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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.










Preface





There are a lot of words in this book. I won’t add many more here. Look at the Evidence is divided into three parts. Part One is short. It contains a piece on the nature of sf criticism, and a lecture on the nature of sf. Part One represents the Introduction I might have written had there been no Part One; the lecture in particular, a version of which was delivered in 1994, encapsulates what I think I think. Part Two takes up most of the rest of the book. It is broken into six sections, each of which contains reviews and essays covering a single year, from 1987 to 1992 inclusive, with exceptions. Most of the individual pieces I wrote during those years are reprinted here, with exceptions. Part Three is short. It contains essays on six individual authors. They were written around the same time, with exceptions.


Don Keller of Serconia Press has been calm, and tidal in his insistence that we could still do a book, even though the years continued to pass; and said Oh good, and said No problem, when I finally gave him a manuscript 50,000 words longer than his limit. There is a very loud amusement park right in front of my present lodgings.


For a while Don and I thought we might call this book Scores, for the same reason that my earlier book of reviews and essays for Serconia Press was called Strokes: because both terms contain multiple meanings. But we decided not to, somehow. Both books are, all the same, fairly similar in their construction, though the pieces assembled in Look at the Evidence follow chronological order more closely than do those in the earlier volume. As with Strokes, I’ve used original versions for my basic text, rather than edited copy. Some passages have been cleaned up, but no opinion, however stupid, has been edited in hindsight to look wiser. And I’ve inserted within square brackets [like this 1995] some comments, expansions, apologies, hind-sights.


More acknowledgements need to be made. Helen Nicholls read most of these pieces as they were being written, and said Make sense, and said Only connect, and said I guess that’s all right now. The dedication of Look at the Evidence to her is heartfelt. Judith Clute allowed me her cover. This has gone on for many years now. Robin Bloxsidge of Liverpool University Press gave me absolute sanction, in an astonishingly calm voice. David Pringle allowed me to say anything I wanted to say in Interzone. It was a rare thing to do, and an enormously generous thing to do, and I tried to grab the opportunity. Michael Dirda of the Washington Post continued to give me work, and to touch it like a surgeon. David Garnett, who edited the Orbit Science Fiction Yearbook and the New Worlds anthologies before they were shafted, suffered hugely from my modest flirtations with deadlines, but played chicken and won; and James Morrow, who edited the Nebula anthology, also suffered. I edited myself (as Book Reviews Editor) on Foundation, but Edward James did let it go on. Rob Killheffer of Omni taught me how to write for Omni in my own voice: just write a bit better, John, he said. The mafia that run NYRSF were a pushover. I have to thank the various editors of other newspapers and journals for first publishing material which has come home here; these journals are The Correspondent, The Los Angeles Times, The Listener, The Nation, the New Scientist, the New Statesman, The New York Times, The Observer, the SFRA Review, the Times Literary Supplement, Vector. I have also to thank Jim Turner of Arkham House and Eric Lane of Dedalus Books.


The index was composed by Leigh Kennedy, with clarity and grace; and she had to work very fast. Christopher Priest sent it by E-mail to John Berry in Seattle, who designed the book. Micole Sudberg proofread it meticulously. It is now out of our hands.


John Clute
London     
July 1995  




I: OPENERS







Necessary Golems





[Here is a declaration of principle for reviewers. I’ve proposed it more than once. I called it the Protocol of Candour on its first appearance in Interzone 24 in 1988 (though I’ve always tended to think of it as the Protocol of Excessive Candour); and when (for a Friends of Foundation Newsletter in 1992) I revised a Readercon 4 piece on my own experience of being criticized, I grafted a modified version of the Protocol into my copy. In every case, I was addressing audiences made of men and women many of whom I quite likely knew personally, and who quite possibly knew me. Hence the interior tone of the thing. But it should be clear enough here in the open air. Here then – spatchcocked from three sources, and tinkered with yet again – is that Protocol, plus some thoughts on being the biter bit 1995.]


Most of us are writers and critics and readers of sf, and as such we inhabit a beehive-dense congregation of affinity groups, by virtue of which it is very difficult for anyone who has been involved in the genre for more than a few years not to have had contact with a significantly high proportion of those who’ve also been active in the field. The benefits of affinity are, in general, obvious enough. But there are reasons to think that this degree of personal contact is not the healthiest thing in the world for sf criticism. The club-like camaraderie of sf unsurprisingly tempts critics and reviewers (in particular) into any number of strategies designed to avoid internal friction: refusing to review books written by friends or acquaintances – which, for anybody who’s been in the field for more than a decade or so, may well mean most of the writers going; muffling negative responses – after one has found oneself forced into a midnight spasm of honesty – in the dawn rewrite; dissimulating archly, in code. The end-result – that the sf beehive buzzes with “friends” who will not review the books of anyone they know, in case they might have to tell the truth – gives sf a sad face.


Reviewers who will not tell the truth are like cholesterol. They are lumps of fat. They starve the heart. I have myself certainly clogged a few arteries, have sometimes kept my mouth shut out of this “friendship” which is nothing in the end but self-interest. So perhaps it is time to call a halt. Perhaps we should establish a Protocol of Excessive Candour, a convention within the community that excesses of intramural harshness are less damaging than the hypocrisies of stroke therapy, that telling the truth is a way of expressing love: self-love; love of others; love for the genre, which claims to tell the truth about things that count; love for the inhabitants of the planet; love for the future. Because truth is all we’ve got. And if we don’t talk to ourselves, and if we don’t use every tool at our command in our time on Earth to tell the truth, nobody else will.


If that means we sometimes make errors, speak cruelly, carve caricature grimaces onto the raw flesh of books, so be it. Some golems are necessary.


I published a novel once, in 1977. As a long-time reviewer even then, I thought I was pretty well prepared to read whatever reviews this one garnered, good or bad or misprision. I thought the good reviews would be nectar, the bad ones gall, and the misprision irrelevant. I couldn’t have been more wrong.


But let me define misprision, because what it means is central. Misprision, says the OED, can be defined as 1) “a wrong action of omission” in law, 2) “an offense or misdemeanour akin to treason or felony,” 3) the same as 2, but transferred into popular use, 4) “wrongful capture,” 5) “the mistaking of one thing, word, etc., for another; a misunderstanding; a mistake,” 6) “a clerical error,” 7) “a malformation,” 8) “unjust suspicion.” Misprision, in other words, is what happens when a critic talks about a book. What I would like to suggest is not only that misprision is inevitable, but that misprision is the right stuff.


[The paragraph immediately above, and the rest of this piece, is a version of a programme book filler I wrote for Readercon 4, as modified later for the Friends of Foundation Newsletter. The piece contained what turned out – as no one noticed it or called me on it – to be an utterly dumb piece of “humour”: in going on and on about “misprision” without mentioning the famous American critic Harold Bloom, who had written several books, including A Map of Misreading (1975), on the very subject, I had – as it were – misprisioned misprision. Perhaps it was not entirely clear that this was supposed to be funny.… It’s true I’d written the original piece pretty quickly, but that was my own fault. The joke was no joke (the sound of a joke falling flat in the wilderness is a proof of the nonexistence of God) but a petard. For the Newsletter, I tried to save face by mentioning Bloom, within square brackets very similar to the ones encasing these words, and therefore unmisprisioning the misprisioning of misprision. But the editor ran out of space, and cut everything within square brackets. So I was doubly hoist. 1995]


My novel came out. It was called The Disinheriting Party. It received some reviews in the UK and Canada, none that I recall in the USA, but I’ve lost most of them and can’t check. Some of these reviews were positive; one at least was slashingly negative. I remember little of the praise or the accusations of perversity; but one review does stick in the mind. The author of this review [Paul Stuewe, in the Toronto Globe and Mail 1995] liked the novel well enough to think about it, though I don’t remember if he thought it was exactly successful. The important thing is that his review got the book wrong. The Disinheriting Party, it said, clearly owed a great deal to Latin American models, and was specifically indebted to the magic realist mode. Every page, he said, demonstrated the extent of the debt.


This was pure misprision, unjust suspicion, mistake, wrongful capture. In the 1970s I was a lot more ignorant than I should have been (or would have admitted then); the only Latin American authors I could remember reading were Jorge Luis Borges, and Jorge Amado for a book review, and it was pretty clear that it wasn’t Amado who was on the reviewer’s mind. He was thinking of writers like Gabriel García Márquez, writers I’d known of but had never encountered. So it was misprision. The critic had seen something that looked like truth, and he had imposed this “truth” on a text, had “interpreted” my precious novel, had pummelled it into a shape of his own devising, had made a Necessary Golem of my Work. He had recreated the book. Was I glad?


I was. This reviewer’s misprision is the only comment on the book I can recollect in any detail. It is the only review which represented a wrestling of the reader with the text, the only one which taught me anything about what I had written. By re-creating The Disinheriting Party, the reviewer had allowed me to look at it again, to see the thing as an autonomous text, no longer mine, no longer tied to me by the umbilicals and conceits and oneirisms of the creative heart. My book had become a Necessary Golem, smaller and colder perhaps than the first, but no parasitic Pale Fire, no Kinbote; my book was in the world now, and another maker had gone down into it; and in doing so had committed misprision. The Disinheriting Party had left home. Nothing (in other words) had happened that was any more alien to the workings of the world than a beloved son or daughter’s first fuck, out in the workings.


I’m dodging a few issues here, certainly. The misprision in question was, not at all unsubtly, a flattering one. The book did not suffer any derogation through being compared with a great tradition. And the reviewer was, in any case, literally in error, because the provenance, as he phrased it, was false (though it was certainly the case that even a false provenance – by showing how a book seems – can teach an author much more than ample praise, which merely confirms a dream). So let me [the original title of this Readercon 4 piece was “On Being Criticized” 1995] go on to something less congenial. In 1988 I published a book of reviews and essays which I called Strokes and which, like the earlier novel, got reviewed in a few places. Some reviews were good, some were not; and one review, published by Robert Latham in Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts under the title “Snobbery, Seasoned with Bile, Clute Is,” was hilariously devastating. The review is very long, and rather hard to quote from, and although Latham makes the occasional tactical blunder (at one point, when he observes that “for a journalist commentator, [Clute’s] repertory of shrewd barbs and liberal plaints is well above average,” he sounds like a landgrant academic writing squibs for Kirkus Reviews in a doomed quest for tenure), the flow of his animus, as he assembles his argument, is refreshingly stinging: he mentions “wild rhetoric,” he instances a good deal of “obfuscatory smoke blowing,” he mocks “fumbles,” he deplores “sentences that skitter and swerve like demented ostriches … in a critical void,” he concludes that the “book is deeply disappointing as criticism.” Most of this seems to be good honest fun, the sort of thing a reviewer does if s/he’s on a roll: anybody who’s reviewed a book knows what I mean, knows the feel of the thrum of the slap as you get your teeth into the bone. It is a feeling Latham – who eschews rant, mainly – may have felt, this flow of contumely, this conative/cognitive come, this masque-gavotte around the shape of the thing being put in its place: you throw mud, it sticks. It’s a misprision, too.


