destruction
are quite literally indescribable, except wHh the word: total.
For the Soviet Union, Britain is a relatively minor target in any forthcoming war. Western Europe and North America will both be saturation-bombed, as
will be further flung allies like Australia.
The British civil defence preparations J 'm describing are printed, with
maps of anticipated targets, in a new book by Duncan Campbell called War Plan UK.
Thls is a rather badly written and confusingly arranged book that is ~ 
irlformation almost too horrific to be contained in mere words. It describes in
conSiderable detail the British government's plan for helping the country survive such a total war.
What becomes lnstantly clear, from the government 's own documents. is
that the real and only reason for civil defence is the protection and preservation of the government, and of some parts of the civll service and the security
forces. If thlS is your idea of what cons.titutes the identity of thlS country, lt
lsn't mine. The ordinary populace. in fact. is seen as the principal impediment
to the government's plans. Many are the plans for Ncontrolling" the populace in
an emergency. Got a country house near Dartmoor? Unless you happen to be in it
when the war starts, you won't get to it: once the bad news ~tarts, cars leaving
28.
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the cities will be turned back at the point of a gun. Thinking of buying up some
suppl ies for your 56-day sojourn in your government-approved fa 110ut shel ter?
Food will be distributed by the security forces on priorities they wil 1 decide.
Survive the attack against all the odds. but think you might hove picked up a
touch of radiation poisoning and would like to consult a doctor? Anyone showing
symptoms of radiation sickness (vomiting, skin-burns. lacerations. loss of hair.
etc) will be officially categorized "moribund'" "walking dead" or "zombie- (these
are the government's words, not mine). and is to be refused not only medical
treatment but food too. (Ditto if you're over 30 years old.)
Meanwhile. you'll be relieved to hear. Hrs Thatcher and Hr Reagan will be
safe in underground bunkers. weathering the storm until they can get back to
running things once more.
I'm aware. as I write this. that most of this will be familiar in detail or
outline to most of the people likely to read it. It's a subject on which you develop a paranoia as soon as you get the barest inkl ing of what is going on. Yet
to assume anything less than the worst. as we are constantly encouraged to do. is
dangerous beyond ca 1cu 1a t ion.
The attitude that has to be developed is that nuclear war cannot be contained. that is will be final and absolute. There can be no half measures: the
only solution is comprehensive international disarmament.
The problem for ordinary people is knowing how that could be achieved.
This is where my views are non-conformist. because in Britain the focus for antinuclear protest is CND. the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. which after a few
years in the wilderness has re-emerged as an ac.tive lobby. What CND wants is
unilateral disamament: it means to persuade the government to throwaway our own
nuclear weapons and kick out the Americans with theirs.
The problem with this, entirely setting aside the political consequences of
such a deed. is that it is a half measure. It is satisfyingly simple. and by
having a limited end it seems workable. But the world of nuclear arsenals is a
far from simple one. and the rather decent intention that our actions would become an example to the rest of the world is just naive. Unilateralism wouldn't
even achieve the comparative "safety" of removing targets from our soil, because
if the nuclear missiles were sent away. the numerous tracking stations along our
coasts would remain; and even if they went too. the sheer scale of nuclear combat
is not going to recognize any Switzerlands. The next war won't have suburbs.
Unilateralism is the same sort of reassuring lie as the ones peddled by
politicians. and it is just as dangerous. The only real difference is that it is
grounded in innocence and good intentions. but its effect is ultimately pernicious
because it offers a degree of hope, where no degrees are possible.
The only way to achieve disarmament is by making people face up to the
alternative. There are no possible conditions or compromises. The method must be
by education and persuasion. by reminding people everywhere of what they are
allowing to happen. This is why I have written this. and why you have read it.
both of us knowing that there is nothing new anyone can say on the subject, both
of us accepti ng tha t we have to go on remi nd i ng each other. and in so doi ng will
remind others.
The weapons remain in the world because there is a broad. popular base of
trusting acquiescence. We look away so that we can live our nomal lives. but
this is interpreted as a nod of approval. Even juntas and demagogues have to rule
by tacit support. and they are overthrown when they lose It. and so it is the
acquiescence which must be taken away from the politicians. Cruise missiles and
MX clusters and SS-18s only appear because people let them.
The alternative is to look away. to (I£ony the truth that surrounds us. to
crouch forever in Cheadle.
The fate of the Earth by Jonathan Sehell (Picador)
\Tar Plan UK by DUnean Campbell (Burnett Books)
fhe-rrrect'S of Nuclear Weapons (lJ.S. Atomic. Energy Corrrnission)
I~el{~y Balance 1~82-1983 (The International Instltute of Strategic Studies)
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(BLOODED ON ARACHNE by HICHAEL BISHOP. Arkh.m House 19B2. 338pp., $13.95

