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The following article which you are, I hope,
about to read was originally given as a talk at
the Skycon in London---and for that reason it is
written as a talk. There ts a vast difference
between material which was written to be read
and material which was written to be spoken.
Choice of vocabulary, sentence structure, type
of humour, pacing, emphasis---all these things
are affected, with the result that a speech comes
out looking rather different from an article
proper. Possibly these constderations are impor-
tant only to the author, but I thought I'd let
you know...

The science talks I've been giving at conven-
tions in the last year or two have---as well as
making Isaac Asimov start fretting about the
competition---been reprinted in a few magazines.
This pleased me no end, except that some letters
of comment accused me of occasionally wandering
away from the point. I took the criticisms to
heart and included in my New Year resolutions a
stern directive to myself: Always stick to the
point during talks!

It's important to me that I keep this resolu-
tion because I had more of them than usual this
year, and broke them sooner than usual. You know
how it is... you start off the year full of high
hopes and lofty ideals... 1978 was the year I was
going to save some money, 1978 was the year I was
going to get more exercise, 1978 was the year I
was going to read Dhalgren right through to the
end...

They've all gone by the board, except for this
one about sticking to the point, so I'm not going
to start off with one of my usual preambles about
what I was doing at room parties last night. It
was just the same old routine, anyway---about two
hundred people all crammed together, drinking,
smoking, making a hell of a noise, falling down,
being sick---and that was just in the 1lift on the
way up!

Actually, when I did get into a party in one
of the bedrooms it was so noisy that we got a lot
of complaints--~from the pilots of Concordes.
This afternoon they're going to hold a protest
march to stop science fiction fans landing at
Heathrow... (They tried phoning the Noise Abate-
ment Society, but the people at the other end
of the line couldn't hear them because of the
noise.)

Anyway, I mustn't stray away from the point
of this talk, which is about astrology and all
its underlying facts and fallacies, and a fas-
cinating new scientific truth I have uncovered
about the relationship between human affairs and
the movements of the planets. My old sparring
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partner-—--the German-Irish writer and researcher,
von Donegan---is going to be sick with jealousy
when he hears what I've found out. 0ld von Don-
egan (VD, to his friends) is quite peeved with
me, you know---over those jokes I made about him
in my last talk.

He wrote to me from Germany and threatened to
make me into sausage meat, but I wasn't scared.
I wrote back and said, "Do your wurst." I thought
he would have enjoyed that little bilingual pun,
but he told me he had seen it before---on a
20,000-year old tablet he dug up in Africa.

However, that is beside the point and I prom-
ised that all my remarks would be relevant and
pertinent. You'll note that I've given the talk
a concise clear title---if there's one thing I
detest it's this modern propaganda technigque of
the tricky euphemism which allows unscrupulous
people to disguise their true motives with fancy
words. Like that society that was in the news
lately, the one for people who like interfering
with small children---Paedophile Information Ex-
change! It sounds so respectable it could be the
governing body of the British Medical Association,
or even the British Science Fiction Association.

And there's an even sneakier one on the go
now!

The other night I was having a drink in a pub
in Bermondsey when I was approached by this
shifty-looking character who asked me if I was
interested in necrophilia. I said to him, "Do
you mean having sex with dead people?"

He looked a bit uneasy at that, glanced all
around the place, lowered his voice and said,
"Actually, old boy, we prefer to refer to it as
posthumous caring." i

Horrible and underhanded, isn't it?---but
that's the technique they use. I'll bet that if
you set up a Society for Posthumous Caring you
could get it established as a registered charity
and get a member of the royal family as your
patron.

Dear me---have I wandered away from the point
again? No more of it! Belief in astrology has
been with us since ancient times and it is deep-
rooted in our thought and language. Men have
always had the desire to know what the future
held for them, and they have tried many differ-
ent ways of getting this advance information.
They used to, for example, poke around the insid-
es of chickens, inspecting their entrails for
signs. Or sometimes they used to sit and inspect
the palms of their hands---which is what 1'd do
if I'd had mine stuck inside a chicken all day.
It was a filthy habit, that, though no doubt its
practitioners had a great fancy name for it which



made it sound respectable. Prediction and Prog-
nostication by Poultry Manipulation, perhaps.

But of all the traditional ways of trying to
know the future---cards, divining, consulting
oracles, subscribing to the "Racing & Football
Outlook'"---the stars seemed to offer the best
prospects. They were a mysterious and ever-
changing spectacle, quite obviously connected
with the gods in some way, and it was only log-
ical to assume that they influenced men's des-
tinies. Thus the profession of astrologer sprang
up, and it has been with us rather a long time---
in spite of the fact that the stars have an in-
furiating habit of telling us things we don't
really want to know, and of presenting the infor-
mation in language of such peculiar vagueness
that any value it might have had is completely
dissipated.