But it’s not the real-stuff misprision that makes a critic into a co-creator. Co-creation through epithet merely parodies the thing abused. The misprision I’m interested in – and that I hope to be capable of committing upon the next book I review – is not a parody of the thing misprisioned, but what Dr. Frankenstein thought he was doing; it is a form of redemption: because until a text is properly pronged – properly violated – it’s dead meat. The words the author has given birth to are dead until they’re read, until they’re re-created by the critic (who is somebody writing a review, or somebody reading a book in bed, or somebody telling somebody else about something s/he’s just finished: who is anybody, in other words, who is doing the job). So it wasn’t until he began to screw me properly that Latham began to revitalize the meat. “Clute’s arguments skip and/or limp along from review to review, and the reader is forced to piece them together. (Perhaps this is fixup at the level of criticism.)” (Right on.) Clute “ultimately naïvely seconds the hermeneutic strategies of classic bourgeois narration, its preemption of options, its suturing and cloture of the self.” (Not, perhaps, uncomically put: but he’s saying something here about the unthought-through conventions that arguably fuel the green shoot chez moi: and which might underlie some of the cognitive paucity of much sf criticism.) “The only broadly animating focus I could divine” in the entire book, he continues, “was … a vague sort of modernism .…” But today “one requires a fairly comprehensive command of recent (postmodern) theory, the only framework capable of resolving all the paradoxes spawned by the binary logic of Clute’s modernist humanism.” [I now tend to think this particular assertion is a touch faddish 1995] But “hampered by an exhausted, martyrized modernism that demands a haughty, superior stance …,” Clute’s “critical practice has largely remained tied to the immediate, short-term concerns of generic production.”


I began to understand what it meant to be understood. To be misprisioned in the daylight of another mind. To see what it meant to obey a Protocol of Excessive Candour. I could chuckle at Latham’s inspired (though, one guesses, hardly conscious) imitations of the stylistic blunders I fell into in the more egregious flights of autodidactic BigThinking to which I was, and remain, so embarrassingly prone; but at the same time I felt that the strange scarecrow bumpkin of a book he saw in his mind’s eye did indeed have its own objective reality. I might object to his trashing an assemblage of unconnected pieces because they failed to accomplish something they were not written to accomplish – these pieces had, after all, been written over a 20-year period, for particular occasions, for fees, and couched in a variety of registers designed to affront and chivvy and pleasure a wide variety of audiences; and it was unlikely that they would, on being brought together, “articulate an immanent locus for critique.” On the other hand, it was clear that I sounded as though an agenda of that sort were being muffed. The very fact that a number of pieces by one writer was assembled in one place argued for agenda; and if no agenda was visible to analysis, then there was imposture afoot. The heart of Latham’s misprision is that I was an impostor.


Old son, you’re nicked.


As misprisions go, this seems fair enough. It is a sustainable reading of Strokes. In accomplishing this dismantling, Latham is performing the critic’s task: that of unmasking the being of the book; re-creating that being; freeing the book from the author of the book, and from the beehive cloister of the affinity group; and, in the end, granting a privilege. The author’s true privilege is to be misunderstood (how many of us, glaring into airless mirrors of unpublishable selfhood, ever get the chance?) and the critic’s true function is to make misunderstanding into a door of perception. So with Latham’s help, I open the door. I see how the book can be seen. There’s some fucking going on in the workings, but that’s life. And it all helps me see that when I, in turn, shape the books I review into what I understand them to mean, I shape them into monsters their parents might well weep to recognize: but at least, within sf, they are neighbourhood monsters. The blood kin monsters of sf wear, I do realize, my face. I give them my disease. Reviewing is raping the Golem. In the end, all we can do is beg forgiveness.


– Modified from: Interzone 24 (1988); Readercon 4 Souvenir Book (1991);


Friends of Foundation Newsletter (1992)







Pilgrim Award Acceptance Speech





[In 1994 I got an Award – the Pilgrim Award, which is given annually by the Science Fiction Research Association – and went to Chicago in July of that year to receive it, and gave a short talk in thanks; a few sentences – not spoken in Chicago because of limited time – have been inserted 1995.]


Thanks must be my first word: thanks enormously for letting me in here. And in a few minutes, thanks will be my last word as well.


As a ringer in quite a few towers – as a non-English Englishman; as a writer of fiction who writes two stories a decade; as a non-academic who does bibliography with violent intensity; as a man of mature years who spends a good deal of his time writing with great passion book reviews for ephemeral journals; and as a solitary unsalaried freelance who spends the rest of his time, with a passel of colleagues, beavering away at encyclopedias – it is a most unusual experience for me to have a sense that I am coming home; but here I am, and I think I might well call it home.


The plane gives glimpses of Chicago as you land at O’Hare, but you never step into the same Chicago twice. The city I remember with supernatural clarity comes back to me now, over the steppes of the years, like sf or Oz, just as it came to me the first time. It was 1956. The airport that time was Midway. For a 16-year-old immigrant from Canada, who had spent the previous four years reading pulp magazines and Ace Books, the first sight of Chicago was like a vision of the Golden Age. Michigan Avenue – as far as the 16-year-old kid was concerned – gave off a Golden Age reek, raw and clean and real. Soldier Field was Nuremberg, without the camp smoke. And there was an iron web of subterranean roadways that underlaid the Loop like Caves of Steel. All in all, Chicago looked like what anyone who drew cities in Astounding thought a metropolis should look like. Chicago was where the Future Histories started.


A year later came the poison chalice of Sputnik, and although it took a long while to sink in, I suspect I was just the right age – like some vast baby duck – to find myself unconsciously bonded to disillusion, without yet knowing what it was I had lost. Certainly I’d lost the Golden Age of childhood, as we all do; but there was more than that. What I’d lost – and what sf had lost – after Sputnik had stitched its way back and forth across the new mundane sky, was the old sense that space was a magic portal, a sky-hook capable of hiking us into the future. What Sputnik did – what indeed the whole, archaic, doom-ridden space programme accomplished as it lunged into a future that did not work – was to drag traditional sf backwards into the real now. Space was no longer free space. Overnight, space became a sentence in the seamy contentious intricate story of humans upon the planet, a continuation of life on Earth by other means.


A child might not have noticed the change. An adult might have ridden it. A 17-year-old, on the other hand, might well have found himself stuck in midstream, only half aware that his dreamworld had been sign-changed into a continuation of homework. I don’t want to erect a few tiny coincidences into bad theory, but I rather wonder if it might not be modestly relevant that I was born the same year as two sf writers with whom I feel a particularly strong cognitive rapport – Tom Disch and Norman Spinrad – and that we all impacted late adolescence, the end of the Eisenhower years, and Sputnik at the same time. Let us put fiction aside, as I’ve never written enough to sort it: but as critics, all three of us have seemed at times to evince a certain strange pachydermatousness about sf, like lovers who will not admit their wound. I (for one) know how truculently thinskinned I’ve been at times, how savage I’ve been about any sf text which seemed – through cynicism or fake camaraderie or apeing of the old – to mock our loss.


Here is the mountain which this molehill makes: I think certain kinds of loss, inflicted on the psyche at certain vulnerable moments, make for natural critics. I do not claim that a natural critic is necessarily a good one, nor that those who failed to have something to feel abandoned about when they were seventeen must necessarily produce flawed critical works; only that the obsessive acts of secondary recreation which make up the work of the natural critic can be seen as a redemptive enterprise, and that what is being redeemed is the cracking of the Golden Age. I’d suggest, en passant, that the wounds which may spark a talent for creative writing almost certainly occur earlier in the life passage of the writer-to-be; and that the writer’s search for those wounds can take forever. What in particular marks the critic’s wound is that it is visible to the eye. What made me a critic was a loss I could read about in the newspapers.


But back to Sputnik. In all seriousness, I think it genuinely may be fitting – if we sidebar any cod theorizing about the wound that engenders the critic – to treat the beginning of the Space Age as a turning point, a point beyond which the quasiorganic conversation of American sf – for the moment let me call it First SF – began to ramble, and to lose the thread of the story; began to give off a sense that for all those years since 1926 it had been telling the wrong story, that we were now being shaped by futures which the sf story had failed to notice; began the long descent into the backward-looking, nostalgic, manic depressive, treasonous, faute-de-mieux blather of sharecrop. Before Sputnik, First SF had thrived in a native habitat, which included the moon and the stars as draws: speedlines pointing to the future and marshalling our dreams. Afterwards, new versions of sf, new conversations, began to collide with the dying gabfest of Future History, and First SF sporulated into a series of loose overlapping genres. As genre critics, it is right and proper for us to note that Sputnik changed – once and for all – the conversation of precedents that bathed First SF texts; that what followed was the teeming, immensely fruitful squabble we now inhabit, where old and new modes fight for lebensraum, Cyberpunk sagas cohabit with dinosaur senilities, sequels set in the worlds of dead authors share shelf space with postmodernist pastiches set in nostalgia-choked alternate-history Toontowns, where fossil singletons technically occupy the same genre as works of genius written long after the wrong story of the future shriveled up like a salted snail [see also “Exogamy Dentata,” p. 399].


Taking some few stabs at understanding this new world has filled up most of my working life.


It is also interesting, I think, to notice how markedly the new sf resounds to certain underlying continuities, base tonalities, that mark American literature as a whole. For me – speaking as an onlooker, as a ringer who lost his green card decades ago – it is remarkable how clearly the literature of the United States is marked by a sense of belatedness: a sense that the frontier is always beyond reach, or that when it is finally penetrated it will turn out already to have been abandoned; a sense that the Great Gatsby will never gain the garden or the city, no matter how hard he rows; a deep central disappointed knowing that the breast is shut. If this sense of things is at all accurate, then post-Sputnik sf has become all the more essentially American, now that its best authors tend to explore the recedingness of things, attempt to limn the uncapturable complexities of a world whose futures are profoundly various, profoundly pressing.


None of this alters the sense that First SF has become a bounded region, that its own, deeply unselfconscious belatedness is something we can – as it were – look back on as an object of study. Like the rockets at Cape Canaveral, First SF was tied to a version of history, and when that version passed it become part of a told story. A conviction of the usefulness of “belatedness” as a concept grew on me as I worked with Peter Nicholls, John Grant and Brian Stableford on the second edition of The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (1993) – as careers and motifs continued to obsess my dreams, while the years passed. I don’t think the Encyclopedia insists upon this thesis – it would be extremely inappropriate if it did argue, in an ex cathedra tone, a position which is both debatable and partial. But certainly, as I wrote, I felt, and I think my partners may have felt, that a large and significant and deeply loved part of what we were calling sf was, in 1993, a completed topic.


But if the old compact had told its tale by now, what on Earth was replacing it? If I was going to claim that the most significant American sf writers from 1960 on didn’t really write First SF any more, what on Earth were they doing? While working on the Encyclopedia, I backed away from thinking too much about answering this question, partly because the Encyclopedia – as Peter Nicholls originally conceived it in 1975; and as we all continued to think of it in the 1990s – was intended to represent a broad-church, non-prescriptive sorting of anything we thought might possibly be describable as sf. But the question remained.


In twenty years, I may begin to believe some of the answers I come up with. For what it’s worth, I tend at the moment to think that, over the last few decades, sf has begun to lose its profound attachment to the old set of Fables of the First World: tales whose protagonist, usually human, represents the dominant species in the venue being described, the species which knows how to get to the future. I think that sf stories today are more and more beginning to sound like Fables of the Third World: stories whose protagonists, often human, represent cultures which have been colonized by the future. The future may come in the form of aliens, or the catnip nirvana of cyberspace, or as AI’s, or as bio-engineered transformations of our own species: but whatever it touches, it subverts. Sf stories of this sort can – depressingly – read rather like manuals designed to train Polynesians in the art of begging for Cargo; but they can also generate a sense of celebration of the worlds beyond worlds beyond our species’ narrow path.


For me – to conclude – the Encyclopedia was not primarily designed to emphasize this change. In its sometimes manic comprehensiveness, it worked, in the end, for me, as an attempt to seal over the cracks in the Golden Age by surrounding the fissure. (Childless people – I am one – often tend to have large extended families.) For me, the Encyclopedia was an act of healing, on the part of a thin-skinned adolescent with a tendency to mourn.