Some years ago. when I would read every science fiction anthology I could lay my
hands on. I came across a collection called Science fiction Emphasis 1 (to the
best of my knowl edge there was no number 2). I10s t of the bOOk was made up of we11written stories by young writers who have since made no impact whatsoever on the
science fiction scene. However. there was one story that stood out. and that
lodged in my memory for years afterwards: "On the Street of Serpents". by a writer
who did manage to make a name for himself. Michael Bishop.
At the time I thought the novella represented everything that was good
about science fiction: the writing was of a high standard, the ideas were audacious
and original. and the awareness of the contemporary world. indeed the mingl ing
with the story of elements of autobiography, surely made it science fiction worthy
of consideration as literature.
It is strange to come back to the story so many years later. How. despite
its occasional felicities. the writing no longer seems so good - though admittedly
considerably better than a lot of science fiction. History has made his view of
the near future seem more naive than audacious - and I am not just referring to
the deaths of Franco and Mao. And the three sections of the story now fit together
awkwardly: the middle section seems not to belong in the story at all, while the
first and third sections are not linked so solidly and smoothly as they should be.
so that the melT()ries of childhood in Seville reads more as an authorial indulgence
than as something demanded by the story. In his recent novel No Enemy But Time
Bishop has done the same sort of thing more skilfully and to conslderably better
effect.
Perhaps it was my own fault; one can never step twice into the same stream,
reality rare1:y lives up to melT()ry. The remaining ten stories and two poems 1n
Blooded on Arachne are not so disappointing because I missed most of thelll the
first tune round. It is, apparently. the first of two collections of Bishop's
short work that Arkhalll House are bringing out. I illl not familiar enough with his
short work to guess what will be in the second volume, but this one seems to contain most of those I've heard of. It is a diverse bunch with nothing in conmon,
not even the qua 1i ty. In fact. the book seems to me an excellent gui de to the
strengths and weaknesses of Bishop's work.
He has a tendency. for instance. to bring his stories to an end rather than
a climax. Two of the weakest stories in this collection, "leaps of Faith" and "In
Chinistrex Fortronza the People are Machines" (a terrible title). are good
examples of this. It is as if he thinks of a situation for a story. but not a plot.
so that when he has written tile situation out he still has no real drama. I am not
necessarily opposed to this, I like suggestion and understatement, but neither of
these stories have other strengths to offset the weakness. Yet ·Pinon Fan-, his
first story and another wMch is far IT()re situation than plot. makes up for it
with the freshness of the approach and the quality of the characterisation. and
the result is one of the best pieces in the book.
He also has a tendency to go overboard. "Rogue Tomato". for instance.
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despite its rather pretentious references to Kafka and Dick in calling the hero
Philip K., is nothing more than an overblown squib,
a poor joke that should not have been stretched
beyond a page or two.
Opposed to this, Bishop has a colour of language and vividness of imagination that well serves
his evocations of the alien. Two long stories demonstrate this clearly. "The White Otters of Childhood"
is excellent. and may well live in my memory as
"On the Streets of Serpents" once did. It is set in
the 54th century. when the last rell'lflants of mankind
are restricted to the Caribbean island of Guardeloupe. or Guardian's loop as it is known in the
story_ The sense of a winding down of civilisation mankind's descendants, occupying the rest of the
planet. play only a peripheral role in the story is very well done. Along with this is an economic
but effective description both of the island. and
of the social organisation of its inhabitants. The
situation is vividly drawn, but in this story he
matches it with a plot that highlights and draws on
the situation to keep the story going in a most

~
. " ~
readab~~h:a~~~;~ of Compassionate Sharer" concerns
a rebuilt man who is restored to full humanity by being forced to exercise the
power of life and death over someone else. It IS a nice idea. and Bishop's vivid
imagination and detailed descriptive writing again make the situation and the
setting totally believeable. Yet for all his perceptiveness and compassion. I
don't think Bishop has the p:>ychological depth to make the story really work. It
was an ambitious project, just a little beyond his grasp, but praiseworthy still,
not least because few writers these days are so daring.
But the strength of these stories. the power of the descriptions. can easily
be overdone. The rather garish title story. for instance. could have done with
rather less pulp sf colour, and rather IJIOre thought. Bishop has let his obvious
writing ability run away wHt! him. and to that extent the story is typical of the
book. It displays a writer who is good, but who could be better. Blooded on
Arachne has more than its fair share of poor stories. though the gOOd ones do
make up for them. ((( Editorial Note; The internal illustrations, of which an
example is given above, are by Glennltay Tutor. ))

~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~&~e~e~e~m~e~e~&~e~e~e~e~e~e~e~&~e~e~e~e~e~e
VECTOR'S CHOICE
LIBERTY'S IN EVERY BLOW!