Imagine what it must have been like to be an
ancient Roman general leading an army which was
going to face another army in battle the follow-
ing morning, a battle whose outcome could shape
the future of the world. He goes to his astrol-
oger and asks him for advice about how to run
things the next day, and should he throw in his
cavalry first and keep the archers till later,
and will the barbarians overthrow the empire or
will the guttering candle of civilisation be kept
alight for another decade. The astrologer does a
quick horoscope and gives him the following ins-
ide dope, straight from the Horse's Head Nebula:
"Personal relationships at the office could be
difficult this month, but an old friendship could
lead to a new outlook on life. Don't conceal anx-
ieties from your steady boyfriend, and your lucky
colour is blue."

That's the sort of thing they always say!
Sometimes, in an effort to avoid a general air
of vagueness, they particularise a bit by saying
things like, "If you were born on a Thursday and
have red hair and blue eyes---don't fall out of
any tenth-storey windows. The outcome could be
distressing." Nobody's going to argue with him
on that one, especially anybody who has ever
fallen out of a tenth-storey window. Or anybody
he landed on. Or sometimes they say, "Wednesday
is a day for being careful in business dealings."
Of course it is! Every day is a day for being
careful in business dealings---although, strange-
ly enough, astrologers themselves don't always
appreciate that simple truth.

One of my prized memories from my days as a
full-time journalist is the one about one of the

big Fleet Street publishing empires which, about
fifteen years ago, decided to cash in on the
general superstitious interest in astrology by
starting a new weekly magazine devoted to nothing
else but horoscopes and predictions. It was
called, I think, Ycur Stars and they got about a
dozen of the very best astrologers in the country
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on the payroll so that they could guarantee to
tell all their readers exactly what the future
held in store for them.

Unfortunately, the magazine only survived for
about a month---because sales didn't come up to
expectations! The irony in that is so beautiful,
and it sums up all my views about astrology.

Astrology as we know it is all a load of
bunk.

"That means it isn't a very good subject for
a serious scientific talk," you might say. Others
might say the whole talk is a bit of a farrago,
anyway, and I'm inclined to agree with them bec-
ause I was born on a Thursday. You know the old
rhyme---"Wednesday's child is full of woe; Thur-
sday's child has farrago." .

But please note that I qualified my condemnat-
ion of the subject by saying astrology as we know
it is bunk. Other people could have an entirely
different approach to astrology, and it is worth
remembering that some of the thinkers of old were
men of genius. Leonardo da Vinci, for example,
was ahead of his time in many ways. I have re-
vealed elsewhere how he created the world's first
blue movie. Also, he was famous for his anatom-
ical studies, but not many people know of his
connection with early diagnostic medicine...

It came about because he liked working in
tempera, which is a type of paint which has eggs
as one of its constituents. He also liked work-
ing alfresco---he had some funny habits, old
Leonardo---and once when he was living on a hill
outside Florence he covered the entire outside
of his house with a magnificent painting which
all the townsfolk used to admire. Unfortunately,
the land around his house was infested with a
kind of insect which was attracted by the egg
in the paint and kept climbing up the wall and
eating Leonardo's painting away from the bottom
upwards.

He used to counteract this by going out and
repainting the picture day by day, but on the
days when he wasn't feeling too good he couldn't
do that, and the picture used to slowly disapp-
ear from the bottom. The townsfolk would look up
at his house, shake their heads and say, "Leon-
ardo mustn't be well today---his tempera-chewer
is rising." And that's the true origin of that
saying.

But that's beside the point... The discoveries
I made about astrology came about because I'm an
amateur scientist and therefore do not go in for
narrow specialisation in one subject. The profes-
sional scientist often fails because he channels
his mental energy into knowing more and more
about one limited subject, whereas I go in for
the interdisciplinary, broad spectrum approach.
In fact, it's got to the point where I now know
practically nothing about almost everything. In
this case, I succeeded because I brought in my
experience in the apparently unrelated fields of
neurology and optics.

It started a few months ago when I got a bit
tired of writing SF and decided to have a break
from it. Actually, I was advised to have a break
from it---by my agent and publisher. Looking
back on it, I don't see what my agent got so
annoyed about. I had just outlined to him what I
thought was a great plot, all about how Winnie
the Pooh developed a third eye in the middle of
his forehead, a third eye which, naturally., gave
him second sight, the way it always does in
stories. In the plot he used this extrasensory
perception to spy on two meetings of the London
SF Circle in the One Tun. My agent seemed a bit
uncertain about the commercial value of the pro-
posed story, and he seemed to blow his top al-
together when he heard I was going to call it,
"One Tun, One Tun, Middle Eye Pooh".

Anyway., the upshot was that I turned my rest-
less inquiring mind to other activities for a
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while. I didn't delve into astrology immediately,
or even neurology or optics, because I had got
involved with the mystery surrounding the legend
of the Flying Dutchman. I have always felt sorry
for that poor bloke, condemned to sail around

the oceans and seas of the world forever, never
able to take a minute's rest, like somebody work-
ing his way through college by selling subscrip-
tions to Science Fietion Monthly.

