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BOOK REVIEWS

Brian Aldiss — HELLICONIA SPRING (Granada,
555ppy £1+95)

Reviewed by Nick Lowe

By the time you read this review, summer will
have come on Helliconia. As the planet's pri-
mary approaches periastron with its supergiant
companion, the coyelical ascendancy of humans
over phagors reaches its zenith, Little
Embruddock/Oldorando, relic of a dimly-remember-
ed phagor settlement in the ruins of a wholly
forgotten ancient palace, has grown to a colour—
ful, sprawling metropolitan centre, shielded -
from Freyr's scorching noon by the vault of
rajabaral foliage to which the snowfields have
vielded. In this Malaclan hothouse, the con-
tinuing struggle between knowledge and power is
played out in a ballet of glittering intrigues,

while the memory of winter fades into the memory

of a dream, The immediate business of empire
“has no place for thought of the commg dark,
centuries distant, Meanwhile, oh Earth _S_ta.tlon
Avernus, the unseen watchers follow the immense
cosmic soap epic in an agony of non-participat-
ion, wondering, like us, whether a fractious
humanity "can wnite in the final instalment to

break the wheel of history at last, ) _
That, at least, is the story Helliccnia.
Spring seems to anticipate, It's surely wrong

_in some or all details, but I record it because.

this moment of suspension, at the time of writ-
ing, between Spring and Summer seems to me a
peculiarly precious one, “never to be recovered
once volume two collapses the wave function and -
ninety percent of the poseibilities raised in
eighteen months of brooding sink away towards
the original boulder. It seems to me & nice
time for one final review, in the most literal
sense, of that remarkable first volume, espec—
ially as (I hope) a lot of ue will jusi be com= -
ing round to another reading. .

A year and a half on, Helliconia Spring st:.ll
looks like a masterpiece. It's survived remark-
ably well the surge of hype on-which it was
iaunched, topped at least some of the charts,
and successfully evaded the completely naff
awards in favour of the comparatively hip BSFA
and JWC. This has to be seen in perspective, as
Aldiss will probably make more (such are the
vicissitudes of art) from the ongoing Kubrick
deal then from the “hole Helliconian trilogy.
But ii's still a pretty J.mpress:n.ve record, es- .
pecially for a novel this good.,
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What's more, everyone likes it -- very un-
usual for the protean Aldiss. It used to be
possible to ask a roomful of fams to name their
three favourite Aldiss hooks and tick off the
titles until only Equator and The Interpreter .
were left urmominated. (Since you ask, The
Shape Of Purther Things, Brothers Of The Head
and The Hand-Reared Boy, but I realise it's an
eccentric preference.) Nowadays you have to
leave Helliconia out of the deck %o get a game
at all, True, a few dissidents den't get on
with it, but I find their attempts to rational-
ise their dislike invariably fizzles away in
feeble nitpicking. I freely concede there are
mildly irritating inconsistencies, repetitions,
oddities of nomenclature, implausible details,
some outrageous coincidences, and a strange
accelerated ending. But all this looks awfully
trivial to me when measured on the scale of
Aldiss's embition and achievement.

There are a lot of different things about
Helliconia Spring that excite different kinds of
reader. The invention and texture of the imag-
ined world set a standard against which future
world-building epics will have to be judged; the
human story is nevertheless complex and satisfy-
ing, These are oft-repeated comments, and I
hardly intend to labour them now, But what I
value most about Helliconia is that it is SP's
boldest assault yet on its fundamental theme of
individual human values in the context of large-
scale historical, or cosmic, processes. Aldiss
is perhaps the only writer to make this issue
central to all his major work, as to his
rrogrammatic definition of science fiction it-
self. But, more than that, his vision is really
absurdly life~affirming, when you consider his
chief proccupation is the way everything that
matters becomes completely insignificant when
viewed from the universal perspective proper to
science.