BILL CARLIN

(LANARK by ALASDAIR GRAY. Granada 1982, 561 pp •• r1.95

In the past, the standard Glaswegian novel was always a curious creature. Pseudodocumentary (local slang and lack of colour) mated with medodrarna (razor gangs
and exaggerated religious bigotry) to produce an image far removed from reality.
Ha 1f-truths and mi nor 1ies strung together 'lti th sensat iona 1i srn he 1ped perpetua te
the myth of a city that never existed. Alasdair Gray destroys the cliches of the
past by tell ing huge, bizarre 1ies and arriving at something which is close to
the truth.
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Lanark is an extraordinary book. with a structure so complex that any surrmary is
bound to fail to do it justice. Four separate 'books' make up the complete work,
along with a prologue, an interlude, and an epilogue that appears four chapters
before the end of the fourth book. Books three and four enclose books one and two,
and are set in the fantasy city of Unthank. a distorted but easily identified
mirror i.age of Glasgow. The central books tell the story of Duncan Tha'fll. a
brilliant but frustrated Glaswegian artist who. unable to accept the lillitations
imposed by his environment, appears to cOlllllit suicide. This act of apparent selfdestruction is ambiguous because Thaw's story is told to Lanark, the hero of the
book's fantasy sections, by an oracle who clailllS that Thaw is Lanark's former self.
Lanark is presented as a mysterious, solitary figure whose first IIlemOry is
of arriving in the desolute city of Unthank, a place where the sun never shines
and nomal time does not exist. He feels alienated from his fellow prisoners in
this rodern Purgatory despite a brief love affair wtlith Rillll, a similarly afflicted
female, and friendly overtures by Sludden, the gregarious leader of Unthank's
decadent artists and intellectuals. Alienation turns into despair when Lanark
succumbs to "Dragonhide", an affl iction which encases the individual in a metall ic
shell - in Unthank, mental diseases seem to manifest themselves as purely physical
di sorders, wi th "Mouths" bei ng equi 'la1ent to hysteri a. "Twittering Ri gor" to
manic-depressive illness, and "Oragonhide" to chronic schizophrenia. Lanark frantically search"'s for a means of escape as the disease progresses, and is eventually swallowed by a huge, disembodied "Mouth" which transports him to the
Institute - again, an ambiguous image, in that Lanark's swallowing by the "Mouth"
can .be interpreted as either a fonn of suicide or a desire to be reborn.
The Institute is "a combination of any large hospital and any large univers ity wi th the London Underground and the BBC Te1evi s ion Centre". Gray admits that
the overall scheme of the place. however. is stolen from the cities created by
l
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that Gray has borrowed heavily from the works of a wide variety of SF authors in
weaving his fantasy world, although only Kurt Vonnegut and Glasgow's Chris Boyce
are named in the 1ist of plagiarisms recorded by the author in his highly unconventional epilogue.
~~ny of the Iflstitute's scenes will be familar to SF readers. but Gray gives
them a certain freshness by juxtaposing them with equally fam1lar scenes from
mundane existence. Fantasy is used here as a finely-honed tool rather than an end
in itself. Lanark is at first bemused by the strange environment in which he
finds himself but quickly comes to terms with it when he is apprenticed to the
mysterious Or Dzenfant, who cures him of his "Oragonhide". Somewhat reluctantly,
Lanark begins work as a healer special ising in curing "Dragons". During the course
of this work, he meets Rima once again, managing to cure her of her own advanced
disease. Revell ing in their freedom, they both rebel against the Institute, rejecting Or Ozenfant as they once rejected Sludden. To reach the normal world, or
at least a normal world, they must journey through an uncharted limbo leading
back to Unthank; the hardships of the journey drive a wedge between the couple,
and Lanark is deserted by her shortly after their return to the dying city.
In the final segment of the book, Lanark is charged with the task of saving
Unthank from destruction, and in doing so comes face-to-face with the author, who
reveals the ending he intends to write, sealing the fate of the city and its inhabitants. Gray is perhaps overly self-indulgent in this epilogue. which is
peppered with long-winded footnotes and provided with an index of the authors
whose work he has plagiarised - Flann O'Brlen, William Golding, Walt Disney C),
George Drwell, and F. Scott Fitzgerald among them. Although the section contains
humour in abundance. it is drawr. out to such an extent that the reader may begi n
to wonder whether or not Gray (who proclaims himself" a self-educated Scot") is
simply trying to impress everyone with the results of his intellectual Charles
At 1as course. On ba 1ance, I thi nk not - the joke is a good one, and the author
relishes the telling of it.
'Scottish Literature' has always been too inward-dwelling in many respects.
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The English author can look upon the world as his oyster when it comes to writing
a novel: he is allowed to examine the issues of his choice using the equivalent
of a wide-angle lens. Under the scowling supervision of the Edinburgh literati.
however, the Scottish novelist has been forced to contemplate his own navel if he
is to gain a certain degree of critical respectabil ity within his native land.
The literary lions of the North have fettered the authors of the past by requiring
them to write in either Gaelic or 'Lallans' or broad 'Scots'. In recent years.
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liive forced them to reconslder. 11 not recant, their rules of ilterary excellence;
and, with Lanark. Alasdair Gray raay well have dealt those tartan-clad greybeards
a mortal blow, as it is a novel which explores emotions conmon to every individual
rather than wasting time trying to point out those features which make the Scat
different frolll the rest of humanity. (Indeed. since the publ ication of this
paperback edition, Gray has been declared the first winner of the £1000 Scottish
Book of the Year Award, which seellls to have been instituted for the sole purpose
of hOnourlng hlS eplC novel. This could be regarded as a Celtic sour grapes reaction to its failure to walk away with 1981 's Baoker Prize. but rost probably
reflects a genuine change in the opinions of the Edlnburgh literary establishment.)
Gray writes clearly and without self-consciousness. He doesn't belabour the
reader with a flood of Scottish slang (realising, perhaps, that Robert Burns and
Lewis Grassic Gibbon are the only Scottish writers to have done so with any
success), but neither does he avoid the use of a slang word when it is the appropriate one. Sentimentality. the nrJst cannon flaw of Scottish novels. is never
even flirted vith. He gives the iqlression throughout that he would have no time
for any Glaswegina who claims to pine for the Highlands or sings song about the
wild blooming heather without ever having travelled any further north than Bearsden. At one point, in a footnote included in the epilogue. he even dares to tell
the truth about the Gaeilic culture by admitting that he "lacks all understanding
of it". Host Scots are in the salle position. but few would be so ~nest as to
admit their ignorance before an audience of 'foreigners'.
Honesty is also the keynote in his presentation of Glasgow as a city of
contrasts. Most natives of it would praise its finer points· the University. its
acres of park space. and the visionary architecture of Charles .Rennie Mackintosh while ignoring its areas of ugl iness and extreme deprivation. Gray presents both
aspects as coupled in a way that seems almost natural and, although the contrast
is corrmon to all British cities of any size, here the dichotomy is given a
uniquely Glaswegian flavour by being seen through the eyes of an author who is
also an artist. (The book cC'ntains several illustrations by him.) Knowing this,
it seems haroly surprising that Lanark is filled with spectacular and memorable
scenes which conjure up visions 0T"1lie mundane melting into the fantastic in echo
of the contrast between elegance and squalor. For once. the label 'Fantasy' can
be applied, correctly. in the teMltS of its strictist definition: a mental image
or a caprice. At times, Gray may overindulge his whims, but the quality of his
work ensures that it stands head and shoulders above the efforts of lesser authors
who claim to be labouring 1n the same fields, because it is idiosyncratic rather
than imitative. (Tolkien is not alllOng those whose names appear in the index of
plagiarisms.)
Rel igion suppl ies a tenuous thread 1inking the central 'novel'. dealing
with Thaw. with the more fantastic 'Lanark' novel proper. Indeed. if Gray's description of Unthank as a "region of hell" is taken literally than it seems
plausible that his use of fantasy as a medium of expression is a deliberate commentary upon the mystical side of man's nature. Ministers and priests appear
frequently as supporting characters, but are ill-defined and essentially inter·
changeable. To this extent their theology is entirely non-sectarian, yet the
underlying tone of the book is not anti-clerical: Gray does not appear interested
in the seemingly eternal wrangling between Protestantism and CatholicislOWhich
looms large in Scottish culture. If anything. the 'religious tone' suggested by
the recurring theme of death followed by rebirth is that of a 100sely·knH
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Buddhism. Whether or not this reflects the author's own philosophy is largely
irrelevant; by examining religion in this abstract way he introduces an element
which is apparently alien to the traditions of Scottish literature and again
avoids being trapped by the cl iches of the past. This approach goes hand-in-hand
with his use of 'foreign' literary influences, which have previously been avoided
by those adhering to the narrow 'rules' of the Scots novel.
Lanark is not a perfect 'WOrk, ooweveri it is hampered by its c0ll'lP1exity anc!
by Gray's occasional sprees of self-indulgence. when plot takes second place to
pyrotechnic imagery - a perhaps forgiveable sin, when his artistic training is
taken into account. and Il'Ost of his verbal painting is superb. To regular readers
of SF. the appearance of Lanark may not seem to be of great significance.
especially to those who donotappreciate the 'WOrk of J.G. Ballard (an author I
was very surprised to find missing from the ranks of those openly plagiarised).
but it is of vital i~rtance to Scottish fiction. Wide-spread acclaim for it may
point out a new direction for novelists courageous enough to travel. if only in
their imagainations, beyond Hadrian's Wall.