In the end, standing here now in the late-century shadows of Chicago, I have to admit – it’s an oddly difficult thing to say – that I do feel moderately healed. I do feel that we’ve not been wasting our time. I think we’ve all been having a good conversation these last few years, about the literature we bend our heads over. In the end, then, as it was in the beginning, the first and last thing for me to say is Thanks.


– Science Fiction Research Association 213, September/October 1994




II: COLUMNS AND REVIEWS: 1987–1992




ONE: 1987


1. Year Roundup from The Orbit Science Fiction Yearbook 1


2. Interzone Columns


Marching Initials


Big Brothers Watch Avalon


Plug Your Ears, It’s Paxwax!


Mimesis Chills Out


3. Various


Washington Post Book World, 30 August 1987


Times Literary Supplement, 7 August 1987 and 10 July 1987


Times Literary Supplement, 20 November 1987


The New York Times, 3 May 1987


Los Angeles Times, 17 May 1987


Times Literary Supplement, 12 June 1987


Foundation 40, Summer 1987


Washington Post, 5 July 1987


Times Literary Supplement, 14 August 1987


Times Literary Supplement, 30 October 1987


Horror: 100 Best Books (Xanadu, 1988)


The Washington Post, 10 November 1987


Times Literary Supplement, 25 December 1987


New Scientist, 26 November 1987


New York Review of Science Fiction #50, October 1992




1. YEAR ROUNDUP


It may not be the worst thing that ever happened to sf that it died. Or became something sufficiently new that old books began to read like shed moult. There may have been a time, in the morning of the world, before Sputnik, when the empires of our sf dreams were governed according to rules neatly written out in the pages of Astounding, and we could all play the game of a future we all shared, readers, writers, fans; that we could steam in the dews of the dawn. But something happened. The future began to come true. It was no longer a game for the members of the club, no longer a secret handshake. The planet of our birth began to overheat from excessive spin, and that which was past or passing or to come began to merge into one fire, like spokes on the wheel of Juggernaut; sf writers began to have to run to stand still, like all of us, in the real world of the futures we now inhabit. Sf novels became larger, more worldly, more confused, more cynical, more like any other kind of novel (which also means that other kinds of novel began to resemble sf); for good and for ill, the indelible realities of our late twentieth century had begun to stain the white radiance of the old pulp. Which did nothing to stop the growth of sf, in a marketing sense.


Here are some damned statistics. Because they are extracted from Locus, an American trade journal which claims to serve every one of us as “The Newspaper of the Science Fiction Field,” none of them deals with the UK. However, given the size of British publishers’ sf lists (small), and the extent to which these lists are dominated by books originating in America (not quite total [a situation which has markedly improved since 1987 1995]), the omission of this material from the Locus calculations is only modestly unfortunate. The cautionary tale the statistics tell would change by only a few adjectives were British data to be included.


On the face of it, Locus tells a tale of relentless cheer, and there can be no doubt that, in a commercial sense, the news is good. In 1977, 445 new titles of all categories were released into the field of fantastic literature, which embraces fantasy and horror as well as sf; by 1982 there were 572, the next year 581, then 613, 715, 846, and in 1987 a total of 1026 new titles were published. Sounds triumphant. But put it another way and it may seem less boosterish: Even 20 years after Sputnik, in 1977, an omnivorous reader of independent means could have kept the field within his/her single grasp by mulching a mere 1.2 books per diem. By 1987 this omnivore’s diet would have become bulimiacal, amounting to 2.8 books daily, or one book every 8.5 hours. What was once a field had become the Mississippi delta. If pre-Sputnik sf could be perceived as a family of read books which created (and inhabited) a knowable stage (or matrix) of possible worlds, by 1987 this perception had become deeply nostalgic. No longer could an ostensive definition of sf (sf is what smells like sf) even begin to match the corrosive intricacies of the exploded genre. By 1987, sf was no longer a family romance.


That total of 1026 new books of fantastic literature published in America (add a smidgen for the rest of the world) can, all the same, be broken down into more assimilable categories. Of the total only 650 – or 1.8 a day – are novels, a category which excludes the 74 novelizations published in 1987, and of the novels encompassed by Locus’s remit only 298 are sf. The rest – 352 titles – are fantasy and horror novels, which increasingly dominate the field as a whole, much to its detriment. (For this writer, bad sf can be seen as a category of trash, and can be junked at sight. Bad fantasy is something else. Perhaps because it transforms archetypal material into sleaze, bad fantasy is junk-food, an addictive mockery of the true meal, which sticks to the stomach, and eats it.) Of those 352 fantasy and horror titles, only one or two need mentioning in any overview of fantastic literature in novel form published in 1987. And of the 298 books Locus designates as sf, 37 are Post-Holocaust Survivalist Adventures, and of the total 123 are series continuations. The task of gaining an overview may be less daunting than it first looked.


It is only polite to begin with dinosaurs. Writers so designated are relics of sf’s long history as a relatively closed genre (until Sputnik blew the walls down). During that long period (1926–1957) within the closed walls of a genre whose members thought of themselves as beleaguered but elect, dominant writers tended to acquire a kind of siege significance, rather like the significance accorded bad singers of patriotic songs in times of war. Supercharged and overdetermined with all the signs of meaning that film stars famously bear, sf writers like Doc Smith or Robert A Heinlein became the Figures in the Carpet of sf, radiating the hot iconic glow of myths of origin, an effect supercharged by the fact they were still with us, in the flesh. They had the Royal Touch, like undead Davy Crocketts. None of this – need it be said – made them rich. Pre-Sputnik sf was too small to support more than a very few adult writers anything like full-time, no matter how deliriously s/he overproduced. After 1960, however, when sf began to think of its sacred history as a talisman against the heat-death of the new gigantism, it slowly became evident that the saturated iconicity of these oldsters or dinosaurs had become bankable.


It did not much matter that most of them never wrote very well in the first place, and now wrote worse, for they bore Cargo from the mists of time. Some had remained active, and did not now think of stopping; others, who had fallen silent, now returned to active work in the industrial parks of the modern. Sadly there were mishaps. A E Van Vogt decanted a slough of novels in the 1970s, but the oneiric odysseys of his prime had now flattened into stiff-kneed daydreaming, he sold poorly, and fell silent. Theodore Sturgeon remained prey, like Laocoön, to writer’s block. Alfred Bester saw his nous appropriated by the snippy wee mammals of the new age, and his own talents peter out. Clifford D Simak, now dead, kept going until he was 80, but never seemed to cut a word after the age of 60. Unfortunately, he is now remembered for his unloosed stays, not City (1952).


On the other hand, Isaac Asimov (never silent as a writer) returned to fiction like Ozymandias to the desert, determined to salvage for eternity the ad-hoc works of his early primitive years; by continuing his Foundation and Robot series in the shape of great rigid retrospective novels, he clearly intended to bind almost every tale he had ever written, with ligaments of stone, into a vast megaseries, like death. [Those who attended the 1995 UK Eastercon – at a London Docklands hotel which could have been designed as a Monty Python pop-up of the inside of Mark Thatcher’s skull – might have had a similar reaction to mine. It seemed to me that the tannoy system used by the management to demand of guests that they remove their cars from the turd-shaped porte-cochere – a system which penetrated all public rooms at a level so astonishingly loud that it was literally impossible to speak, or even move (lest one’s ears break), while its diktats were being broadcast – was rather similar to the voice of the implied author in the 1980s novels of Isaac Asimov. His voice, too, was megaphonic, totalitarian, solitudinous: and whenever you tiptoed into a new instalment you felt like a rabbit daring spotlights to burgle a stalag. Most elderly people – including authors – tend to mix up the ruts of mind and the happening world outdoors; but it might be an idea (see comments below on Robert A Heinlein, too) to reflect upon the extremities of impoverishing strangeness that have so conspicuously entangled so many dinosaurs of classic sf as they aged. 1995] His 1987 novel, Fantastic Voyage II: Destination Brain (Doubleday), astonishingly rewrites a crapulous 1966 novelization, of which he was properly ashamed, into a long icy guided tour of the human body by miniaturized sub, all limned with numbing dispassion. After several years Jack Vance also returned to sf, and in Araminta Station (Underwood-Miller/Tor) began, once again, to landscape-garden a Big Planet. As always, his characters seemed less colourful than the arbours and grottos they adorned, and which constituted the genuine populace of his (a word this writer has used before) topiary terraforming vision. Arthur C Clarke continued to pump his indefatigable serenity into fictionalized travelogues of the mind, the latest being yet another episode in a series whose first instalment (novelized as 2001: A Space Odyssey) was hilariously misprisioned into film by the dyspeptic Stanley Kubrick; by 1987 (though the book is copyright 1988 it was available before the end of the year) we had reached 2061: Odyssey Three (Del Rey).


Of the dinosaurs still active in 1987, one of them, Robert A Heinlein, is already [1988] a late dinosaur. What now seems to be his last novel, and therefore the last instalment in an extraordinary series of valedictory summae, To Sail Beyond the Sunset (Putnam) gives off all the greenhouse foetor – all the tropical hypertrophies of narcissism – characteristic of its immediate predecessors. It smells of the inside of the head. By now there can be no novelty in describing Heinlein’s late work as solipsistic – the author himself came close to doing so in more than one of the late books – but the distressed camp solipsism of novels like Sunset and The Cat Who Walks Through Walls (1985) and “The Number of the Beast” (1980) may well be their defining characteristic. Ostensibly peopled though they are by enormous casts (almost always made up of characters from the novels of Heinlein’s glossy and insinuating prime), these novels are in fact nightmares of a most desperate solitude. At the most visible level of plotting, the elect members of these casts (after butchering the unelect) all turn out to be close relatives of one another, and engage in interminable bouts of gleeful incest on realizing the fact; at a deeper level, they are all aspects of one character, Lazarus Long (who is the author); they are shadows on his wall, and the worlds they inhabit dissolve at his touch. These worlds are skillful travesties of the sf worlds created by Heinlein (and others) before Sputnik, and their merciless disparagement in book after book bespeaks an enormity of disgust and rage on the author’s part, seemingly directed at a genre grown monstrous. But in the end the disgust and the rage turn insatiably inwards, and in the end To Sail Beyond the Sunset is not a hecatomb but a mirror.


Of the dinosaurs who remain vigorously alive, Frederik Pohl is by far the most interesting case. The novels of his early career, with the possible exception of collaborations with C M Kornbluth like The Space Merchants (1953), were far less assured than his shorter fiction; he always seemed a writer too easily distracted from the task to stick to a novel without dithering, shifting his ground, backing off; and for several years he wrote very little in the longer form. But with the publication of Man Plus in 1976 he came at long last into his novel-writing prime. Gone was the cold dither and the demurring. Brilliant and vibrant, Gateway (1977) began the Heechee Saga, which concluded in 1987 (way downhill it must be granted) with The Annals of the Heechee. JEM (1979) was a narration of utopia – a task logically incompossible with the maintenance of utopia, but intriguingly assayed, and which pointed to The Years of the City (1984) and Chernobyl (Bantam), his second 1987 novel, which is not, however, sf. The Annals of the Heechee (Del Rey) is a baggy monster of a book, full of great lumbering logjams of resumé from the three previous volumes of the series, decked out with pages and pages of boiler-factory man-gal backchat à la Heinlein (perhaps designed as an homage), and featuring a first-person narrator whose glutinous coyness about his failures of Competence never manages to keep him from demonstrating supernormal street-wise powers of lateral thinking whenever the chips are down. The whole lazy farrago, which includes the saving of the universe, could have been told at half the length. It is a shambles which may, all the same, bear perverse testimony to Pohl’s continuing savvy, because The Annals of the Heechee gives off ample signs of cynical deliberation in its catering to the taste-buds of series addicts. It was very well reviewed.