Eventually I proved to my own satisfaction
that he wasn't haunted or anything like that---
he had simply lost control of his ship. The
culprit was a wood-boring parasite (related to
da Vinci's insects) which originated in Holland
and which had a special liking for the hardwood
used in the steering wheels of all ships built
in Holland. It used to eat them away, leaving the
captain with no means of steering. You may have
heard the name I gave it---Dutch helm disease.

Having disposed of yet another famous mystery,
I was looking around for something else to do
when Joe, the owner of a local lawn mower factory
up in Ulverston, telephoned and asked me to have
lunch with him to discuss a problem. He sounded
as though it was pretty urgent, which surprised
me because one of the things I like about Ulvers-
ton is that nothing ever happens there in a
hurry. The town's chief claim to fame is that
Stan Laurel was born there. When I first went to
Ulverston I used to think it was quite remarkable
that Stan Laurel should have been born there, out
of all the places in the world---then when I got
to know the place I realised he couldn't have
been born anywhere else. It's a sleepy Stan Laurel
sort of a town, where there's never any.rush ab-
out anything. In fact, I said to one of the men
in the local pub, "The philosophy around here
seems to be manana." He said, "What does manana
mean?" I said, "You know---it'll do tomorrow."
And he said, "Oh, there's nothing as urgent as
that around here."

But Joe was obviously in a hurry, so I arran-
ged to meet him that day, quite pleased at the
prospect of a slap-up business lunch. My wife
didn't seem too pleased, though. She warned me
that I had a habit on occasions like that of
eating and drinking far too much.

"It's all right," I quipped, "I'll put it on
my Excess card." (She believes in moderation, but
I think moderation is only all right in moderat-
ion. Excess is better, provided you don't have
too much of it.)

I then went out and jumped into my new car. I
have to jump into it---there aren't any doors.
That's because it's a souped-up job---a Morris
Oxtail. The thing I like most about it is that it
has a very reliable Italian engine whose manufac-
turers didn't put it into production until no
less than two thousand Italian engineers had

checked the design and given their approval and
consent. That means, of course, that it is a two
thousand si-s7 engine.

All that aside, I went and met Joe for lunch
and, to give him his due, I must say he really
lashed out. He missed me though. Actually, it
was a pub lunch and he bought me a Cumbrian
pheasant, which is a sausage with a feather stuck
in it. I had been recommended to him by a mutual
friend, a fellow journalist who is the science
correspondent for the Beano, but he seemed a bit
doubtful about my qualifications, especially my
connections with science fiction.

"Science fiction," he said, "isn't that those
magazines with covers showing girls dressed in
nothing but little bits of brass?"

"Yes," I leered, "but just think of the new
dimension that gives to the hobby of brass rub- -
bing."

That seemed to reassure him, because he was a
really lecherous looking character---the sort of
person who could think impure thoughts about Mar-
garet Thatcher. He said, "Doesn't James White
write science fiction?2"

"Yes, but not only science fiction," I told
him. "He's now working on an Irish political mus-
ical called 'Don't Cry For Me, Ballymena'. It's
a follow-up to his successful nude review, 'Oh,
Balbriggan'."

That seemed to allay all his fears, so he told
me about his problem, which was that his firm had
built a new office block, but when the staff had
moved into it their productiwvity had fallen away
to almost zero.

"They don't seem to think properly any more, "
he said. "The only time they seem to get any good
ideas is when they're in the lavatory."

It was obvious from the look on his face that
he thought the problem was insoluble, and when I
asked his to sketch a typical layout for one of
his offices he complied without much enthusiasm,
and did a drawing like this:---

Desks

People *

Desks

"Aha, I thought so," I said triumphantly. You
should have seen his little face light up---he
looked like a NASA official being told that the
Mars landers had dug up definite proof of the
existence of Ray Bradbury.

"Do you mean," he said, with a hopeful tremor
in his voice, "you know what's wrong?"

"Of course," I said. "It's a clear-cut case
encephalic field interference." .
It may have been my imagination, but it seemed
to me that the look of joy died out of his face
a little when I said that. I went on and explai-
ned to him that the active human brain is surr-
ounded by a faint electro-magnetic field which
extends several feet beyond the skull. (The only
known exception to this is in the case of fans
of the TV show Space 1999. Their skulls are too
thick to allow anything to pass through.)

of

When people are crammed too close together
their brain fields interfere with each other and
that causes a severe damping down of the powers
of thought---as you will be able to prove for
yourself if you go to any of the room parties
tonight. I explained to Joe that all he had to
do was move his staff round to the other side of
their desks, thus separating them enough to
allow their brain fields full play, without any
unwanted reflection from walls either, and every-
thing would be all right.

"This is marvellous," he said,
vinced.

finally con-
"The firm has lost so much money lately
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that I can't pay you in cash, but if you like
I'11 give you a lawn mower out of my factory."
I said, "No mower for me thanks---I'm
driving."