THE TIGER, THE WI ND, AND THE DEAD

MARY GENTLE

(A READER'S GUIDE TO fANTASY by BAIRO SEARlES. BETH HEACHAM l HICHAEl fRANKlIN.)
(Avon 198z, zl1pp .• Sz.9S ...... oAflSE AACASR£ by SlEPHEN KING. Futura 1982.
)
(479pp .• r2.50.
)
It may be that what distinguishes the human from the animal is siraply the ability
to imagine what is not there. The human being can forsee next season's crops
(hence agriculture), next season's storms (hence architecture). and next season's
potential enemies (hence paranoia). As Poul Anderson says in his introduction to
A Reader's Guide to Fantasy; -I even wonder whether human language ... originated
1n fantasy. A set of stereotyped signals is enough for most animal Si why did our
proto-human ancestors c~licate matters?.! can imagine those beings huddled
together at night and wondering --- fantasising --- about the powers of the tiger.
the wind. and the dead ... Imagination. fantasy. speech, and fiction are all inextricably linked.
'Realism' didn't come along until much later. And what are the modern inheritors
of the fabulous tradition? Science fiction and. of course. fantasy.
A Reader's Guide to Fantasy purports to be just that: a guide to fantastic
literature. It 1S on all counts so fradulent as to invite prosecution under the
Trades Description Act.
Its main section is a guide to authors of fantasy rather than to their 'WOrks.
This leads to some strange omissions (for example. one could get the impression
that Lord Dunsany wrote nothing but novels; there is no mention of the short story
collections). Indeed. this catalogue is remarkable less for what Searles t Meacham
and Frankl in put in than for what they leave out - but given the book's fondness
for categories. how about a few categories of olllissions:
1) Fantasy writers presently in print and so easily available - Elizabeth Lynn.
A E Silas. Richard Cowper. Gene Wolfe. oiane Ouane. Adam Corby, Ardath Mayhar.
J A Salll'Onson. Josephine Saxton. Clifford Simak. Jack Vance. Brian A1diss, C J
Cherryh, Phylis Ann Karr, John t1Yers Hyers, Eric van Lustbader. Gillian Sradsha"".
Gl en Cook, Jean Aue1...
Which doesn't exhaust the list. but then there's also:
2) Itlre traditional writers still currently available - Ernest Brama~. G K Chesterton, Nathaniel Hawthorne. Barringer F Anstey. Richard Garnett. Conan-Doyle.
F Marion Crawford ...
0,. even omissions in the field of:
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3) 'Children's' Fantasy - L M 80ston, Mary Norton, Patricia Wrightson, Robert
O'8rien, Madelaine L'Engle, Michael de Larrabeiti ..
Which means, in plainer terms, that the Guide leaves out The Malacia Tapes-

*t~hi~:e~~ i ot~~iO~~~d, Tt:n~H~ ~~e t~r~~bl~~et~~e~~e~~p~~~~e~~:~ 'Si 1ver-

~ment10n only a very few.
-The cataloging continues with selections of titles grouped under types of
fantasy, on the grounds that -at The Science Fiction Shop, where most science
fiction queries are for writers similar to other writers, the questions re fantasy are more for type-. Exalllples of their type-casting include '8ambi's--children'
(animal fantasy). 'There and Back Again' (lllmdane visits magical), and 'Unicorns
in tne Garden' (magical visits the IIlUndane); and it isn't really wrth the effort
of working out just why most of the titles don't fit in the categories, though it
would make a fine parlour game for Boxing Day. The Guide also lists Fantasy Awards.
and a basic reading list, and concludes with an ess~ Goes to the Wood Beyond the World'. This, beginning with Williartl Morris and continuing through TolIden, lewis, Howard, Smitn, lovecraft, and all the old finn, renashes tne recent
nistory of fantasy very mucn in the manner of the l in Carter introductions to the
Ba 11 ant i ne Adult Fantasy series.
In the end it isn't sins of omission that damage A Reader's Guide to Fantasy,
but sins of conrnission. It has a singular talent for tastelessness, and for m1Sreading the text. To give IxJt one example, their definition of Shardik in which
-Adams essayed a human society but of no identifiable place or t1me 1n history.
Its major character is an enormous bear. portrayed ent i rely rea 1i st i ca lly. - Wrong
on a 11 counts. It's the 1i tera te wri ters that suffer here - can any guide to fantasy seriously dispose of James Branch Cabell in half a page? and then give five
times tnat space to the author of The Wizard of Ol? Or call Harlan Ellison's
-Jeffty is Five- a 'gentle' tale? Or refer to DUnsany as 'art nouveau'? Or decide
that lord Valentine's Castle is fantasy while The Shadow of the Torturer is oot?
(What they actually are we won't argue over.) True, there are bOOkS that even the
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'reviewing'. as Spider Robinson would have it) is a positive advantage: as in the
remark that the Prydain books read -almost as if (lloyd) Alexander were writing
the Mabinogion for a very high qual ity animated feature-.
More serious are the book's efforts to set bounds on this most unbounded
form of literature. Where it really deserves to be sued is in its claim to be a
'guide'. It is a guide's job to indicate new pathways. After all, you don't need
a nat i ve gu; de to take you to the 1oca 1 bookshop - where you can fi nd a11 the de-

