



































used to make intellectually respectable some very unrespectable intellectuals. Against these
types, and on behalf of the epic hero of fact and fiction—call him Columbus, Einstein or
Errol Flynn—I felt committed to argue with Invincible on first reading. As I say above,
probably my review should have been more of a straight blurb.

THE STAR DIARIES, by Stanislaw Lem. Tr. from Polish by Michael Kandel. Seabury (A
Continuum Book), 1976. 275 pp. $9.95

To celebrate the bicentennial, sf people may justly use this first English-language
appearance of Star Diaries in a good translation. Of equivalent importance for us would be
the first English edition of, say, Brave New World or 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. Like
these, Lem’s Diaries—the comic, fantastic space-time adventures of Ijon Tichy—may be
neither one of the absolutely top sf books, nor even its own author’s best work. But outside
our own language belt, Diaries is as durably popular a classic: with Tichy stories selectively
available in French by 1966, in German by 1961. Prof. Kandel has used the 1971 (4th)
Polish edition for his translation; but I will otherwise save bibliographical information for
my appendix below.

The Tichy stories of which this volume collects 12, are related in tone and stylistic
venturousness to the robot-constructor tales of Cyberiada (1965, ff.). The relative
prominence of this type of comic treatment in Lem’s more recent work suggests that he is
one of those imaginative creators who has come to prefer blowing riffs on his themes, to
more elaborate or straight-faced composition. The Lem fan is likely to associate Voyage 28
with Futurological Congress; Voyage 20 with the great evolution-trilogy of 1959-61-64, and
such a fan might even make a game of finding a novel-analogue for each of the 12 stories.
(The reason the stories aren’t numbered ““1-12” is explained on pp. 132-3.)

The interest and the gamesmanship of the stories lies (for us and probably for Lem) in
how many layers of material can be compressed into one “voyage.” The lengthiest stories
(Voyages 11, 21) therefore seem to me the most interesting; though I don’t mean to thereby
suggest that the Diaries’ stories are only frustrated novels.

To use Voyage 11 as an example, it could be misleadingly described, in terms of its
organizing theme, as one more sf satire on human conformity vs. the comparative moral
purity of robots and computers. In fact, the story is also—not “also”!—a serious satire on
cold-war espionage and on the sadistic strain in classic European pornography; there is
perhaps a conscious borrowing from the climax of Wizard of Oz (from the movie?), and yet
what makes Voyage 11 work as a story is the stylistic decision to put the dialogue of its
robot-planet inhabitants into the 1471 English of Malory’s Arthurian “knyches.” (The blurb
calls it “Chaucer’s’ English, not Malory’s: surely incorrect, even if the translator himself did
the blurb.)

Even more complex a mix of intellectual materials is Voyage 21; perhaps in this case
too fascinating to the author himself, since he seems to have let the imaginative “story”
element thin out. An account of how the True Catholic Faith is preserved c700 years from
now—by robot monks and their Rev. Father computers—it may take off from “Voyage of
St. Aquin” and Canticle for Leibowitz. If so, it goes well beyond Boucher or Miller. Voyage
21 employs the most modish postwar trends in international theology to become a brilliant
projection of intellectual adaptation to a future of cloning, reverse-breeding, and as I say
robot monasteries. This story has a further biographical interest for the Western reader.
Lem’s most knowledgeable critics (Rottensteiner, Suvin) have so far presented him to us in
secular-humanist peergroup-liberal terms. Voyage 21 (a 1971 addition to the Diaries’ canon)
is, with Investigation, the Lem fiction perhaps most explicit about his relation to Polish
Catholicism.

APPENDIX: The edition under review slightly abbreviates the 1971 (4th) edition of
Star Diaries. Actually, if my reader refers now to Darko Suvin’s essential checklist back of
the copy of Solaris that my reader surely owns, some of the Tichy stories originally
premiered in the Lem collections that Suvin numbers: 2-4-11; quite aside from Diaries’ four
separate editions. (Diaries is ‘4’ in Suvin.) This 1976 edition omits Voyages 18-24-26 and
cuts 22 slightly. Voyage 24 is available in English in Suvin’s Other Worlds, Other Seas
(Random House, 1970; paperback Berkley, 1972).
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