Wwe parted and I returned to my study to embark
on some more vital scientific research. On the
face of it, it appeared that I had wound up yet
another successful case---and yet something was
troubling me. I had a feeling that I had been on
the verge of a major scientific discovery, that
something that had been said during our meeting
had contained a small and apparently insignific-
ant clue to something else, a clue that I had
missed. And as anybody who watches Horizon and
similar TV shows will tell you, small and appar-
ently insignificant clues are the very best sort
for scientific researchers. Big significant clues
are a complete waste of time---but when you get
a small and apparently insignificant clue you
know you're really on to something good.

“With the small voice clamouring at the back
of my mind, I got down to work on another project
of mine---the design for a spaceship engine pow-
ered by the heat from continental quilts. Contin-
ental quilts, or duvets, are marvellous things,
you know---even though they're so expensive. When
I was a kid, and this shows how times have chan-
ged, every bed in every house in the country,
even the poorest, had a duvet on it---only we
didn't know they were duvets. We called them
eiderdowns.

And because we didn't know how they worked---
there were no Sunday colour supplements to exp-
lain it all to us---we used them wrongly. In the
wintertime we put a sheet on the bed, followed
by about twenty woollen blankets, and put the
duvet, or eiderdown, on top of all that---and we
still froze every night. What was happening, you
see, was that the duvet was heating the top ten
layers of blankets, but that heat couldn't fil-
ter all the way down to us.
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I worked on the
but my mind wasn't

spaceship engine for a while,
able to grapple properly with
the problem. I put it aside and dabbled a little
with a paper I was writing on criminology which
puts forward the theory that, just as some people
claim that sex education in schools can lead to
juvenile rape, the teaching of economics can in-
cite schoolboys to go out and rob banks. But my
heart wasn't in that project either, so I picked
up a book on the science of optics and was idly
glancing through it when, by purest chance, my
gaze fell on a paragraph about Fresnel lenses.
There was a diagram there showing what a Fresnel
lens was like, and as I looked at it I felt some-
thing strange and powerful begin to well up ins-
ide me. It was the sausage I had eaten in the pub
at lunchtime. A couple of indigestion tablets
calmed my stomach down a bit, and I began study-
ing the diagram again with the beginnings of a

heady intellectual excitement. I knew I was on
the verge of a breakthrough. (So was the sausage,
but I was too busy to care.)

An ordinary lens has a single continuous
curve, which means that a big lens tends to be
very thick and heavy, which is a drawback in
most applications. A Fresnel lens follows the
same curvature, but keeps stepping down at close
intervals so that you get roughly the same foc-
ussing effect with far less volume of glass or
plastic.

Standard lens Fresnel lens

T

I stared at the cross-section of the Fresnel
lens---with half-formed ideas heaving in my sub-
conscious---and tried to identify what it remind-
ed me of, something from another field of know-
ledge altogether. Suddenly I had it! It was all
there in front of me! No, not the sausage---I
don't believe in flogging a joke to death---but
the answer to the questions that had been nigg-
ling me all afternoon.

The Fresnel lens resembled nothing more than
a cross-section through an ancient Roman amphi-
theatre!

Roman amphitheatre

Like a man in a hypnotic trance, I heard Joe's
voice once again saying, "The only time they seem
to get any good ideas is when they're in the lav-
atory." That was the small and apparently insig-
nificant clue I had missed. People do tend to
think well when they are in the toilet, but acc-
ording to my theories of encephalic field inter-
ference that should have been impossible because
of the notorious smallness of office toilets. It
dawned on me that I had made the mistake of
thinking like a Flatlander---only considering
the brain field in the two-dimensional terms of
a plane. And the solution to this sub-problem lay
in the fact that office toilets, although small
in floor area, are usually high-ceiling affairs
---and that allows the brain fields to extend up-
wards without hindrance. I had been making the
mistake of forgetting all about the third dimen-
sion.

What has all this to do with Fresnel lenses,
Roman amphitheatres, and astrology?

Well, just imagine thousands and thousands of
people packed onto the terraces of the amphi-
theatre. It's just like a lens---or, more corr-
ectly, a mirror---focussing all their brain
fields upwards into a psychic beam of unimagin=
able power. A concentrated torrent of human mind
force which is being shot into space like an in-
visible searchlight beam!

The mind-shaking question was: What effect
would such a beam have on any distant planet it
happened to strike?

With trembling fingers I got out the calcula-
I had borrowed from Robert Silverberg---it's
one he uses to calculate how many novels he

can write in a week---and did a few sums. A min-

ute of high-speed computation showed me that at

3.15 on the afternoon of July 2nd in the year

80 AD... just as the newly-completed Colosseum

in Rome was being used for its first gladiator-

ial combats... with the terraces filled with

100,000 blood-crazed spectators... the planet

Mars was precisely at zenith.

tor
the



We may never know what Mars looked like before
that fateful moment.

It may have been a green and pleasant world...
a place of tinkling streams and peaceful meadows,
where colourful birds chattered among the gently
nodding trees---but in an instant it was trans-
formed, by the ravening force of all those minds
filled with images of blood-stained sand, into
the Mars we know today. The planet of endless red
deserts.