;~ i ~h~n~~~~:~y i ~h: 1;~a1e~~~d~u~ ~en~~e~:~~~sfo~ i~~~yu~{n~~~ i ~~; ~h~~~v~~o~~ ~r(~ut
doesn't) indicate new directions - for example:
1) There's no mention of historical novels: those interested in sword and sorcery
mi ght we 11 enjoy, say, Zoe 01 denburg, Rosemary Sutc 1iff, James Clave11. Paul i ne
Gedge ....
2) And no indication of those 'mainstream' writers who write weirdly and well Joyce Carol Oa tes, Isak Di nesen. Ri chard Hughes, John Cowper Powys, D M Thomas,
John Gardner, John Barth, John Fowles, Virginia WOolf. ...
But this threatens to degenerate into lists. The Guide doesn't even stray
outside the range of novels and the occasional short story-rwnat about Dunsany's
plays. or those of Synge. or Yeats; or James Elroy Flecker's Hassan); nor are
there any recolllllended collections of source myths here. not ceTfi'C'7 Egyptian,
8abylonian. Indian, or Chinese ... In short, A Reader's Guide to Fantasy is
bad news.
The one redeeming feature is the Anderson introduction, which does at least
question why human beings have such an appetite for fantasy. Turning it over to
look at the dark side of the coin, there is Step hen King's Danse Macabre,
supposedly an investigation into the appetite for that kind of fantasy called
horror fiction.
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Danse Macabre is overlong, repetitive, self-contradictory, and displays an
an almost hystencal hatred of all kinds of critical analysis. Are we to take this
book, then. as non-critical analysis? or critical non-analysis? It's difficult to
tell. If King wants to analyse. why apologise? But the book is full of little
touches (eg "talks - I don't quite have the balls to call them lectures") intended
to endear himself to the COlTlOOn Reader. If the COnJllOn Reader is that COl1lllOn, she
won't be reading non-fiction (probably watching TV. folks). and l'TShe ain't,
it'll make her hopping mad to be talked down to. Danse Macabre shares this style
with the Guide - but I suspect there are many who no longer dlstinguish tilis tone.

(Sometr~~ ~~~ ~nd~v~~db~~t~h:e~~~~~~c~~o~o~~~·:i1ms.TV. radio, novels _ and
autob'ograpny. And it is better wh~re it is autobiographical. As a writer. King
can identify and push the buttons that activate the horror response in human
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mlnd - the 'war babies', the 1950s, Vietnam, fantasy and the child, and how King
writes what he writes. Horror is identified very precisely here: the difference
1
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cholog1cal terrors take - the Monster, the Vampire. the Thing Without A Name (but
there are no references to Jungian archetypes or Freudian fears). There are good
sections on TV and films: Danse Macabre fulfils the function of a guide far better
than the Reader's Guide.
One rarely has to contradict King's systemised analysis - he generally does
it himself a few pages further on. He can in one breath condemn all academic
criticism as bullshit. and in the next talk of the political, economic, and social
subtexts of the Horror Movie (and then say that films are just picture books that
talk). He claims that horror is a socially-acceptable rehearsal of death - a reaction against the death taboo, a refusal to face death. It exercises fear, and
exorcises it because under the skin lies rational humanity. But under that skin
lies the monster (and here he threatens to get into an infinite regres~King
can say on one page that we are all sane. morality comes from the hearts of men
and woman of good ~ill. and on another say that we are all mentally ill. it's
just that roost of us disguise it well enough to stay outside the asylum. The tone
of resentment includes toe remark that "a writer who only produces one book every
seven years is simply dicking off"; and also a profound admiration for Ira levin.
whose production rate "averages out to one (book) every five years or so". Danse
Macabre is full of these contradictions.
--------rhe final section, 'The last Waltz', includes instances of real-life
atrocities inspired by fictional horror. The implication is that this is not to
warn, but to justify, though it's hard to see how. It's another instance of Oanse
Macabre's tone of being permanently on the defensive. The book doesn't have any:~tartling to say. yet it apologises all the way for saying it.
It could be argued that the horror genre needs defending. King, in his
acceptance of every gross-out that provokes the horror response. is not so far
from approval of video nasties and snuff films. The other kind of fantasy prone
to limited situations, archetypes. and responses is sexual fantasy; King's tenn
'porno-violence' indicates the close connection between the two. The crimes he
cites, where the fiction/reality interface has blurred, tempt one into the same
arguments as those for and against pornography. What is the reliability of the
consumer. the responsibility of the producer?
To say that fictional horror is the result of the manipulation of 1imited
archetypes and fears is true, and obvious; the question is why, and for what
reason? King says that horror is basically for scaring the shit out of little kids
(and the child in all of us). ~hich is fine as far as it goes, but it doesn't go
very far. Going further would take us into mythology, anthropology, psychology areas he fails to explore. King, who can tell us so much about the how of horror.
falls down badly when it comes to the why.
This is perhaps because of the other implied approach to horror: that fear
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is not a subject for too much rational analysis. As King himself says: "let us be
children acting as pathologists. we will. perhaps, link hands like children in a
circle. and sing the song we all know in our hearts: time is short. no one is
really okay, life is quick and dead is dead.·
Fantasy and horror may not be 'good' or 'bad' for us. neither therapy nor
psychosis nor entertainment, but simply be the natural by-product of a .ind that
can anticipate the real and conceive of the unreal. The shapes change. but the
tiger, the wind, and the dead are still with us.

IF ONLY ....