After the dinosaurs, and before we beard the alpha males of the veldt, an oddment or two might be mentioned. In The Day of Creation (Gollancz), J G Ballard continued to create work whose utter autonomy glows unscathed by his secondment to the British literary establishment after the success of Empire of the Sun (1984); this autonomy is only superficially belied by his use of the same animistic metaphorical substrate that fuels some of the worst fantasies ever written. Avram Davidson, too nocturnal and European to be conceived of as a dinosaur, resumed with Vergil in Averno (Doubleday) his sequence of tales set in a grievous, vulcanism-haunted alternate Naples. James Dickey’s enormous Alnilam (Doubleday) explored an occult web of affinities linking father and dead son, but with an attention span that extends to mania. In The Medusa Frequency (Cape), Russell Hoban made short – indeed truncated – work of a confluence of the Orpheus Myth and Medusa, set in a curiously spastic here-and-now. William Kotzwinkle’s The Exile (Dutton) dove (once again) into the occult tentacles of Nazi Germany in a tale of possession and paranoia. In Fiasco (Deutsch), Stanislaw Lem harshened into a series of cartoon disquisitions – though the final scene is stunning – much of the philosophical substance of Solaris (trans 1961), specifically the doctrine that the human armamentarium of praxis and perception must fail to comprehend the unsayable Otherness of any utter Thing Itself, which may be a sentient ocean, or an alien species (as in this novel), or the Boojum. In The Child in Time (Cape), Ian McEwan suggested that a further half decade of Thatcherism would transform England into a factory farm, squalid, eutrophicated, poison to the soul. Keith Roberts composed in Gráinne (Kerosina) an anguished submission to Woman as intoxicant and succubus, and as saviour of these Isles one day. And the rebarbative George Turner finally won something like his due (and more), gaining this year’s Arthur C Clarke Award for The Sea and Summer (Faber & Faber), a dystopian vision of Melbourne (Australia) some decades hence, after a superflux of disasters has transformed the world into an overburdened slum. But the disasters are too pat, too bullyingly assumed as givens, to bear the burden he insists they must, and the complex structures of the tale tend to dry upon the reader. It is, all the same, his best book.


In one way or another, authors like Ballard or McEwan or Lem or Turner stand to one side of the ruined communal theatre of conventional sf (as ostensively defined by those who knew what they were pointing at). Their necessary presence in any survey of 1987 is another sign of the demands made by the spinning world upon any writer wishing to portray it, and for whom sf imagery may serve as a useful tool in that job of portrayal. It is still the case, all the same, that most of the novels yet to be mentioned come from authors whose origins lie deep in the original field, and whose commercial success must in part depend on the nostalgia value of their continuing loyalty to the pulp Umwelt of the old Future History. It is also the case that most of the hundreds of novels which will go unmentioned come from authors whose commercial success depends precisely upon nostalgia value, authors more or less adept at applying mascara to the known; like any entertainment genre, sf is predominantly a literature of nostalgia manipulation. Only the greatest novels, after all, ever threaten anyone.


Of the alpha males (there are relatively few women in this cohort) who began to dominate the field around 1965–75, only a handful, like Thomas M Disch and Samuel R Delany, fail to emit a nostalgic charm. But neither of these authors published significantly in 1987 (though if it weren’t a collection of linked fantasy tales, and if it weren’t set in Nevèrÿon, the land of Gongor the Tongue-Locked, Delany’s The Bridge of Lost Desire might need mentioning). Deep into the nostalgia-realms of Future History with Great Sky River (Bantam), Gregory Benford continues to apply chilly intellection (in a style of greyish dignity) to material far too thin to merit such Thought. In this instalment of an ongoing saga, humans show their stuff on a planet dominated by several species of thick robots, and at the end of the day escape in a magic spaceship in the direction of some sort of cosmogonic Big Think at the heart of the galaxy (see next volume). The Secret Ascension; or, Philip K. Dick Is Dead, Alas (Tor), by Michael Bishop, gazes inward upon the memory and example of Philip K Dick, replicating both the man himself (who is a character in the novel) and his deepest literary concerns, in a parody with love, admirably executed. Joe Haldeman, who is far too decent a writer to mean a word of it, has a fine time in Tool of the Trade (Morrow) spoofing the Cold War and near-future thrillers and (perhaps) himself. His hero discovers an audio frequency which enforces absolute obedience on those he blows his whistle at, giving him (and Haldeman) every opportunity to run rings around a congeries of official spooks; and the climax of the book depends (if memory serves) on whether or not the Russian premier has cotton up his ears. And the allure of the known future is still potent in The Smoke Ring (Del Rey), Larry Niven’s solo novel for 1987, full of gripping architectonics but muddily told. With Jerry Pournelle and Steven Barnes, Niven also published, in The Legacy of Heorot (Gollancz), quite incredibly, yet another novel in which private-enterprise Americans desolate a new planet and destroy its natives and call the solitude Dunroamin, just as though Vietnam had never happened – but then Vietnam never did happen to Starship Troopers.


Of this cohort, only Gene Wolfe released a novel of the first rank in 1987. But The Urth of the New Sun (Gollancz) is less a novel in its own right than a sustained coda to The Book of the New Sun (published in four volumes from 1980 through 1983), and all five volumes are best read as one single text, perhaps the finest single work the field has yet produced, though a text far removed from the usual concerns of sf. Grave, hermetic, daedal, The Book may magisterially sum up all the materials available to the modern sf writer (and reader), but at the same time the unremitting religious grasp of Wolfe’s vision sea-changes these materials into something utterly strange, sui generis. The Urth of the New Sun is a fitting capstone to this vast and inspissate Theatre of Memory, and if Giordano Bruno were alive today he’d wander every niche of it. Severian, who is both Christ and Competent, tells his own story, reversing the usual poles of irony, for he knows much more than we ever can, which can be chilling and uncomfortable. A novella adjunct to The Book, and far less taxing, Empires of Foliage and Flower (Cheap Street) might give new readers some sense of Wolfe’s tone and texture; but only the Book will really do.


To separate those writers first prominent in 1965–1975 from those who have only come to notice over the past decade or so may seem more convenient than analytic; but it can be argued, all the same, that some loosening of the bonds of genre can be detected in some of the newer writers, as well as a new parodic freedom in the handling of older material from the time before the stars were torn down. Iain M Banks’s Consider Phlebas (Macmillan) may at first strike the reader as an almost excessively loyal homage to traditional space opera, for it is chock-full of galaxy-spanning star wars, nth-generation computers, “orbitals,” decadent cults, space mercenaries, quests, ancient gods, pachydermatous aliens, nordic behaviour codes, espionage, sex, big bangs. But at its heart the book – despite an overwritten and desultory soft midriff – savagely deconstructs the essence of its ostensible form through a climax that resoundingly demonstrates the utter uselessness of all that space opera gear. It may seem unfair to include Neal Barrett Jr among the newcomers, but Through Darkest America (Congdon & Weed) has almost nothing in common with his Aldair of Albion fantasies of fifteen years ago, except perhaps for the travel. Through Darkest America may or may not have consciously repeated as apocalyptic farce the dawn-to-dark downriver hegira that makes The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884) an archetype of the American experience, but the fable-like excesses of the journey it depicts with such monitory ferocity have a revisionary feel. In The Forge of God (Tor), Greg Bear had a go at sublimating his own anxiety of influence by radically subverting the kind of story hard-sf writers typically wax triumphalist over. Bevies of aliens bracket Earth, some bent on betraying us, others bent on giving us a hand. Yankee scientists soon work out that what is happening is the planned and irrevocable destruction of the planet, and that there is nothing anyone can do, however Competent he may be. Earth is therefore duly demolished, and a pathetic remnant of humanity hitchhikes (revenge-bound, it must be admitted) into interstellar vacancies (where sequels await). By itself – and may it remain a singleton [fat chance, as it turned out 1995] – it is a savage book.


James P Blaylock has also made some use of earlier material, and in Land of Dreams (Arbor House), taking a few lessons from Charles G Finney’s The Circus of Dr Lao (1935), he transforms his alternate California into a land of steampunk bounty, opalescent and emollient, lush and lingering. In the dingy cacophonies of Michael Blumlein’s Barea – a term which tellingly conflates San Francisco Bay Area and barrio – a less consoling California comes into view, hierarchical but pastless. The Movement of Mountains (St Martin’s Press), an austerely mannered first novel of very considerable stature, takes the obese doctor who narrates it from Barea to an alien planet, where he foments a revolution of the oppressed and becomes commensal, through a shared virus, with the rest of humanity. The last pages of the book may fail to sustain the Wolfe-like secret-passage intricacies of the confessional mode Blumlein crafts for his intriguing physician, but the body of the book burns remorselessly, like dry-ice. A sense of recessive elegy lightly embrocates Richard Bowker’s Dover Beach (Bantam), whose title derives from Matthew Arnold; mixing together private-eye and post-catastrophe modes, he tells a tale by definition evocative of a demolished past, but the aptness of this particular marriage of modes generates a wry élan; nostalgia is kept in check. From David Brin came another fairy tale in wolf’s clothing; The Uplift War (Phantasia), an exercise in space-operatic wish-fulfilment, bares its biceps like the strictest of hard-sf, but the magic machines, the magic FTL, the magic neo-chimps and magic Progenitors whose magic secret lore unlocks the magic secret of the magic universe all give the game away: That in hard-sf country the triumphs of the good guys come as easy as Alice. In the stricter world of Octavia E Butler, xenophilia and exogamy govern the behaviour of the aliens who dominate Dawn (Warner), which is the first of a potentially impressive series about the enlisting of post-catastrophe humanity into a brave new marriage; the style is cumulatively gripping, and the tale hardly begun.


In Mindplayers (Bantam), which is her first novel, Pat Cadigan bashes together a railroad flat of linked stories about a young gal on mind drugs cornered into going legit; as a trained therapist (or tinker) specializing in pathos, she enters sick minds for pay, setting off redemptive psychomachies in the theatres of their conveniently addressable souls. In the world of this novel, anguish is a glitch. But because Cadigan has found no tale to hang her beads on, there can be no real testing of this strange presumption, and the book soon trails into doodle. Orson Scott Card’s Wyrms (Arbor House) – an exceedingly ramshackle premise couched with all the glitzy skill its author has at beck – was given an unduly civil reception from the sf press; but Seventh Son (Tor) deserved its praise. Set in an alternate version of America’s past in which magic works, and the first of several planned titles, Seventh Son does occasionally suffer from Card’s shiny swift slippery way with words, but the tale of Alvin the Maker, and of the Earth he knits within his hands, may grow and grow. (Or not. [It did, for a while, but stalled 1995]) On the other hand, John Crowley’s Ægypt (Bantam) must either grow or dissolve utterly. As a sequence of doors opening into doors in the Theatre of Memory, it is a text of unparalleled and superb complexity. But just as the mouth of narrative opens to say the first words of the Story hidden within the stories told and told again in this first of four integral volumes, Ægypt snaps shut, like an amphitheatre echoing with laughter not yet laughed. It is an intensely frustrating moment; we can only await the outcome, a great novel, it may be.