Venus got the treatment next. It strayed into
the beam from the big amphitheatre in Tunisia,
but it was during the interval and there was no-
thing going on in the arena---so it just got
turned into a big ball of hot white sand.

caught in the
earliest
held in a
and it got

“Jupiter was unlucky enough to be
beam emanating from one of the very
Welsh poetry and song competitions,
natural amphitheatre in Glamorgan,
turned into a huge ball of hot gas.

My researches haven't yet revealed what happ-
ened to the other planets in the Solar System,
but at least now we know that there is a direct
link between human beings and the planets and
stars. The only trouble is that the astrologers,
not being coldly logical thinkers like me, have
got everything backwards. Astrologers on distant
worlds must be important people because they can
warn their customers about Earth being in the
ascendancy. When they talk about Earth being in
the seventh house, you'd better sit up and pay
attention. We influence the heavenly bodies---and
what a dreadful responsibility it is. Just think
what the audience at a Linda Lovelace film could
do to an unsuspecting little planet like Mercury.
It hardly bears thinking about.

{5}

The only bright spot I can find in all this is
that in September next year when the Worldcon is
being held the Moon will be high in the sky above
Brighton. If the convention hall is the right
shape, and if we all work very hard at it and
think the right kind of thoughts, we might be
able to turn the Moon into a permanent science
fiction convention. It seems to me that that's
the sort of noble., yet practical, common cause
which is just what the science fiction community
needs to prove to the rest of the world that we
aren't merely impractical visionaries.

'I'll see you up there!
Bob Shaw

T
. o | AT
THEBIRSTT] LT DD YW EER..

y

Q
N
N

§S§\\‘

BITS

"The English instinctively admire any man who has
no talent and is modest about it."
James Agate

Brian 'Brian' Aldiss's story in Vector 87 had
already been rejected by Rob Holdstock for
Earthshine, his proposed magazine in association
with the BSFA.

Famous pseudonym Chris P. Carlsen is embarrassed
by the fanmail passed on to him by Sphere: '"Dear
Chris, I think your violence is wonderful. You

really have a great eye for blood and slaughter.
Everyone in my form thinks the same..."

Now that another of the Pieria mob has been
trapped into matrimony (Chris Morgan by Pauline,
née Dungate) sidelong glances are being cast
upon the remaining exponents of the single life.
Will rumoured favourites Kev Smith or Andrew
Stephenson beat all others to the altar? Will
Pickersgill-hating Allan Scott (aka The Berser-
ker) fall victim to one of his many women? Will
dark horse Joe Nicholas show streaks of unsuspec-
ted form? The fallen ones (Holdstock, Kilworth,
Langford and Morgan, to name only the most des-
picable) watch with keen interest.

Among the telegrams sent to Chris and Pauline
was this one from Chris Priest: CONGRATULATIONS
AND ALL BEST WISHES STOP MAY THE FORCE BE WITH
YOU TONIGHT. They were looking remarkably well
at Pieria 21 a fortnight later, so perhaps it
was.

At the same Pieria, Garry Kilworth produced an
immortal line in his story: "There were many
desperate women but only a few willing men."
Sounds like the mirror image of an Eastercon.
Pauline struck a telling blow at Joe Nicholas's
story. "It's middle-class," she said. It was,
too. Kev's editorial (following) was pre-cir-
culated well in advance, to allow plenty of time
for arguments against it to be developed and

matured. Chairman Allan programmed the discuss-
ion for the tea interval and the total comment
turned out to be Deb Rohan's saying "You're
wrong!" through a mouthful of chocolate cake,
whilst Dave and Joe nodded.
ncrétain and Gasparde always began the first sen-
tence with a long dash, as everyone does who
speaks good conversational French. It is the
first indispensable rule; whoever ignores it is
exposed as a conversational barbarian before he
has uttered a word."

Carl Linderholm: MATHEMATICS MADE DIFFICULT.
"1Fruit flies like a banana' is a proposition in
entomological gastronomy, whereas 'Fruit flies
like a banana' is a proposition in horticultural
aerobatics."

Ibid.

recently received the world's
as follows---

Dave, by the way,
finest rejection slip,

RAYMOND B. JANNEY II

Thank you for the attached,

but it is not necessary.

AVCO EVERETT RESEARCH LABORATORY, INC.
Everett, Mass. 02149
(617) 389-3000
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Goncerning

A Sense of Wonder

If you ask a group of sf fans why
they read sf, what it has that other
forms of fiction do not, what makes it
special, then it is likely that one of
them will come up with the phrase
"sense of wonder", and the others will
nod agreement. Certainly the phrase
has a good pedigree. Damon Kaight's
book of critical essays was called In
Search of Wonder, for example. It's a
handy sort of phrase, easy to remem-
ber, and it certainly seems to express
that "something extra".