In theme, Helliconia is essentially a more
complex reworking of Aldiss's early short story
"The Failed Men". No matter how negentroric and

‘upbeat Helliconia Spring seems, we know that we
will eventually see the Oldorandan civilisation
sink back into the inexorable oblivion of
Helliconian winter and the reascendancy of the
ohagors. (At least, I'll feel Jjolly cheated if
Avernus successfully intervenes to prevent it,)
But that pervasive awareness does nothing to
diminish the successive thrills of reinventing
civilisation and technology in Embruddock, or
the empathy felt for the characters., All it
does is colour them with the kind of bittersweet
vleasure in fragile joys that's so characterist-
ic of Aldiss's most affecting work. IS there's
an optimistic moral being urged, it's that
scientific and historical understanding is the
one currency that can redeem humanity from deca~
dence and self-destruction. Whether it will on
Helliconia, we won't know until winter arrives.

In the meantime, if vou're hanging about for
Summer to appear in library or paverback, or if
you've read it already and can't take the sus-
pense, you could do a lot worse than read
Helliconia Spring again., Remember all those
marvellous moments like Yuli's glimpse of the
vorld of the Takers, the miracle of Fish Lake,
Shay Tal's pauk, the birth of the imacos; remen~
ver the childrim, and above all remember those
marvellous phagors. It scarcely matters if some
of the female leads are a bit pasty, or if Yuli
is still two years too old on page 29 of the
(reset) paperback, You'll be hard put o find

this much pleasure betwezen a single set of
covers unless you invite a friend in with you,

Martin Gardner -—— SCIENCE FICTION PUZZLE TALES
(Penguin, 148pp, £2:95)
Reviewed by Dave L oxrd

You can rely on Martin Gardner for amusing
toddles up the foothills of mathematics, and of
course these 36 "tales" are mere spoof-SF camou-
flage for puzzles, FPor fans of his old .
Scientific American columm "Mathematical Games"
{collected in numberless anthology volumes), he
offers the mixture as before — diluted and.
flavoured with hokum, since this lot appeared in
Isaac Asimov's SF azine, of which it has been
said, in Paperback Inferno, frequently.

The hokum consists of in-jokes. Characters
in the mercifully brief non-stories are forever
swearing By Asimovi, gazing for inspiration at
Asimov icons on their spaceship bulkheads, or
being called things like Azik Isomorph, while
Dr A.'s name appears with inordinate frequency
(and some admitted ingenuity) in puzzle solut-
ions. Gardner himself appears to tire of this
at one point, on page 123, where the ineluctable
Asimov mention is curiously courled with the
word "fat", What cr1 this mean? .

Normal reaction to most of the vnuzzles, if

.you've dipped into these waters before, will be

a quick nod — "Ah, that one again, Hilbert's
imaginary hotel with infinitely many (aleph-

.null) rooms, etc." Newcomers to recreational

maths will have fun and perhaps be attracted to
the bibliography's less supersimplified works.
Also, there are a few clever twists for old-~
timers: sneeringly you check the answer —— "Yes,
right all the time" —— but with the answer is a
trickier variant puzzle, elucidated in a second
section of answers, and so on sometimes to a
third, plus interesting postscript comments,
Stripped of the hokum, this is what Gardner
is good at, He attracts ty his wide range and
light touch, never riding his hobby-borses too
far. By contrast, the awful Raymond Smullyan's

" Penguin efforts have far greater pretensions but

induce rapid brain-death with what seems iike
five million variamts of "One tribe always tells
the truth, the second always lies, the third
says whatever will most confuse you while the
fourth invariably remains silent and picks its
Nnose.es"

Rudy Rucker —— SOFTWARE (Ace, 212pp, #2-25), THE
STTH TRANZ XAFKA (Ace, 243pp,
$2+50) '