Take Sam Spade, who digs the past. Or take Marlowe, whose name is buried under centuries. Or take the archaic Archer. They are haunted archaeologists of the century, curators of the western slope of latterday America: deciphering the past that calls the tune for the mayfly offspring of the dead father; delving through the catacombs of the mean streets of LA for hieroglyphs and papyrus that will reveal the crimes that fix the meaning of the world. The essence of the American thriller genre is contained in one title by Ross MacDonald: The Underground Man (1971). But Spade and Marlowe and Archer have something else in common, beyond the smell of Egyptian Incas in their clothing: by the end of the book they will have unpacked the scroll that reveals the name that propitiates the risen ancestor, and the scales will balance, and they will survive to scour again the Aztec middens of the West. As will the hero in any book by William Gibson, who did not publish a novel in 1987. Cyberpunk (as he – and others – have written it) shares with the thriller genre not only superficies of style and plot and cast and pacing, but more tellingly an obsession with brand-naming the governors of the world, the voodoo ancestors who call the tune of LA, or cyberspace. The tactile modernity of cyberpunk tends to conceal its deep structure, which is one of propitiation, so that its profound consanguinity with the literatures of nostalgia (that is, with all genre literatures) has been obscured.


Two cyberpunk novels of interest were published in 1987, or three, if one wishes to include William Burroughs’s The Western Lands (Viking) for its conflation of America with the Egyptian land of the dead; but that might be lèse majesté. George Alec Effinger’s When Gravity Fails (Arbor House) dumps its mean-streets hero into an almost indecipherable Middle East, sometime in the distant near future, where for much of the book he refuses the technology of plug-ins that will open the secrets of the world to him. It may be the case that Effinger loses control of the book when he finally manages to plug his hero into it, but neither author nor his shadow really had much choice. An archaeologist has got to do what an archaeologist has got to do. Michael Swanwick’s Vacuum Flowers (Arbor House) carries its heroine down the gravity well from the asteroids to Earth in a constant buzz of information codes, the most important of which, and the secret of the past which shapes her, being the genetic “integrity” her mother (buried off-stage) has implanted into her; and it is this Integrity she must decipher or lose the game. By applying cyberpunk riffs and overloads to his material, Swanwick manages, in this deftly crammed novel, to give to the dervish masquerade of his solar system a lived-in tarnish, a potent sense of the governing interweaves of the past.


Of novels published in 1987 by writers recently prominent, only a few remain. Mary Gentle’s Ancient Light (Gollancz), which is a sequel to Golden Witchbreed (1983), and which is designed to terminate the series, dots every i for innumerable pages, finally to come somewhat phosphorescently to life in its final hundreds, when the author gets properly aroused by her task of demolition, about which she is very thorough. No more Witches, no more books. Richard Grant’s Rumors of Spring (Bantam) must be read as fantasy, which is also true of Jonathan Carroll’s Bones of the Moon (Century), and Colin Greenland’s The Hour of the Thin Ox (Unwin), and K W Jeter’s Infernal Devices (St Martin’s Press), and Tim Powers’s On Stranger Tides (Ace), and Terry Pratchett’s Mort (Gollancz), and William P Vollmann’s You Bright and Risen Angels (Deutsch). But that was also arguably the case with several books already fêted, and these strong cousins should be at least mentioned; most readers of sf could take any of them on without bends. Perhaps fatally to any poll success, Lisa Goldstein’s A Mask for the General (Bantam) gives short shrift to nostalgia in her rendering of post-catastrophe California; it is a world which has no secrets to tell Goldstein’s protagonist about any magical Integrity within her that will unlock the secrets of the past and make her super, and in that sense the novel must be seen as Humanist. Alan Moore’s graphic novel, Watchmen (Warner), as illustrated by Dave Gibbon, depicts a film-noir alternate America distinguished from our own dear Land of Dreams mainly by a passel of 1930s and 1950s vigilantes who were allowed to prosper and to become costumed heroes; it is a Matter drenched in iconicity, and in crafting an adult comic from this rich mulch Moore has generated a superb tale of apocalypse at midnight. There is a Dying Earth in Paul Park’s Soldiers of Paradise (Arbor House), with Helliconian seasons and a gnarled permafrost of Wolfean theology substrating the whole, whose narrative vigour belies the fin-de-siècle codswallop its protagonists spout; the erotic melancholia that infuses this brilliant first novel has a welcome adult tone. Finally, Lucius Shepard’s Life During Wartime (Bantam) may have disappointed those readers who forgot that Green Eyes (1984) was very clumsy in the joints, despite the brilliance of its scene-setting; so with this book, which is, all the same, a far more ambitious text, and in its phantasmagorical portrait of the new Vietnams south of Texas (or America below the belt) manages something of an imperial conquest (of the pen).


Of 300 or so novels on show from 1987, it has been possible to mention fewer than 50 samples of a genre in the throes of change. Most of the unmentioned titles may ply strict genre routes to conclusions carved in stone by the ancestors, but still we have come a far piece from the old family of read books, as shown by the work of many of the younger writers, far more of them woman than the texts of 1987 permitted one to demonstrate. The dinosaurs of the genre may continue to lay their giant pellets, and the alpha males to hatch them, but the future must lie in the delicate mad paws of the changeling creatures who roam the last years of the century, which is beginning to shut. May their bright eyes continue to reflect the omens of the dark.


– The Orbit Science Fiction Yearbook 1 (Futura, 1988), ed. David Garnett




2. INTERZONE COLUMNS





Marching Initials





I.


THE DIFFERENCE between Iain Banks and Iain M Banks is more than having a publisher to gnash between your syllables. Both guises of the man, it is true, glare at one from within the bondage of the same skin. Both display a glittery extroverted bruising familiarity with material of penal-colony extremity, the sort of material most writers utter in very solemn terms out of a kind of dour awe at their having such darknesses within them to emit. And both versions of Banks seem chary of blotting a line. But Iain’s tales of psychosis paradigms dance out of range of genre fixatives, and Iain M has begun his career with a space opera. (It was, by the way, his publishers, once known as Macmillan and Co, Limited, but now as merely M, who requested the insertion of the middle initial – which could signalize the beginning of a trend.) Despite the quotation from T S Eliot’s The Waste Land (1921) which provides its title, Consider Phlebas (M, 1987; a limited edition of 176 copies is also available and will cost more than a week’s dole) does look very much, for at least some of its excessive length, to be a full-hearted attempt at contributing to the subcategory of sf whose conventions are least easily breached.


Certainly, for a while, Phlebas does seem to obey most of the rules to which space opera – like any romance form – demands such unsmiling adherence. The setting is galactic, as it must be, but the vast expanses of the Phlebas “known” space are traversable within the characters’ life-spans, as necessary, via FTL drives banged into shape in the enginerooms of space by the descendants of Scotsmen. The Phlebas universe is properly huger than we in the nursery can guess, but is not unimaginable (unlike any Stanislaw Lem universe), and the war which charges the entire canvas seems to be apprehensible as a form of conflict in which identifiable Good will fight identifiable Evil to a kinetically resounding close. Very properly, galaxy-wide strife obtains between the Nivenesque non-human Idirans (they seem to be the good guys) and the hi-tech but pacific and community-minded human Culture (who sure sound like your normal comsymp hive of baddies), while an ancient omnipotent race to whom we are as mayflies gazes on indifferently, so that God seems in his heaven and the main action can take place, as it should, in a baroque cacophony of interregnum reaching from the Golden Age of the Deep Past into a future of universal milk and honey, like it was when we were very young. And the protagonist of the book, a humanoid killer and mercenary named Borza Horza Gobuchul, does seem properly to combine two of the vectors whose junction generally proclaims a hero with a thousand faces: he’s good at killing other beings; and his origin is a mystery. So far so good.


Horza’s faces are indeed many. As one of a dwindling diaspora of Changers, most of whom inhabit Idiran territory as homeless hirelings, and all of whom are distrusted by other humans, he can take on the appearance of other humans at will. But here something oddly subversive in Iain M’s larger strategy may begin to nag at the reader, like a premonition of adulthood. Other human societies distrust and shun Changers, who are sly, untrustworthy, mercenary and rootless, and who are clearly modeled upon the Phoenicians evoked by the title. Phlebas – no matter how many faces he may wear in The Waste Land – is so damningly the merchant, the haggling money-changer, that water in the end can only drown him; for there is no miracle of the Grail for Semites, according to Mr Eliot. So with the protagonist of this novel. Though no hint of racism even begins to touch Consider Phlebas, the title does inescapably invoke an exile that is unredeemable, a death without point. The hero of Banks’s book – let us make this absolutely clear – is Phlebas. And he is as utterly doomed as Phlebas to a useless death, sans Grail.


Where the book stumbles is in the shenanigans that nearly trample its message into invisibility. A super-computer of Culture origins has crashlanded on a planet quarantined by the geezers to whom we are as mayflies, and Horza’s Idiran commanders rescue him from certain death somewhere else so he can hightail it to Schar’s World (which as a Changer – which does sound awfully like moneylender – he has previously visited) and gain control of the terribly powerful artificial Mind. But before he can get there, a battle in hyperspace dumps him into a series of picaresque detours which last most of the book, neatly herniating it. Picked up after the battle by a ragtag crew of freelancers whose captain could be played by Harrison Ford, Horza helps raid a temple (unsuccessfully) on one totally irrelevant planet, and then visits a ringworld-like Culture artifact called Vavatch Orbital (but as a visual writer Banks is foggy to the extreme, though loud, and I for one could never work out just what Vavatch actually orbited). On this Orbital Iain M twiddles his dials like Jack Vance at his most ditheringly picturesque, spending far too long on a corrupt religious sect’s attempts to eat the Changer, and on a stunningly dim spectator-sport board game whose name I cannot remember, whose description would stupefy the paraphrast, and whose only plot function is to return Horza to the ship he only left because Iain M wanted to dally with his palette of gouache. Finally, deep into the night, everyone who has survived does manage motivelessly to reach Schar’s World, where a denouement is played out whose decibel level and plot pattern strongly remind one of the last half of Aliens, without the laughs, and the novel ends in shambles.


Shambles is what Banks has been preparing for, though he almost loses us on Vavatch, which is merely doodle. What began as seemingly orthodox space opera turns – after the doodle is wiped – into a subversion of all that’s holy to the form. The War Mind turns out to be a papier-mâché McGuffin which causes the destruction, in the end, of almost the entire cast, rendering both their hegira and their deaths entirely futile. As peripheral in the Grail Quest as ever Phlebas was (and ultimately as dead), Horza has also (in any case) been fighting for the wrong side (and never learns better). The Idirans are not only losers in the war, they are in fact the bad guys, great blundering insufferable Rambos, their claims to chivalric dignity a sadistic xenophobic mockery, even if they do talk Poul-Andersonese. It is the collegial pinko socialists of the Culture who win the day. In its rubbishing of any idea that kinetic drive and virtue are identical, in its treatment of the deeds of the hero as contaminatingly entropic, Consider Phlebas punishes the reader’s every expectation of exposure to the blissful dream momentum – the healing retrogression into childhood – of true and terrible space opera. If only Iain M had turned the volume down, if only someone had the gumption to excise the odd half acre of fallow Vance, a phoenix of art might have burned into our vision out of the chaos and the splat. Maybe next time.


II.


We come into the quietude and melancholy periods of Richard “K” Cowper’s most recent novel, Shades of Darkness (Kerosina, 1987; a limited edition at £25 includes a 37-page pamphlet of neat elegiac fables, The Magic Spectacles and Other Tales). About Shades of Darkness little need be said, except to praise the book for what it very precisely is. Richard Cowper is far too experienced a craftsman to go philandering – and if there is some marginal sense that his tale of a haunting in East Anglia rests too comfortably within its limits, undue chastity may be the cause. At the same time, he invests the nicely caught 1930s domesticity of the seaside cottage with a deft surrealist glow, so that the moments of genuine terror seem illuminated from within. The terror, in other words, seems strangely natural.