"Sense of wonder" implies imagina-
tion freewheeling through all the
might-bes and might-have-beens, encom-
passing the entire universe, spanning
eternity. It implies a cosmic scope
within which anything can happen. This
is something that mainstream fiction,
fettered to observable reality, cannot
do. But what is this sense of wonder
really?

"Wonder", my dictionary says, is a
noun meaning "the state of mind prcd-
uced by something new, unexpected, or
extraordinary". As a verb it means 'to
speculate”. There are other meanings,
mainly to do with doubting, which I
do not think are applicable in this
context. (If they are, Damon Knight
must be credited with greater subtlety
than I had thought.)

These are, of course, meanings en-
tirely appropriate to sf. Isn't all sf
new, unexpected, or extraordinary? At
this the o0ld hands snigger to them-
selves, or fall in the aisles, depend-
ing on their nature. They have seen it
all before. New? Unexpected? Extra-
ordinary? Not at all. low, therefore,
can it induce sense of wonder? "Ah,"
says the young fellow discovering sf
for the first time, "but it is new,
unexpected and extraoxdinary. I've
never secn anything like it." There's
sense of wonder there all right.

But it was obvious all along,

really. Sense of wonder lies in the
mind of the beholder, and must be
defined for each person individually.
More than that. My choice, as an ex-
ample, of a "young fellow" as the one
to exhibit sense of wonder was gquite
deliberate. The same young fellow
might easily find Jane Austen or Homer
just as wonderful, would no doubt be
finding the big wide world something
to wonder at also. I think it is fair
to say that sense of wonder can be
evoked most easily in the young, so
that we have to bring a time element
into our definition of sense of won-
der, as well as a personal element.
People change with age. I think we
remember that evocation whenever we
read sf, rather than having it evoked
anew; that an adult appreciation of
sf is without a sense of wonder for
all but the most exceptionally out-
standing works.

"Sense of wonder" implies a cert-
ain naivety, I think. But ies that the
correct frame of mind with which to
approach a form of literature? It is
easy to say that it all depends on
what you want out of the literature,
but it isn't terribly useful. The
linguistic study can take us only so
far. In this case it brings us tinav-
oidably to look at sf itself before
we can form any valid conclusions.

The cosmic scope of sf makes it
possible for anything to happen in
an sf story. Anything at all---there
are no rules. Of course, not every+
thing does happen in a single story.
what we find is that the author makes
up his or her own rules and fits the
story into that manufactured frame-
work. Our assessment of the story
depends the on two factors: first, on
whether the rules make sense, whether
the framework is convincing:; secondly
on whether the story sticks to the
rules, remains within the frameworlk.
For sf criticism as a specialised
form, these two factors are good
starting vnoints.

How often is a story praised for
a convincing background, or framewoxk?
And how often condemned for a weak
one? Such condemnation is entirely
justified. When given the opportupity
to invent new rules, to throw out the
rules which govern our everyday
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existence, the very least the lucky
author can do is stick to them. For
him not to do sp._implies a lack of
respect for his craft, which cannot
be forgiven.

That, I think, gets rid of about
half the sf ever written.

What remains? Well, about another
half of the sf ever written is enter-
tainment sf. With this I have no quar-
rel; in fact I avoid it as much as
possible. It is unpratentious, written
with no thoughts of higher literature,
no aspiration to be classified as
such. This is just as well, since it
fails utterly if judged by literary
standards. It is a genre, much as the
detective storv is a genre or romantic
fiction as perpetrated by women's
magazines is a genre. And like those
other two, it is largely an intellect-
ual fiction.

That requires some justification.
Detective stories are quite obviously
intellectual. Their characters are
merely pawns to be moved about by the
complex plot; the plot is the "lead
character". Romantic fiction is intel-
lectual in that the romance, the emot-
ion in it, is ersatz and can be under-
stood only intellectually. On an emo-
tional level the emotion is hollow
and worthless.

somewhere
and com-

Sf-for-entertainment comes
in between. It contains ideas
plex plotting, like detective stories.
Asimov writes both with equal ease and
similar style. It also contains ersatz
emotion, in such stories as Godwin's
“The Cold Equations". Often it con-
tains a mixture of the two.

But under no circumstances should
sf for entertainment be held out to
the unbeliever as the best that sf can
offer. To d» so is to invite ridicule
from lovers of literature. In Black
Hole 14 John Nixon wrotec of how he was
attempting to convert a friend of his,
a student of English Literature, to
sf. He was going the right way about
it, by offering the best that sf has
to offer---Le Guin, Kuttner, Sturgeon
and such like.

So let us look at the best of sf in
terms of literature.

As a start, we can say that the
"value" of literature lies in the way
it illuminates aspects of life---the
way people think, feel and react, and
what motivates them. If a work of lit-
eraturec does not shed light on some
characteristic or other of pecple then
it does not deserve to be called lit-
erature; it is not literature. To be
surza it should alsc entertain; or else
no-one would bother to read it. But
entertainment value is rather like the
sense of wonder, too subjective, too
personal, to assess in terms of lit-
erary merit. For example, I find John
Fowles's novels extremely entertaining
beccause I become so absorbed in them.
And he is certainly writing literature.