Reviewed by Pascal Thomas

Rucker has recently been in the news (of the &F
field) as the winner of the Philip K. Dick
Memorial Award for his third published rovel,
Software., And a fitting winner of a FPhil Dick
Award it is: where Dick's wocrk has featured more
than its share of robots and addicts, Software
introduces us to some addicted robots., "Box the
red socket bashers are" quips one of them in a
stoned utlerance, but it really has no relevance
to the plot of the novel, which revolves around
Dr. Cobb Anderson, the man who created a race of
self-aware robots Ly introducing a measure of
randomisation in their programs., It only earned
Anderson a trial for treason, since his Moon-
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baged "boppers" quickly gained their indepen-
dence from the humans, The boppers routinely
revile the name of Asimov, that disgusting human
chauvinist.e. } ) .

The story takes place long after that, when
the immortality of his software is offered to
Andersdn by some of the boppers —— the first
move in a compliceted grme which pits the big
boppers against the smaller ones. Robot clacs

- struggle, of a sort, The plot is fas®, even
furious, and the tone always light and humorous,
even if Rucker does not go in for full-scale
parody. I liked the boppers' lack of human
features, a trait sledom seen in robot stories,
Unfortunately, the sare is to some extent true
of the human characters in th: btock, which suf-
fers from the author's lack of attention to
style (although it avoids the total clumsiness
of the earlier Spacetime Domuts).

Cobb Anderson's basic idea about rovot pro-
gramming stemmed from GBdel's thLoorews, aad this
mathematical streak run strongly through
Rucker's works (in an unlikely nixture vith 3ix-
ties rock music and underground culture), EHis
mathematical hand shows mors strongly in the
collection The 57th Franz Kafka, where he can
essentially dispense with the requirement for
characters in short stories btuilt around a -
single idea, very often of a mathematical or
theoretical-physical nature, _

TI'm trained in maths myaself, and can'i nelp
being: partial to stories in which mathematids
(usually topology) are an integral element., But
I stili think Rucker pushes it too far when he
ineludes a whole article (repriried from Isaac
Asimov's SP Mezazire) wnich is essentially a re-
working of Flatland. Cne of the. gtories is even
a sequel to Flatlend, but I can't see that
there's much point in beinz Abbott's successor,
and it éoes make for scwe repetitiveness,

I much prefer Rucker's more humorous vein, as
exemplified in "Jumpin' Jack Fleah™, "Pac-Man"
(with a cameo role for Ronnie Raysun) and "The
Pacts Of Life" (which would be 2 more convincing
gend-up of Germsbackian SF if it had been better
written), This last story is orieinal to the
collection; there were obviously too many sex
scenes in it for Isanc Asirov's, However, it is
nuch better than the fairly forgettable series
of 3 stories involving a teza of tinkerer-scien~
tists, Fletcher and Harry, one of which did ap-
pear in Isasc Asimov's (the ctuer two appearing
in F & 3F), )

Rucker also tries his hend at some more wn
usual stuff, like "The Jack Kercuac Disembodied
School Of-Poeties™ and "l'ales Of Houdini"j; you
may want to read the book for these. Or for a
nandful of originel ideas, a coudle of laughs,
and ‘a smattering of clever diagraus to aelp you
understand the lot,

Stanislaw Lem =- TALES OF PIRX THE PILOT, RETURN
. FROM THE STARS, THE INVINCIBLE
(King Perguin, 590pp, £4+93)

Reviewed by Jonn Hobson

The second Lem colliection from King Penguin pro-
vides more ammnition for those who consider him
arguably the greatest living SF writer. Whilst
there is not an obvious thene running thrcough
the works here, there is 2 consistent preoccup-
ation: man's attempts to uncerstand his environ-—
ment, wherever it may be,