MARTYN TAYLOR
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(THE EYE OF THE QUEEN by PHllIP MANN. Gollancz 1982. 264pp •• £7.95

"What is science fiction?" is a question that absorbs much of our time and attention, too much given that there is no universal answer. for me, though. the distinguishing feature of the science fiction story is the status of the 'idea'. It
is paramount.. All the other components of the art of storytelling - plot, character.
quality of prose - are adjuncts which measure the quality of the story as a story.
It is the idea, the speculation, which traps it as a science fiction beast rather
than a respresentative of another genre, or none at all.
An idea that has obsessed science fiction writers over the years is contact
with aliens. And not only writers: billions are expended in probing the space
around us with only one real objective - military advantage apart, of course and that is to contact 'them'. 'They' are out there somewhere. We will find them
if we look in the right places, or they will find us if we shout loudly enough. we
have a requirement that they be there, for without a 'them' humankind is placed in
eternal solitary, a freak of evolution or the nurtured product of an omnipotent
deity. Neither proposition is attractive to modern, technological man. Of course,
there is a good chance that 'they' will be IIlOre technically advanced than us, and
therefore they will be friendly (after all. the technologically advanced races of
Earth are friendly and adjuring of war.) In Philip Hann's The E~e of the Queen.
humankind has discovered quite a few races of 'them', all of WhlCh stubbOrnly refuse to reveal themselves as homo superior, the possessors of all the answers.
Until. that is. when a ripe granny smlth, a mere 876 metres in diameter, one day
parks itself in Utah - or, rather, hovers lOcm above Utah. Precisely why aliens
who build spaceships resembling English apples should adopt Napoleonic measurement
is never adequately explained. "We are here", annouce the superbeings, while disrupting all the cameras and stuff that we puny Earthlings are pointing at them in
the desperate hope of gleaning some crumb or other from their high table. "We are
here, and we will take one of you back wHh us." That one is Professor Marius
Thorndyke, founder and fonner head of the Contact linguistics InstHute. "Oh no
you won't:- replies brave Professor Challenger ... er, sorry, Thorndyke, "I'm not
coming unless we take my friend with us." 50 Thorndyke and his acolyte, Thomas
H'naba, are whisked off to Pe E11ia at the speed of thought, there to
study
and be studied.
To be honest. the plot isn't quite as silly as J try to make it seem, but H is
still pretty silly. Thorndyke behaves like a true spoiled brat. disregarding all
the rules of the contact business (which he wrote), not to lllention the advice
given him by well-inclined Pe £l1ians, in his madcap hurry to discover what makes
Pe Ellia and Pe E11ians tick (a pursuit they spend a lot of time on themselves:).
All the While, H'naba watches, records, and indulges in no human behaviour whatsoever. But then he is no more a real human than is Thorndyke. Neither they nor any
of the Pe [l1ians are individuals. characters whose lives involve the reader.
The phys ica 1 appearance of the Pe Ell ians as descri bed is not too far removed from
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that of the cartoon Pink Panther, and that is about the level of the genuine
character developtDent. So too with the action - all that happens. which includes
birth, death, cannibalism and meeting with angels, is described in a Nnner almost
totally devoid of drama and excitement. In fact, the events of greatest moment when Thorndyke actually succeeds in becoming
a true Pe Ellian - are not even described at
all: When he does bring himself to describe
anything, Mann's choice of words and allusions borders on the risible - the apple
spaceship is one example - but it never quite
merits laughter. You see, Hann has gone back
to an earlier fonn of science fiction storytelling. His tone is one of a11llOst childlike
innocence. There is a genuine sense of wonder
rampant in this book, a sense that never becomes coy or knowing. I imagine that Mann
wrote this book in a lather of delight. and
it is refreshing to read in these days of
cynicism in which half-digested gobbets of
other writers' ideas are passed off as imaginative writing. Still, it is odd.
Somewhere within this book are the
bones of a good story. The planet of Pe Ellia
is interesting, even if it is described in
only a tantal ising outline without the information required to colour it, and so are the
Pe Ellians, to which the same remark applies.
Mann touches on any number of stimulating
topics, from the nature of friendship to the
nature of scientific research. He even gives
an end to the personal drama that has global
ramifications. in true potboiler style. What
thoroughly sabatages the effort is the structure that has been adopted. Chunks of a diary by Thorndyke are followed by slightly
longer post-martern "!xpositions by H'naba. and the whole is topped and tailed by
contemporary action involving M'naba and two of the Pe Ell ians. This disrupts the
narrative. fragments the drama. and imposes a cool. distant air that keeps the
reader at ann's length frOlll the action and the characters. This distance growo;
greater as the story progresses. until M'naba is returned to Earth and the actual
climax takes place out of our ken altogether. Perhaps we do not need the story to
be spelled out in words of single syllables. but for it to come alive in the way
it ought we really do need rather more than we are given. I alii sure that IIlOst
readers of this type of book are willing to make SOlI(! effort. but I I. afraid that
we are given little help.
I suspect that Mann's real energy has gone into devising the central notion
of· the planet Pe Ell fa. the queen from whom all 1i fe CO!IeS and eventua 11y returns.
and the Mtltissae. Pe El1ians who have evolved through their changes into creatures
capable of lM)udl ing whole planets by the power of their thought. The IIIntissae are
the reasons Thorndyke has been brought to Pe Ellil. Earth is a psychic bonfire.
radiating energy on all wave-lengths in a totally uncontrolled Manner. and in
order to protect the IIlOre fragile areas of the universe from rampaging hucnanity
the mantissae have established quarantine areas into which humans are prevented
from venturing. In the ordinary scheme of things. humanity should have cauterised
its own wound by use of its nuclear weapons; by luck, though, we have survived
and reached the stars. to give ourselves the status of troublesOlle children.
However, the child still squalls too loudly for sOlle Pe E1lians, and they are debating whether to help our development or knock us on the head and give the rest
of the universe SOIRe peace and quiet. Once the story reaches the Nntissae and
the queen. Mann does give us a 1ittle more, but even then it is like watching a
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film and seeing only every third frame. The result is fascinating but oh: so frus·
trating.
The purpose of any review is to give the reader some idea of what the book
is about. how the writer has gone about the business of telling his story. and
whet~r he has been sufficiently successful to make it NOrth the reader's while.
The Eye of the Queen is about a1 ien contact and how one man comes to tems with
an event so momentous (that contact) that he is forced to re-evaluate everything
he has done in a successful and fulfilled life. The content of the book is essentially satisfactory. Unfortunately. Mann has chosen to present his story in a
flawed and ultilllately frustrating way - he positively deters the reader from becoming involved while giving just sufficient glimpses of the subject-tnatter to
whet the appetite. subverting himself from the NOrd go. In IlIny ways. this book
reminds me of the work of lan Watson; the concerns are very si.i1ar. Mann. however. goes beyond even Watson's disregard of conventional story-telling without
giving the reader the amount of intellectual fodder to be found in Watson's work.
Is The Eye of the. Queen worth, reading? Yes - for all its fl~ws. it .has
enough ideatlVe content to keep the real speculative reader with the story to the
end. So, a guarded approval for this example of SF, but my final reaction must be: oh, what a book this could have been. if only. if only .....