We have seen already that sf can do
things the mainstream cannot. But we
can take this further and say sf must
do thinags the mainstream cannot. Why?
Because otherwise there would be no
need for it to be sf at all. As James
Blish said, if an outer space story
could have been set in Australia it
should have been set in Australia. A
story set on Mars because it requires
desert and loneliness could just as
easily be set in Australia---plenty
of desert there, and the outback can
get mighty lonely. A story set on
Mars because it requires descrt, lone-
liness and an absence of air could
not be set in Australia without in-
venting some facts about BAustralia's
well-known lack of atmosphere. (That
should annoy a few Australians.)

In terms of our definition of the
value of literature, sf can impose
extraordinary conditions on ordinary
people and show how those people
react. Certainly this shows us some-
thing new about people. Alternatively,
sf can impose ordinary conditions on
extraordinary pneople and illuminate
ordinary peovle by contrast. Two of
George Orwell's novels illustrate
these apnroaches. In 1984 the people
are quite ordinary; the pressures they
are under are not. In Animal Farm the
lead characters are not ordinary
people, but animals; the farm, however,
is absolutely normal.

(To have extraordinary people in
extraordinary conditions may be enter-
taining, as in Lord of Light by Zel-
azny, or may not, as in Perry Rhodan



by a cast of thousands. But however
much entertainment is provided; such
a story cannot be literature as defi-
ned. There is sirply nothing real
enough to hold on to.)

I used to think that this ability
to utilise the extraordinary was the
answer, that this was where sf scored
over the mainstream. No doubt many
fans would agree with the idea. But
it is only a half-formed idea, only
partly thought out. The best fiction;
of the mainstream, is removed from
reality simply because it is fiction.
The characters are not real in that
you could not meet them in the street,
though they may well be very realistic.
e can say that such a fiction has one
stage of unreality. This is unavoid-
&ble, and should not cause us auny
prxoklems.

Let us now consider a very good sf
story. The characters in it are just
as realistic as those in the main-
stream. The story has one stage of
unreality. But, being sf. it has some-
thing else. This is its extraordinary
feature, and because it is extra-
ordinary, not to be found in this
world, it is alsc unusual. Thus we
have added a second stag: of unreality.
This is alsc unavoidable, in sf
stories, and does cause us a problemn.

The problem is this: can a story
with two stages of unreality tell us
as much about the real world and real
people as an equivalent story with
only one stage of unreality? My short
enswer to that is: no, it cannot.
Althouah sf can put people under rnuch
creater and more varied pressures than
the mainstream, and examine their
raactions, those greater and more
varied pressures are entirely fabric-
ations.

They are themselves unreal, and
therefore they are of no use in illum-
inating the real world. To put it an-
other way, si can invent new rules and
nevw backgrounds all day, but at the
end of the day they tell us nothing
new about the old rules, and by them
we have to live.

That was the short answer. The long
answer recodanises that there are exc-
eptions to this dismissal of sf. One

exception is that new, unreal rules
can be of value in themselves, in that
they can encourage re-cxamination and
rcappraisal of the real rules, and
thus prormote a greater understanding
of them. The other main excepticn is
that the new rules can be exaggerations,
or extremes of the old. Thus we can
emphasise or isolate a particular as-
pect of the real rules, the better to
understand that aspect and peoples'
reaction to it.

I+ is no coincidence that two forms
of sf or fantasy that perform these
functions are the two forms of sf or
fantasy most readily accepted by the
mainstream. The first is children's
fantasy, long a major part of childr-
en's literature. The second is alleg-
ory, such as 1284, Huxley's Brave iVew
world, and Lewis's Perelandra trilogy.
(His "Narnia Chronicles combine both,
and are excellent.)

So the question I want to ask now
is: Why try to write good sf that asp-
ires to literature? Why not ignore st
altogether and jump feet first into
the mainstream? The writers I have in
mind are quite capable of it. Ursula
Le Guin has done it, with the very goed
Orsinian Tales, and her "The DBay Before
the Revolution" won a Nebula because
Ursula Le Guin is an sf writer, not
because it is sf. It isn't. Brian Al-
diss has dcne it with his The Hand-
Reareci 2oy novels. But what about Chris
Priest, and Samuel Delany, and Kate
Wilhelm, and John Brunner? thy do they
write sf? Ané the new writers---Rob
Holdstock and Garry Kilworth:, say---
why do they bother with sf? T hope it's
not fear that the mainstream is too
big, too hard---if Melvyn Bragg can
get on in it, anyone can.

Cr do they have an answer that I
haven't seen? If so, I want to hear
it. Sf has lbeen a par% of nmy life for
too long for me to throw it off easily,
but that is the way I‘m headed unless
someonc can convince me that sf does
not have to fall short of the main-
strcam. Can they?

KEVIN SMIT!