Jim Fuller, a journalist newly expelled from Uganda for truth-telling, needs solitude in which to write a novel about the haunting Matter of Africa. With his lover Karen he comes across the former home in East Anglia of some old Africa hands. Before long, as though excitated by his subject matter, haunting urgencies of African import begin to insert, into the upper world, clues about an old tragedy of miscegenation, murder, spoiled lives. Jim finally understands this excitation of distress to be longing for resolution, and compassionately exorcises the ghost, after being half frightened to death by it. Several subsidiary characters are sketched in Cowper’s best manner – delicate, slightly waspish, stoic in its dealings with the large obdurate passage of the world – and a swift knowing portrait of Peter Grimes country is awarded us. Jim’s novel is finished. He and Karen marry. They are alive. What more could such a book give us?


III.


There is something almost magical about the suave savvy ease of Leigh “Cape” Kennedy’s first novel. The Journal of Nicholas the American (Cape, 1987) is about as rough-edged as a Fabergé egg, and about as easy to pick the heart out of. One must edge inside the thing, like a ghost, because Nicholas Dal lets his cats out of the bag with almost supernatural reluctance. I think the word “empath” is never mentioned, but it is his alienating curse – the journals impart a Dostoyevskyan savagery of estrangement – to have been born of a family of Russian empaths. After an earlier Dal has gone murderously insane from the stress of a paranormal sensitivity to the emotional content of others’ minds, the family has fled to America, where Nicholas is born. Speaking Russian before he speaks Coloradan, and ravaged by every contact with the raw blood inside everyone else’s head, he is by the time the novel opens an almost extinguished creature. He is in his late twenties, but remains a perpetual student in Boulder Colorado so he can stay out of sight, being terrified of discovery. To dull his empathy, he drinks almost constantly. He is unprepossessing, rude, tortured, gnarled and skinny. (Sartre could have conceived him.) He falls in love.


The girl is also a student. Her mother Susanne is dying of cancer. The emotions concerned with this turn the knife in Nicholas’s psyche. Meanwhile a research psychologist seems to have tracked him down. Events darken and twist, but at the heart of the book the two anguishes – Dal’s flayed openness to others, and Susanne’s slow dying – dovetail slowly and plangently into a single exercise in the topos of reconciliation. To decipher this movement of the heart through Kennedy’s impeccably crafted impersonation of Nicholas is rather like doing a crossword in Cyrillic, but something very much like hope begins eventually to dawn. To be sure the book then snaps shut. But something rich has been glimpsed. It is a novel to unpack more than once.


– Interzone 20, Summer 1987







Big Brothers Watch Avalon





[When I glanced at this review just now, it came back to me in a rush what had happened. Because I was playing Russian roulette with deadlines (as usual), but because I miscalculated pretty seriously on this occasion, I sort of shot myself in the head with this review of The Legacy of Heorot for Interzone 21. Not because I’d retract its negative conclusions; but because, although I had drafted everything, I’d not had the time to do any recasting-for-clarity, and some of that original review seems now too lacking in the joie de vivre of the finished product. So, without updating any of my 1987 opinions, I’ve attempted to turn this into a proper second-draft presentation of the material 1995.]


LET US kill three birds with one stone. Let us review a single novel by three massive simultaneous authors. Because we have had the strength to read The Legacy of Heorot (Gollancz, 1987), which is by Larry Niven, and by Jerry Pournelle, and by Steven Barnes, let us therefore sip marvelling from the fount of wisdom of the squad. Let us travel with them – as though ushered by Cerberus – to humanity’s first colony beyond the solar system, which has been established on an island called Avalon in the middle of an ocean on the fourth planet of Tau Ceti. While the human colonists (almost all of them Americans) jerrybuild their appalling quonset slums, and finish laying out “a square kilometre of plastic-coated solar cells” upon the virgin land in a foredoomed attempt to sate their triumphalist energy-lust, and plunge headlong into the factory farming regimes that worked so well on Earth and should tame Avalon pretty damn quick, let us rejoice with them in the conviction that things couldn’t be better. And let us rejoice also that the private organization behind the colony – with exquisite Yankee sagacity our threesome have put forward The National Geographic Society as the financial heavyweights behind humanity’s first interstellar trip, presumably because all the actual governments of Earth have been feminized by infestations of Comsymp liberals and have shirked the Real Man’s Job of funding space travel – is sending messages from Earth that indicate how thrilled it is with the snapshots the Avaloners are sending back for its magazine: as a big thank you, one presumes, for the ten trillion dollars already sunk.


But not everyone is fooled by this seemingly blissful infestation of yet another world. Enter (one might be forgiven for thinking) tough-minded Cook Jerry. Clearly, out of all the members of the squad, Jerry Pournelle is best qualified to undertake the task of creating a stern stiff-necked bromide-choked military man with doubts about matters of security. Who in any case but Jerry would muddy this gob of the broth by giving his dreadful ex-colonel a name like Cadmann Wayland? In case anyone misses the sentimentalizing bathos of this reference to Poul Anderson country, Cadmann Wayland actually has a limp. He also sings. He is also despised of man, until he pounds the shit out of them.


Enough jollity. The Singing Smith has noted several weird gaps in the island’s ecosystem, and is aware of significant blank pages in humanity’s damaged computer’s knowledge of the new planet, so the reader will be inclined to agree with him that page 10 of The Legacy of Heorot is very early days for colonists to assume that there are no stray autochthones about in need of extermination, nor would there be any story to tell if Avalon were truly benign. If this conclusion seems not only likely but desperately obvious, and if The Legacy of Heorot begins to remind readers of old Idiot Plots he/she might have thought obsolete about the time Planet Stories bit the dust, it may be reassuring to discover that the entire cast of The Legacy of Heorot suffers from brain damage: a phenomenon of interstellar travel called Hibernation Instability has afflicted every manjack and womanpail of them, and not one person in the entire novel is actually very bright. It is good to know this.


But now it’s Cook Larry’s turn (probably). It’s time to create a monster whose continued presence on Avalon will first threaten the colonists, then drive them into a patriotic feeding frenzy (for they’re only human). And there’s no doubt that the ravening hot-wired ruthless brand of beast Niven gives us, like an updated Coeurl from the earlier pages of A E Van Vogt, does generate an agreeable frisson or two; and because the colonists are extremely thick (see above, under brain damage) the Coeurl Upgrades do almost manage to eat everyone up. In its immature form, the beast is a fish-like animal called a samlon (because it tastes something like a salmon, and because this is the kind of joke that pleases the kind of people who need keepers [see above, under brain damage]); in its mature form, it is terribly strong and swift and female, and is therefore called a grendel (hence Heorot). These grendels attack in three waves. The second wave is similar to the first, though second time round there are a lot more of the beasts involved, but Caedmon the Lame soon manages to organize an extermination campaign. Unfortunately, not one of the highly trained colonists has given a thought (not too many to spare, perhaps [see above, under brain damage]) to problems of ecology, and no one asks any pertinent questions about the grendel’s weird biology or about the relationship of grendels to the yummy samlon, the grendel young which humans eat with relish). So they fail to realize that their destruction of the parents will create a population explosion in the children – as grendels eat samlon whenever there are too many of them – and the last part of the novel sees a great wave of samlon metamorphose into ravening grendels, who duly gobble up everyone in reach. The grendel is (by the way) an amphibian creature, with a brain as large as a dolphin’s, and in the water is capable of registering the traces of potential prey with extraordinary sensitivity. This pregnant depiction (by Cook Larry) of the grendel as ferociously intelligent and preternaturally sensitive to water-borne spoor cuts little ice, however, with Cook Jerry, who arranges for his beloved ex-colonel to react to the grendel onslaught by building himself a rural fortress, right through the middle of which he arranges – as though he were inhabiting some sort of Marriott atrium – for a brook to run, a brook which babbles (I guess), a brook which escapes blithely downwards into a river (see above, under brain damage) full of the famished autochthones who have already munched up most of the island, tartare, and who have not lost their sense of smell. The surviving members of the cast, having been driven out of their homes, now take refuge with the bleak Songster. Whew! they ejaculate, what a long day! I need a bath! They then bathe in the stream (see above, under have not lost their sense of smell, see above, under brain damage), and the final wave of grendels, nostrils flaring in disbelief at the cornucopia of good luck odours drifting down the river, charges upstream and eats them. What happen? says Cook Jerry’s mouthpiece, a little later (see above, under brain damage) to the few who didn’t wash.


In the meantime, a few gobs of human interest have been inserted to keep the broth lumpy; these bits were probably assigned to Mr Barnes (scullery person). In these human interest pages, everyone (except for Wayland and a paralyzed sub-plot adversary in the camp) square dances cute, grabs ass cute, fucks cute, and jollifies cute about fucking cute. Like cheerleaders, or scouts, or youth counsellors, they hug each other a lot while grinning at the camera, or into mirrors. They think they are loveable, but they are not even likeable. They think they are friends of the earth, but they are not even neighbours. The trio who created Avalon may think they crafted a paradise whose only blemish – a few dolphin-brained native beasts who almost avoid being exterminated – is ultimately disposed of in a final solution, all clap hands. What they have in fact created is a prison camp. A few xenobiological flights may occasionally perk The Legacy of Heorot up for a page or two, and lighten the doldrums of this sour dystopian broth, but the taste remains. It is the taste bosses leave, the taste of bosses and owners. A boot taste.


– Interzone 21, Autumn 1987







Plug your Ears, it’s Paxwax!





I.


[I preface the full column for Interzone 22 with part of a column I wrote for Interzone 17 in 1986, which constitutes a short notice of Phillip Mann’s Master of Paxwax, volume one of the sequence reviewed at greater length below 1995.]


THE JACKET illustration for Phillip Mann’s Master of Paxwax (Gollancz, 1986) depicts a scene which does not appear in the book, though it will assuredly loom large in the second volume of The Story of Pawl Paxwax, the Gardener. As Pawl Paxwax also does almost everything imaginable in this novel except actually garden, one feels mildly drawn to the conclusion that it might be the fairest course all round to proclaim Mr Mann as an author of continuing interest (his first novel, The Eye of the Queen [1982], had exceptional moments), and to serve him best by awaiting the full Paxwax. I shall do this.


It is, all the same, possible to make a few, remarkably provisional comments. There is a space-opera fundament to Mann’s galaxy-spanning tale, which tells the story of the Eleven Families who rule known space on behalf of humanity, and oppress aliens everywhere. Provisionally, Mann should concentrate on this fundament – his descriptions of aliens are deft and melancholy and estranged; he does a good little space war; some of his planets could be returned to with profit; and the arabesque body-sculpting his bioengineered humans put themselves through gives off a rank, beguiling frisson. When he’s cavorting with this fundament, Mann remains very impressively geared in to his task. But when he transcribes the excruciatingly prosaic poetry of his moody young Paxwax, and when he waxes (or should one say wanes) dithyrambic over adolescent love hots, which he does rather a lot of early on, then he gives us dead wood. Most of it is in the first half of this first volume. Provisionally, and with real high hopes, persevere.


[End of excerpt from Interzone 17]


THERE is really no way to be kind to Ernest Hill by mentioning him, but the deed must be done. To make a certain point about space operas, we must disinter and mention an old book of his, an Ace Double called Pity About Earth (1968). It was a tale whose impact (though it was, at most, minimal) on first publication seems, in retrospect, excessive. But this dreadful novel – unless the reviewer is in fact thinking of Frederick L Shaw’s Envoy to the Dog Star (1967) – does offer the student of space opera one sharp small lesson in the rhetoric of scale, and for that alone it should be remembered. Unless memory serves the reviewer wrong, the cognitive and imaginative climax of the Pity About Earth comes when the protagonist discovers that the speed of light is considerably slower than anyone had guessed, and consequently learns that the universe itself is very much less immense than previously estimated, very much less mysterious, less dangerous, less visited. For the protagonist of Pity About Earth, space travel therefore becomes about as exciting as commuting to Basildon, and the novel ends in a state of such nerveless desuetude that it (or Envoy to the Dog Star) has always retained for itself a wee niche in the reviewer’s mind.