EARTH-LOVER

JUDITH HANNA
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(IN THE VALLEY OF THE STATUES by ROBERT HOLDSTOCK. F'ber and Faber 1981. 113pp.)

(16.95.

)

This is Holdstock's first short story collection. It contains -Hythago WOod-.
winner of the 1982 BSFA Short Fiction Award. and seven others. all of which orbit
around a cluster of seven thelpes: travel (in time or space). sex. crime. death
(which. in MA Small [vent" and Mln the Valley of the Statues·. is combined with
its inverse. the creation of life). art. and the relationship of the protagonist
(always male) with nature and with women. Classic themes. well used but by no
means worn out. The question 's. what has Holdstock made of them? How fresh.
orginal and exciting are his permutations of these fundamental themes? His stories
can't be pigeon-holed into any of the usual formulae ~ they're not hard-hitting
action-packed adventure among the stars (though "The Graveyard Cross". "The Touch
of a Vanished Hand" and "Ashes" are set in a space-travelling future). nor wisecracking sting-in-the-tail girrrnickry, neither raunchy (though "Earth and Stone"
is the archetypal. actual Holdstock "fucking-the-earth" story) nor soppily sentimental (though "A Small Event" comes dangerously close), nor fashionably soulbaring. There's no hUllJ:)ur in them. There's the odd spot of what might be angst
(in "The Touch of a Yani shed Hand". "Ashes" and "A Sma 11 [vent"). but so mil dly
expreSied that it reads more like the anxiety of waiting for the last bus than
genuine existential anguish.
I found this a difficult book to review - neither great nor bad, but some~
how uncertain. I think this uncertainty is because Holdstock has not yet found
his own individual 'voice'; as a collection, these stories do not express a single
auctorial personality able to transcend his influences but. rather. a chameleon
who changes his livery to match the sources of his ideas. Nor is his individuality
strong enough to weld together worked-over ideas (and what idea hasn't been workedover more often than we can count) into a new artifact; instead. I found Il\Yself
picking out separate elements within the stories. For instance. the title story,
"In the Valley of the Statues", brought to mind a Oorothy Sayers mystery cooked
up with an inversion of the Greek myth of Galatea: "A Small Event" suggested a
Moorcock;an "Dancers at the End of Time" scenario ending in a ~
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"motherhood is fulfil1Jnent" idyll; even in "Mythago 'Wood", where the ideas are
very muc!1 Holdstock's own, the style is reminiscent of the mediaeval 'Welsh
M.abinogi as i t Itight have been vritten by Chris Priest. Only "Earth and Stone"
nads as entirel)" original.
But the best story in the book is undoubtedly ''M;ythago 'Wood", which tackles
....hat seellls to be 90ldstock's central obsession and does so more subtly tha."l
"Earth and Stone". Revie.... ine" this collection in Interzone 3, David Pringle
called lioldstock "science fiction's leading earth-lover" (note the mealymoutht'1 l'uchcCllSO!) and "at hiE be£it ....hen writing of Irish prehistory or the
]~r~nci.8 cd' the !Jark A6es" (Le., not of tte actual past but of the mists of pret..istcr:,." ·...hich gave rise to I:\.vth). Holdstock'£1 strength is a feeling for the
prWt':ve, for the elemental libidinal level from ....hich the myth-oaking impulse
urie.,..::., !:Jr the level of feroc~ty anc. sexual passion divorced froo reason but
whi;;-h 01:f! can attecpt to describe throU8"h reason. Necromancer, Holdstock'e beat
n'lV(:l to dah:, ....as about a rational modern detecti~rrational primitive
force imprisoned in a lIlegt-llith; "Mythago 'Wood" is about a rationa1 modern lIIhl'l
reawakening the "mythago" spirits, which roay take on human or &nioal forms, in
in a remainil18 fr~ent of ancient foIest, and becom.J..TlB' absorbed iT. to the '·vortl:'X" in whcn they exist - a downbeat ending, from the conventional lllOc.ern vie.....
t\.lt tc. r.... lcRtock, one feels, a desirable fate. This longing for absor;.·ti':'I into 3!.d union ...· ith Nature, the Creat Moth~r, is more crudely eer.tral to "Earth
and Stone". in which an anthropologist sent back in time to the building of New
GraJlg(' in Neolithic lrelaJ'1d cocounes with the dying gods through physical ultion
...· ith the :JOil ar.d thus, like the rest cf the 'i'u":ha."'1ach, be-:oIDes one wi.th the
eprit::o c·f the ea.=th. In these stories, Eoldstock sho....s not only kno....ledge of
but alcu an entirely U1\llIodern feeli1"'..g fer the old British and Cel~ic traditions,
a ff.'J;ling that r.a.s not-:l.ing of the weakly sentimental-m;ystical about it. In t.hese
Ifto:.i.es. Holdstock: sub-,erts the conven~ionally empirical-sceptical SF een...-e with
his elllC':ional cc.l!lllittcent to a.niJ:l.is:t. the worship of Kature.
The SCu...-C~·3 and influel".ces so clearly underlying Holdstock '8 stoner, ;.;r('"'iot' J. :~ra.oe....ork of cliche vhich, havin(; ~c€'n set up, can be burs~ open tt) reveal c.n ur..p:lrpected !JlYstery, in£.xplicable in the conventional te:rns of tne eenre.
The stories in tr.is collection demom:trate Holdstock's mastery of perhn.}lS t""~
.... ~dc a rar.£e of cOlwentional SF settings, but ....hat he r";'1.sn ' t alw~s canagcd
l,u.:'st.iJ'lg t!1t.Ir1 open and turnir>E: them inside out to exposf' thelr essEmtial,
nrtl,u.r~,l guts.
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FINAL DICK

PAUL KINCAID

(THE TRANSMIGRATION OF TDIOTHY ARCHER by PHILIP K. DICK. Gollancz 1982, 255pp. ,)

(£6.95.