Lem wrote a lerge number of stories about
‘Pirx (a further collection has just avpeared),
and the five collected here would fit snuggly
into a "Golden Age" snthology, particularly as
they appear to have been ‘ranslated into what
can only be termed Asimovese. (The dovbts about
the veracity of Lem translation3 still linger.)
Pirx is the typical lumpen space cadet who
matures into a craggy space captain as the stor-
ies progress, casting a rational, Nietzscheen
mind over the problems he encounters and coming
up with solutions that are all too often predic-
table., It is only with the final tale,
"Permirus®, that Lem casts off from the ortho-
doxies of SF to ch2rt his own course, It is a
ghost story, with a rational solution and a neat
ending, but for the first time Pirx cannot un=-
derstand why he feels fear and unease, emotions
also experienced by the reader following him
around a rusiy space freighter while a robot un-
ceasingly taps out the rorse code messages peass—
ed between its doomzd crew., It is the one
satisfactory Pirx tale, and an cpitaph for the
simplistic one-dimansional yarns that preceéded
it. : '

Return TFrcm The Stars is also about man
struggling to comprehend; in this odse, the crew
of an F?I expodition return to find the Earth
changed out of all recognition and that instead
of heroes they ar2 outsiders, Yet this tale hes
to be read with an eye on Lem's background,

Betrizaticn has sapressed fear, the desire to
make war, the need to venture into deep space.
To th» nero, Bregg, the cost of this discovery
is too high, teceuse no on= can understand his
motivation for spznding ten years in space; the
gsense of alvenbturz has gore and society is gut-
less. Robots do 211 the work, money is not
needed, vealth counts for nothing. Bregg visits
a robot chazrnel house where broken robots
scream 2t hin for rescus; subconsciously, he
sees Avschwitz, whilst the human controllers
cannot comprehend his reactions and his concern.
His rebellicn is simplec: he removes a fail-safe
device from his car and ewbarks on suicidal
drives in an effort to frighten those around
him, - :

The crev are reforming to return to the stars
but Bregg begins to perceive that this new world
has adventages over the old; the people are not
devoid of feelings, but-simply supress them, He
thus becomes reconciied to the new order, and
it's here that Lem betrays his adherence to -the
principles of socialist realism so beloved of
S5talin: the individual must fall into line with
the dictates of -ociety or remain an outmoded
remmant cf the past., The USSR doesn't publish
Lem for his democratic ideals, and Return From
The Stars is typical communist fiction in that
the hero sees the error of nis ways and is saved
for the future, On the other hand, why must
every future be bleak and Orwellian? The wel-
fare state Lem pieclures here is suffocating and
the cityscapes with their false -skies dwarf the
individual with their splendour =-~ but then, if
this is the price man pays for an idyllic worry-
free existence might it not bé worth it? The
book is contentious, arguzentative, and lingers
in the mind.

In many respects, The Invincible is & classic
hard SF.tale, It has all the elements: 2
malz=volent :1ife--form on a barren planet, gran-
ite~jawed spacemen who want fo nuke everything
to-make it safe for mankiand, and wondrous events
all glued togsther by glorious amounts of plaus-
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ible scientific reasoning. The story unfolds in
a mechanistic mammer, as befits the insect-like
machines which- inhabit Sirius III; the products
of a machine evolution that has given them con-
trol of the planet and enabled them to destroy
an earlier exploratory flight. Much SP about
exploration barely hides its conquistadorial
origins, whereby any society not measuring up to
Western perceptions gets its comeuppance. Lem's
strength here is that having let his knuckle-
brained crew wage war on the insects with little
effect and then plan-a nuclear attack without
considering the moral or ethical grounds of
their actions, he suddenly broadens his perspec-
tives == one of the protagonists, Rohan, is on a
journey to locate some survivors of an ambush
when he is surrounded by a swarm of insects,
They have a terrible beauty, tracing patterns in
the sky, forming images of the land around them,
eventually constructing a mirror image of Rohan
himself, forcing him to realise that they have
as much right to exist as us, despite his not
understanding the nature of their existence.
This is a welcome volume for those who de- -
mand their SF be both entertaining and intelli-
gent, .