That Mr Hill, like so many other authors of failed space operas, was indeed British should have surprised none of the original readers (there have been no subsequent ones) of Pity About Earth. The lesson the book provides – that one must not think of solar systems and council estates as topological twins – is not one that the American founders of space opera ever needed learning. This may not be entirely to the credit of the sons of the conquerors of the West, which is beside the point; of present interest is the fact that almost every non-American space opera does mismanage the rhetoric of scale, just as Mr Hill did, though less hilariously. Even when a subversive intention is obvious (as with Iain M Bank’s Consider Phlebas), the risks of energy loss are very considerable. And when a story depends upon (and boasts of) a sense that the cataclysm it depicts is of galaxy-shaking immensity, then there can be no excuse for the dozy chuntering decline of The Fall of the Families, the second volume of Phillip Mann’s The Story of Pawl Paxwax, the Gardener sequence, into unkempt paralysis.


After a few pages of resumé of Master of Paxwax matters, Families (Gollancz, 1987) continues the story without intermission. The Eleven Families of human descent who rule an entire galaxy continue to intrigue and squabble. The aliens they implausibly dominate continue to plot their downfall. Pawl Paxwax continues to write execrable poetry to his beloved bride, who stays with him all the same. Odin, a nice telepathic alien with a root, deepens his friendship with the poetaster (Pawl) who rules a million worlds or so, but is commanded by a wise machiavellian Tree to murder the bride, and does so. Convinced that she has been done in by one or more of the Families, Pawl goes over to the aliens, which apostasy spells the end of human hegemony over the one hundred billion stars of the galaxy. As before, Mr Mann’s aliens are far more intriguing than his humans, and those of his humans who are so radically bio-engineered that they seem alien are far more intriguing than Pawl himself. Pawl, whose insane grief at the loss of his wife is presented without irony (or for that matter much interest) primarily as a cause of rapid balding, is not exactly the kind of protagonist even the silliest American writer would be much inclined to end an entire hegemony over the one hundred billion stars of the galaxy with. What Mr Mann has forgotten – just as Mr Hill forgot it long ago – is precisely scale. The Fall of the Families fails utterly to inhabit the grandiose domains of space opera it lays claim to; and it is only when Mr Mann can jigger himself into some xenobiological riff – as in the very moving pages that end the book – that Paxwax comes to life at all, too late.


II.


[There seems to be no end to prefacing. I now preface to the continuation of the full column for Interzone 22 a review of Gwyneth Jones’s King Death’s Garden from Interzone 18 1995.]


IN HER second novel this year, Gwyneth Jones becomes her old alter ego Ann Halam for a bit and gives us in King Death’s Garden (Orchard, 1986) a ghost story in traditional English vein. Jones has used Halam for all her children’s books after Dear Hill (1980) as by Gwyneth A Jones, but though the protagonist here is a young boy just entering adolescence, there is a chaste chill gravity to the tale, and a melancholy of hauntedness, that very much reminds one of the adult stories of Walter de la Mare, whose Henry Brocken (1904) is (not at all inadvertently, one suspects) quoted in the epigraph.


Maurice is an asthmatic, clever, lonely prig who feels that his parents – off in the Middle East trying to earn a Thatcher Era living – have abandoned him. Stuck with an otherworldly great-aunt in Brighton, he soon becomes fascinated by the eponymous cemetery next door, and by the girl Moth who seems to live there. He begins to have dreams in which the Brighton of previous centuries comes through. Moth is of course a ghost – an indentured manifestation of the genius loci – and Maurice comes closer and closer to a similar immurement. At the last moment he pulls free of the prison, and seems to be on the road to growing up. It is a classic theme, and Jones treats it with all the respect it merits. Her Brighton has been lived in. Nor is de la Mare, whose most haunting moments were almost always suburban, a dead hand on her page.


[End of excerpt from Interzone 18]


Once again as Ann Halam, Gwyneth Jones gives us another story for older children. Where her previous title (King Death’s Garden) gave off a pellucid traditional glow, The Daymaker (Orchard, 1987) strikes a note of real defiance. The effect is grumpy, against the grain, daring, stubborn, abstract. Like so many other books in this age-group category of high fantasy, it is a menarche/quest tale whose goal is transformative; but most unusually the quest undertaken by wilful young Zanne will, if she succeeds in awakening the Daymaker, destroy her world of Inland. Long after an unmentioned (but subtextually pointed) catastrophe, Inland survives as an oasis of magically sustained ecological rapport. There are no machines. Men are loving but supernumerary; women rule, weave magically the fibres of the world together to sustain the haven of Inland. Even as a small child, Zanne is powerful and disruptive, and when she takes her choice journey she goes in search of the fabled Daymaker, a machine which gives life to other machines (subtextually it sounds rather like a nuclear power plant). Accompanied by a wise friend, she becomes more and more stubbornly attached to her dream of the shining Daymaker as they travel further and further into the desert terrains that surround the haven. Only in the nick of time does Zanne – after the death of her friend – begin to wise up. As the novel ends, it is clear she is destined to spend many years searching out and destroying other Daymakers.


It is almost totally impossible to spend more than a few pages with Zanne without wishing to kill the twerp. She is snarky, arrogant, wilful, and the wrongness of her course is totally and convincingly evident from the very beginning – for nothing is allowed to cloud for an instance Ms Jones’s enraptured limning of the feminist paradise of Inland, which her protagonist would destroy. The only wisdom Zanne can acquire is that wisdom which Ms Jones has unequivocally told the reader is the only wisdom possible for Inland. There is nothing Zanne can learn that we, and the Inlanders, and Ms Jones, do not already know. A strange book.


[As this seems destined to be an omnium gatherum column, I thought it might be an idea to insert here a notice, from the Interzone 30 column, of the continuation of Zanne’s story 1995.]


AS ANN HALAM, Gwyneth Jones continues in Transformations (Orchard, 1988) the series of books about Inland that began, quite auspiciously, with The Daymaker (1987). Zanne, the pig-headed heroine of that book, is now four years older, but continues to lack the ability to listen, and once again comes very close to disaster through her stiff-necked deafness to those around her. As she is now a covener – a woman charged with the task of maintaining through “magic” the harmonies of the living world – this refusal to listen may begin to seem a less than plausible device, given one’s sense that in Inland coveners are, in essence, listeners. But Zanne also remains fascinated by the old Makers, the machines and forces of the old defunct male-dominated civilization whose relics Inland has inherited, and her deafness is clearly linked to that fascination. She remains at the moment a necessary cripple, and in any case Jones clearly intends her Inland books to depict the growth and transformation of a soul. In Zanne she has created a protagonist with much to learn.


She arrives at the mining community of Minith with a task to perform: an ancient Maker, reportedly sited somewhere in the dour mountains that surround the hardscrabble valley farms, must be dismantled or put to death. She is not made welcome, except by a young girl. Failing to detect the complexities of the lives she has encountered, she erects an injurious hypothesis to explain the rigid inturned puritanism of the Minithers; and only at the last moment does her psychic static cease to block her from the truths that lie before her. Her perceptions transformed, she sees the valley and its inhabitants in an entirely new light; she puts the Maker to sleep at last; and Minith is sea-changed into a state of harmony. The only real problem readers of Transformations may encounter is a certain impatience awaiting Zanne’s comprehension of matters Halam/Jones has taken great pains to make clear – from very early on – to the rest of us.


[End of excerpt from Interzone 30]


III.


For the relative newcomer to a genre which he reportedly dominates, James Herbert’s Sepulchre (Hodder & Stoughton, 1987) comes as a something of a shock. It might be called the shock of the un-new. Somewhere in a vast country house in the south of England, the heart of a Sumerian deity still beats. Devotees of this heart eat living flesh to keep their peckers up. Chief devotee is Kline, who runs a huge mining conglomerate in the City. Icy Halloran is seconded to protect Kline, who fears an unknown assailant. Icy Halloran falls in love with compromised PA of chief devotee. There is toing and froing. There is no unknown assailant, just some IRA thugs after Halloran. Jackals – Mr Herbert characterizes them as “loathsome” – prowl the estate. So does the entire cast, sooner or later. Eventually the heart is stomped on, Halloran gets the girl, Kline ages dramatically and frizzles up. In all this pomp and bombast, not one new thing. In 316 pages, not an excuse.


IV.


Karen Joy Fowler’s brilliant collection of stories with the deeply inept title has been widely reviewed already, and we mention Artificial Things (Bantam, 1986) only to echo the praise – and to mention Ms Fowler’s gaining of the John W Campbell Award for Best New Writer at the Worldcon recently held in Brighton. At first glance, her work seems reticent, held almost incommunicado in the steely dynaflow embrace of a dauntingly forewarned craftsperson. But gradually one becomes aware of a performative glamour investing each tale with an urgency that seems increasingly, as one finishes reading the book, humane. This is only enhanced by the seamless continuity of a craft which shifts without visible effort from sf to fantasy to fabulation and back in the telling of single tales. Once in a while she sounds rather like Barry Malzberg; occasionally there is a European corrosiveness to her handling of iconic material, chillingly: but in the end the dangerous shapeliness of the stories collected in Artificial Things reminds the reader of no one but Ms Fowler.


– Interzone 22, Winter 1987







Mimesis Chills Out





I.


THERE IS no cutting edge to the present, nowadays. Like acid rain, unnumbered futures eat into the darkling blade of now, serrating and pocking the moments of our time here; and – not at all surprisingly – it becomes less and less easy to designate the genre of a large number of the books published without tags to guide us. It is, one supposes, a kind of mimesis. Again and again, mainstream novels echo the cavities and lesions in the face of the millennium to come and prove, on examination, to be unfixed in time and place – alternate histories in a sense far more telling than the theoretical sense by which any fiction must be read as an alternative history. The last two novels of MacDonald Harris come to mind, as does Garry Kilworth’s Spiral Winds (The Bodley Head, 1987). The mimetic presumptions that seem to underlie Ian McEwan’s The Child in Time (Cape, 1987) are deeply compromised and corroded by chill fingers of a world to come. In Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes (Bloomsbury, 1987), Patricia Highsmith hovers, perhaps a little precariously, between the ahistorical freedoms of the exemplary fable and the prison cells of reportage.


II.


Somewhere lost in the draft of Spiral Winds there is a good book which has not yet quite been written, or for that matter edited (turn from page 185 to 186 for an example of proofing more negligent than one would normally tolerate in an amateur production). By intention, it seems to be a tale of predetermined fixation, though the action of the book is far too loose to convey any sense of foredoomed impulsion. It is the story of two men obsessed by their role in the death of a British desert hero. In an Author’s Note, Mr Kilworth acknowledges that in some sense his novel takes off from the death of T E Lawrence in a 1935 motorcycle accident, but makes clear that he has in no sense attempted to portray the actual subsequent lives of the teenagers who were involved in the fatal crash, and whose lives it must have affected. Clearly (though in a highly limited sense) the teenagers of Spiral Winds inhabit an different world from the one in which Lawrence died; Lawrence is himself never mentioned in the body of the book, which is set mainly in South West Arabia, far from Lawrence’s field of action; and clearly Jim and Alan, as they enter middle age in the 1960s, are meant to bear a burden of signification no author could impose on any real persons. But it is somewhere here – perhaps because his sense of decorum prevents Mr Kilworth from any intensity of re-creation of any Lawrentian figure, either literally or in the imaginations of his protagonists – that Spiral Winds loses focus. Very simply, though the reader might expect the tragedy of 1935 to shape the story of its survivors, what begins to happen in the 1960s has only an arbitrary connection with that event.