While you‘re at it, tell the cther ed-
itor toc. He's getting worried. [Dave]



INVADERS
FROM KELOS

Allan Scott

At last it can be told: how the
great Alscott survived the unmention-
able tortures inflicted on him by the
filthy barbarians of Mount Vernon.

This may need translation. About
two weeks ago I got my summons to go
into hospital for plastic surgery.
Yes, I quite agree: it was about time,
but since they were out of spare faces
they went to work on my back instead.

You see, about six or seven years
ago some very strange things started
happening there. I suspect some hum-
our-loving person must have stuck a
sign on my back saying Aliens Welcome.
Well, they came. They liked it (the
perverts) so they settled, building
little purple houses like the ones
they had had back home under their
beautiful red sun. The houses grew
into villages, the villages into towns,
the towns into cities. One day I
looked at my back and discovered nine
alien metropoli, ranging in size from
half an inch to three inches, and in
height from an eighth to three-quarters
of an inch. I didn't mind too much,
but every time I turned over in bed I
could hear rioting in the streets and
a sort of gentle pressure on my flesh
would persuade me this was not a good
idea.

Inspiration! I went to my doctor.

“"Christ, what's that?” he said,
reaching for the brandy.

*My back. I thought you might be
interested. I seem to have aliens."

"Hrp." he commented, leafing fev-
erishly through a book marked Special-
ists and writing a letter with the
other hand. After a few minutes he
looked up, then looked hastily down
again. "You can put your shirt on if
you like," he said. "Thanks," I rep-
lied wittily, "they did seem to be

getting a bit cold back there."

I went to a specialist. It said on
the sign he was a dermatologist. I
looked the word up in my Collins Gem
Dictionary, but it didn't say anything
about aliens.

“Hi," I said. "I think I've got
aliens."

He looked at mez as though I'd just
popped out of a Wheaties packet.

"Take your shirt off," he quipped.

"I warn you, thev don't like fresh
air,” I said, taking my shirt off.

"My God,” he said.

"care for some brandy?" I asked.

"BErm... look here. I don't think I
can help you."

Y1 know,” I said. "What I need is
a xenologist and a removal van."

"Where do you live?®

"gomewhere near the arsehole of the

world: call it Watford for convenience."

"Right. Get your doctor to send you
to Mount Vernon."

"Is that a top-secret government
lab run by scientists familiar with
UFOs and extraterrestrial phenomena?"

"No, it's a bloody hospital. Er...
you can put your shirt on if you
like."

“Very kind of you,™ I said.

I waited two years. The gears of
the NHS ground slow but sure. Forms
were formed. Documents were docketed.
Commands were given, rcceived, filed
and forgotten. Papers were typed, dec-
orated with office tea, and thrown
away. Then, one day. something erept
through the letterbox. My summons. I
packed my bags, said goodbye to my
friends and relations, turned round
to say goodbye to Sue, and realised
she left nine months ago. I don't
blame her. It's no fun being a xeno-
phobe in my house.

I arrived at a place called the
Ivor ward. Looking at some of my
fellow-sufferers I reckoned someone
couldn’t sjpell. Igor ward; more bloody
like it.

"Hi," I said merrily, "I'm Allan
Scott, the one with aliens on his
back."

The nurse looked at me. She'd seen
my type before. I thought she looked
a bit worn at the edges.

“In there und sit down. Ze doctor
vill sce you at vunce.”
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Christ, I thcought, Transylvania
was never like this.

After a few minutes a man in a white
coat arrived.

"Good morning," he said.

"Good morning Victor---er, Doctor,"
I =said, looking at him suspiciously.
No signs of hidden electrical appara-
tus, life elixirs---was this man gen-
uine?

"Let's see it then,”™ he said.

You mad fool, I thought, this sigiit
has made strong men blench. I unveiled
the metropoli.

“"Ah," he said, “kelcids."

Xeloids! At last I understood. All
the way from distant Kclos, fifth
planet of a dying red giant, thcy had
come to seek refuge on my back! At
last, a man after my own heart!

“So that's what they are,” I said.
“Fine. Now how the hell 2o we get them
tc go away?"

Hie smiled. A chill ran down my spine,

six times round my pelvis, and settled
in an unmentionable spot. I brushed it
away, impatiently. "Well?" I said.

"We'll have to cut them out, I'm
afraid. Then we'll take some skin---
heh heh, yes, I think we’'ll peel a bit
off your bum, and slap it over what's
left. That should scare them off.”

"Sorry,” I said, “I'm against chem-
ical and biological warfare. If vou
want skin you can take it off my legs,
vou inhuman swinel"

"Ooh, you old spoilsport you," he
muttered. "All right, then, off your
legs. See you in surgerv."

Was it my imagination, or did I hear
faint ghostly laughter as he limped
away through the ward?

That night, having ncthing else tc
do, I cot smashed. Deep in conversation
with a siz-foot Mick and a five-foot
Black about sex--—-~someone came through
the door. "Woman!® moaned Mick, lung-
ing. Tom and I sat on him.

“Anything we can do for vou sister?"
I said.

She looked me over with warm blue
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