)

The death of Pbilip K. Dick vas the saddest 10s8 sf is likely to suffer for a
good many years. Fev other vriters in the genre even approach his stature. Not
that he was a great vriter, despite what many critics vill tell you. Be lacked,
for instance, the linguistic range and descriptive ability of, say, Gene Wolfe.
Nevertheless he vss one of the most skilled of writers; he knew his veakl'lesses
and strengths, and so great was his control of his art that, vith fev slips, he
was able to avoid the one and emphasise the other. The result is some of the
most effective writing SF is likely to see.
It is with great pleasure, therefore, that I am able to report that his
final novel, The TranstDigra tion of Timothy Archer, is more than fi tti.n8 to serve
se his memorial. It is, I believe, the finest thing he ever wrote; only A Scanner Darkly could possibly rival 1t.
I D7Uflt make i t clear right at the start that The Transmigration of TimoUxy
Archer is not science fiction, thoU8h it is, in lD&IlY ways, a continuation and a
consummation of his concern.s in his recent novels. The grand questions of good
and evil and the natura of God which underlay both Valis and The D1 vine Invasion
are here at the heart of the concerns and motivations which drive his characters.
The story concen1B Timothy Archer, Episcopalian Bishop of Calilornia, and
the people close to him duri.n8 his last years in the late 60s and early 70s.
Archer is a thinly disguised portrait of James Pike, who vas Episcopalian Bishop
of California in the early 50s. Like Pike, Archer is tried for heresy; like Pike,
his son commits suicide; like Pike, he turns to spiritualism; like Pike, he dies
on an ill-conceived expedition into the Middle East desert. AJ:ocher's mistress,
also a suicide, is probably an invention by Dick, but I wouldn't swear to it.
The real-life Pike is so obviously a character from a Philip Dick novel that I
am only surprised Dick didn't write about him before.
Dick has never really been able to write about ordinary people; his
finest creations are mad or drug addicted or suffer some other blight of mode:rn
life. In The TranstDigration of Timothy Axcher he has come up with as fine a
gallery of characters as I can recall in any of his booka. Chief am0l18' the:D, of
course, is Archer himself, his faith Wlder attack, assailed by doubts, having to
call upon the authority of a book to back up everything he says. At first Archer's
habit of constantly picking up a book to find a quotation vhatever the conversation is irritating; by the end of the novel you realise how much i t has told
you about his character. There is the gentle hebephrenic Bill, who cannot handle
abstract notions. There is the bishop's 3')n, Jeff, who becomes obsessed with the
Imperial general of the Thirty Years W~:, Wallenstein, before his suicide. ill
are detached in some was from what we wc-..Jd consider the normal, yet their very
abnoI:ma1i ty helps in the conviction of their characterisation.
The revelation of the book, however, is in the strength of the female characters. All too often in the past, Dick's women have follo....ed the same pattern
in book after book, generally the least sympathetic and the least convinci.n8 of
his creations. But the two women at the centre of this novel have a reality and
an individuality that is quite exceptionaL Generally, a writer establishes
fairly limited para.meters ..,i thin vhich his characters move, and then he reinforces those parameters constantly throtJ8bout the length of the book. :By ensuring
that the characters acts consistently, the writer makes them believeable. But
people are not so consistent, particularly not the sort of people that Dick
writes about, and in Kirsten, Archer's tDietres8, Dick has managed the rare and
difficult task of creating someone with mercurial shifts of character yet who
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remains consistent, well-drawn and believable.
""'hat is more, for the first time ever that I can recall, he employs 8
fen.a.le naIT6.tor, A..."lgel, Archer's daU8f1ter-in-law. She is thE" still, calm cent::e
of it all, the witness to the variolliJ obsessions that take over the diffcrer.t
chara.c lers, the on€ 1oI~~ senses their dool!! yet is unable to do anything to prevent
it. AlIIong such colourful characters, it "·;luld have been easy to make her an empty,
insipid sort of person, a camera and no more. But, though she is as near to a
'normal l human being 8S anyone I:'lae in the book, she reflects the angst of life
in California and, moreover, she is affected by what happens; her personality
grows and changes as she absorbs each new blow. Indeed, far more thaT. being a
study of the ecc~ntricities of Bishop Archer, it ill a compassionate and moviJlB
account of how Angel COllleS to tems "IIi th the deaths of the th....-ee people cl·'s~st
to her.
Before the book begins to sound solemn and somber, however, let me say that
Dick' 6 fac.iliar sense of humour, da....'"k:, ....icked and delighting in human eccentricity
as much as he shows cOOp&.SSiOIl for huma.!1 frail ty, is more strongly and marvellously ~n evidence in this ~ook than in aIlS of his recent works. The high cooed]
of both Y.!ll.!!. and The D::'vine lr.vaaion is somehow overpowered by Dick's concern
wi th the point he has to make, ~he t:,eories he has to propotil1d. In The Transmgration of Timotto,y Axchcr all :h~ elements th.a.t are liuch a cO!Ill!lon~of
Dick's ....ork are present; yet th~r are in a balance that, so sy.illed a 1oIT1.tcr as
he was, he was only ::::orely able to strike.
1 ....s captivated by the Look from the moment I startetl to read it. I was
int""rc:-;";r,or) in the cp.a.ra.cters, intrigued by their story, and entertained by 'the
lel11lo#;; o! it. This is the br>ck ...here i t all works. That there are to be no more
book:: li..ke th.i:l is a tr.~.ge.i.y. Th."\t ... ~ have BO good. a book as this is cause for
~clp.bt".J.t.lon.
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