Mr Kilworth has been gifted with two protagonists, and studiously rises to the challenge of creating a spiralling plot to tell their story. Newsman Alan has been sent to witness the painful British withdrawal from Aden. Before disappearing inland with his guide, he meets Sarah, a young woman whose own obsession with the desert is the actual motor of the plot. She gets banker Jim’s name from Alan, returns to England, meets him and beds him and alienates him, readying him in some extremely obscure fashion to meet his destiny, which is to go himself to Arabia to find Alan, and to confront whatever it is in the desert whose urgencies all three characters think they are obeying. Sarah then utterly disappears from the book to which she has thus vicariously given the kiss of life. Jim goes to Arabia. He and Alan meet, after tribulations. Each seems dubious of the other’s sense that there is something animate about the desert. At a central spot, they meet a Lawrentian figure who attacks them with a rifle; they kill him; but before he can be identified the sands have covered his remains. Jim returns to England. Stiff-necked Alan stays in Arabia.


The desert is vivid. Aden is portrayed brilliantly. Sarah is briefly vital, though too soon dismissed. But in a novel necessarily dependent upon a sustained mimetic presentation of the interior life of its protagonists, both Jim and Alan seem card-boardy, passive, blank-countenanced, and both drift through their stories in odd discontinuous fragmented jerks, pulled by strings to which it is difficult to give credence. Because Mr Kilworth has refused the generic solace of telling us a ghost story, he is bound to the mere verities of the world, in which the Lawrentian figment has – literally – nothing to say. And no matter how intelligently reticent Mr Kilworth has been about forbidding them any cheap resolutions, neither Jim nor Alan can make us believe a word they utter. So we are left with stabs in the dark at telling the sand.


III.


There is something ponderous and skittish about the less satisfactory fables in Patricia Highsmith’s new book, as though a very large lepidopterologist were trying not to stamp. Oh dear. About the better stories, those that refrain from balderdash unction in the author’s own sad pious voice, there is a wise cold sureness of anger so far from the pachydermatous that one wonders how one book could contain both the unspeakable “Rent-A-Womb Vs. the Mighty Right” and the brilliant “Operation Balsam; or Touch-Me-Not.” The one moralizes and pummels and cheats and editorializes; the other, like a stiletto, stitches nightmares. But they are clearly from the same author. There is the same underlying tone of lonely pessimism about the fate of the planet, the same unrelenting fixity of gaze upon the suicidal progression of the human cancer through the body of the mother; there is the same final desolate calm, as though these disasters were being told from a long way away and a long time from now. The stories are what the title claims – Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes. In “The Mysterious Cemetery,” as in “Operation Balsam,” the disaster is pollution, whether medical or nuclear. In “President Buck Jones Rallies and Waves the Flag” it is an underpowered American President unable to distinguish lies from truth and capable of ending the world in a pet. In “Trouble at the Jade Towers,” cockroaches eat the poisons intended to exterminate them so that, in a world increasingly poisoned, they are bound to thrive. And always in these stories, these fables told from another world of the collapse of our own, it is too late to mend.


IV.


In Ian McEwan’s The Child in Time, the focus on the irreparable narrows and sharpens into one overriding image of the near future in Britain. Spending little time on attempting a political characterization of a land further transformed by another five or so years of the rule of Margaret Thatcher, who (though unnamed) is clearly the Prime Minister who appears in the text, he restricts himself to a single image of extraordinary desolation: the countryside of England has become a factory farm, great stretches of monoculture desert alternating with huge stands of identical conifers in rows. As no more than five years can have passed from 1987 [and in 1995 there is a tree left 1995], this transformation drives a fable-like apocalyptic ground-bass through the chaste and recessive mimetic harmonies of his ostensible tale, which deals with individual traumata and their survival.


Stephen takes his small daughter to a supermarket and loses her – in a moment of inattention – to an unseen abductor. She is never recovered. Stephen is paralyzed at an early stage of mourning, a stage many men (the text implies) never transcend. He cannot keep himself from a litany of actions designed superficially to recover his daughter, but shaped secretly into a shield that will keep him from having to face the real living grief of her permanent loss. He stops writing the children’s books which, in any case, only reflected an undue immurement in his own childhood, which they mined avidly. His wife Julie leaves him. Through his friendship with an editor turned politician he joins an appalling government committee whose task is to create a new Childcare Handbook in the spirit of the terrible new time. Years pass. Too much in the wind of the world, his friend literally reverts to childhood, at which point Stephen very slowly begins to come alive, though the world around him continues to die of the cancer of the state. He and Julie come together again. There has been some mystical flummery – beautifully written but somewhat discordant in a text otherwise wisely restrained – and a child is born in hope. But any sense of affirmation the text espouses must inch through the bars of that desolate bass, that recurring image of the desert into which any child will, this time, be born.


– Interzone 23, Spring 1988 [written late 1987]




3. VARIOUS REVIEWS


I.


HALF a century and 360 books have passed since Isaac Asimov first began to publish sf, and the daunting flood continues. But even a machine for writing must eventually sense the coming of night, and in recent books Dr Asimov has consciously begun to put his vision of the world into final form. The four huge novels he has published since 1982 – with more in the pipeline – are determined attempts to link the Elijah Bailey robot novels of his middle career to the Foundation stories of his early years; as these series were written over a span of decades, and in their original form had nothing to do with one another, this project may seem both grandiose and foredoomed, but the rage for order scoffs at petty decorum. Similarly, there can be no other reason for the writing of Fantastic Voyage II: Destination Brain (Doubleday, 1987) than an overpowering hunger to make retroactive sense of – and to redeem – one of the few creative botches of his long career.


The first Fantastic Voyage (1966), which novelizes the film of the same name and leaves intact most of the pseudo-scientific absurdities of the original, was an embarrassingly silly book for a scientist to write. Asimov’s redemptive strategy in Destination Brain is straightforward. He simply tells the story again, but in his own words. In Fantastic Voyage, a miniaturized crew of doctors inside a wee submarine struggles through the bloodstream of a defecting Soviet scientist and cures him of a blood clot by zapping it; they then escape through a tear duct before slamming back to normal size. In Destination Brain, an American scientist, who understands all about the “skeptic nodes” in the brain which engender thought at a molecular level, is kidnapped by benign Russians who understand all about how miniaturization can be accomplished without violating quantum physics. A Russian genius lies in an irreversible coma, but may retain the secret of faster-than-light space travel in his nodes. Duly miniaturized, the crew of scientists penetrate the molecular level of Shapirov’s brain, only to find echoes of their own thoughts somersaulting down his skeptic axons. Slowly the American scientist comes to realize that he has discovered telepathy.


If even this sounds pretty silly – and it does – an actual reading of the book gives a somewhat different impression. Like so many nineteenth-century tales of miniaturization, Destination Brain is in reality an educational guided tour of the human innards, and is recounted with all the elated clarity for which, as an expounder of popular science, Asimov is justly famous. If nothing much actually happens in the 100,000 words of this illuminated lecture, for the Russian dies without imparting any of his secrets, and telepathy remains no more than a gleam in the eye of an American talking head, the text still closes with the sense of a task well done, of a gaffe redeemed, a lesson taught, another fruitful shudder of the writing machine.


II.


It is a good thing that Orson Scott Card gives interviews. In a recent one, on being asked about the simultaneous publication of Wyrms (Arbor House, 1987) and Seventh Son (Tor, 1987), he made it clear that the former title had languished for some time in publishers’ vaults before being released, and that Seventh Son (with sequels in tow) more fully represented the current state of his art. It is good to know this. Wyrms is a humdrum quest novel with pretensions its author was clearly incapable of fulfilling, while Seventh Son begins what may be a significant recasting in fantasy terms of the tall tale of America.


But at least Wyrms has more sevens. On the planet Imakulata (readers of the famed French comic strip Asteryx the Gaul may have some idea where Card gets his weird taste in monikers), 343 generations after a human colony has been founded by a Greek Orthodox Space Captain, things have come to a pretty pass. Murderous young Patience, daughter of the deposed Heptarch and herself the rightful seventh seventh seventh Heptarch, plays Cinderella to the usurper’s daughters while biding her time. When her father dies (ultimately at her hands) and the usurper orders her own assassination, she is at last given the chance to start killing people with her noose and poison darts, rather like Modesty Blaise.


Escaping the usurper’s realm with her mysterious tutor Angel, she begins the long trek to Skyfoot, where Unwyrm, a classical bug-eyed monster with an ominous appendage, has been awaiting his bride since the Space Captain first gave him a taste for human folk. It is anticipated that the result of his mating with the seventh seventh seventh daughter of the Space Captain will be the birth of the Christos, who will redemptively unite in his one flesh the humans and the natives of Imakulata. The reason for this anticipation is given us by neither Mr Card nor Mr Unwyrm. On the road Patience picks up a brace of deposed native sibling rulers (Reck and Ruin are their deft soubriquets), a huge indomitable human male named Will, and some odds and ends. In the dizzy mayhem which concludes Wyrms, the bad perish and the good get married. Patience is rewarded with the entire world. She deserves no better.


A very simple premise fires Seventh Son, set at the end of the eighteenth century in an America which never experienced a Revolution because Oliver Cromwell lived to a great old age consolidating his Commonwealth. It is that some forms of magic actually work. Because Cromwell’s heirs are the sort of Christians who find magic threatening to their rigid pieties, the American colonies have become populated, or in their view infested, with refugees from the Old World who boast various innate or acquired knacks. Young Alvin Miller, who in later volumes will be known as Alvin Maker, is the seventh son of a seventh son, and therefore comes burdened with magic potential far beyond the norm. As with Patience in Wyrms, there are even hints that he may represent a Second Coming. Future volumes, of which there will be several, may confirm this [but only three have yet appeared 1995].


In Seventh Son it is clear only that in a world of seers and dowsers and torches (who read “heart-fires”), Alvin is a healer of people and things. He is a maker, and may become the Maker. Water, allied to the eroding nothingness of his primordial adversary the Unmaker, is his enemy. His childhood in the small community of Vigor Church, which is located in Wobbish Territory (ie Indiana), has moments of Edenic joy when he and his family seem saturated with light, as in a John Ford film. But the adversary continues to loosen the knots of the world, a Christian minister identifies Alvin with the Devil, and political strife looms on the horizon. Alvin acquires an ally in the wandering Taleswapper, whose true name is William Blake, an impertinent suggestion on Card’s part, but an effective one. Though Taleswapper quotes only a few of the simpler early poems, and though he resembles Daniel Boone to an uneasy degree, future volumes may see his portrait grow in maturity, and some of the complexity of the later Blakean vision may grace this alternate America. In the meantime, he and Alvin manage to survive the first years of the saga.


There are dangers of chauvinism and easy nostalgia in creating an America so clearly woven by the hands of the living God. Not to speak of the dangers of creating the God Himself. But there is also something deeply heart-wrenching about an America come true, even if it is only a dream, a fantasy novel. So far so good. The first volume of The Tales of Alvin Maker is sharp and clean and bracing. May its Maker grow.


III.


In The Movement of Mountains (St Martin’s Press, 1987), which is his first novel, Michael Blumlein has managed two significant accomplishments. He has written one of the best books of the year. He has also managed to be influenced by Gene Wolfe, and live to tell his tale. The author of The Book of the New Sun (1980–1983), himself a very considerable parodist of earlier writers, has a knack of autonomy; his work seems self-contained, aloof, serene, and every passage seems intended down to the last detail. There would seem to be very little to extract from a Wolfe novel, except devotion to craft and to the job at hand. All the same, The Movement of Mountains, perhaps partly through being so much an accomplishment in its own right, is a recognizably Wolfean text.
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