C. J. Cherryh — DOWNBELOW STATION (Nagnum,
A3Zpp, £1-95)

Reviewed by Sue TPomason

"Winner of the 1982 Hugo Award"; enough said,
Thege days it is fashionable to condemn the
Hugo as a lowest-comnon-denominator award, re-
ceived only by taose books which aspire to the
dizzying heights of mass-appeal mediocrity.
This is both. fair and unfair: fair because the

Huago does concentrate on mass-appeal books} un-

fair hecause "middle of the road" is a state of
mind, a style rather than a value-judgement.
There are good and bad "literary" bvooks, good
and bad "pulp" bhooks (let's hear it for your
favourites, now, but don't all shout at once),
md geod and bad "mass market" books (well, I
liked The Snow Queen, so there).

That was the good news. The bad news is
that Downtelow Station is 2 very bad mass market
ook, a lacklustre sroduction full of gaping
holes and loose ends in its plot, background
deseription ‘and characterisation; and it's bor-
ing. Cherryh takes a potentially exciting scen-
ario =- the struggle for control of an orbital
space station by a Unior (seceded colony planet)
force, and indspendent Merchanter fleet, an in-
creasingly remote and incompetent Earth, and a
treakaway military exrm of Earth's moribund space
exploitation Company ~- and relates the ensuing
swings in the balance of power with all the
breathtaking excitement and involved sense-of-
wonder of a newsreader.

Parry liquid-eyed aliens come and go without
nuch explanation cr purrvose, and the most inter-
esting and original character is a programmed
and displaced man-without-a~past left over from
Cherryh's earlier and vastly superior Sexpent's
Reach, which I urge you to read insiead of
Downbelow Station.. I.am annoyed and disappeint-
ed by it; ‘I know the author is capable of far
better work, and that it should be hailed as a
nmasterpiece .== by anybcdy ~-— rankles, It is not
a nasterpiece. It isn't even a good enthusiast-
ic try. It is a poor potboiler, Cherryade mar-
keted as winej:don't let the packaging fool you
into buying it.

George R. R. Martin — SANDK%NGS (orbit, 238pp,
£2425

Reviewed by Brian Smith

‘The appearance of a new George Martin collection

has become something of a noteworthy event, if
only for its rarity value. Sandkings is only
his third (follow1ng the 1976 A Song For Lya and
the 1977 Songs Of Stars And Shadows), now enjoy-
ing its first British edition some twe years af-
ter first publication. And, considering its
lengthy gestation periocd, I found it rather dis-
appointing, When inspired, Martin can produce
works of surpassing beauty; four years' work, at
even 3 modest rate, might reasonably be expected
to contain the makings of, if not an actual
blockbuster, then at least a definitive larid-
mark, a statement of his progress and direction.
But S dk;ggs is neither of those things, being
instead a distinctly uneven and fragmented col=-
lection, almost the only thread of continuity
with its predecessors being that five of its
geven stories lie within Martin's rather diffuse
future history, the largest element of which is
his novel Dying Of The Light. This is, to say
the least, a highly tenuous contimuity, since
Martin's is possibly the most redundant such
framework in the whole of science fiction, since
some stories could be excluded by simply alter—
ing the name of a planet or two, without affect-
ing the story in any major way, Such consider-
ations are trivial and misleading -~ a true un-
derstanding of Sandkings must be sought at a
more fundamental level, ]
To gain any insight at all into this collect-

" ion, its short stories must be viewed in a his-

torical context, and I know of no writer with
whom it is easier to do this than George Martin.
In. all of his collections, he has made it a
practice to note, at the end of each story, the

time and place at which it was written, thus en- -

abling a kind of fossil record to be built up.,
This I have done, and a most peculiar distribut- "
ion is revealed. The three collections contain
a total of twenty-six stories, or which nineteen
vere written in 1971-74, and only four in 1975-
79. This massive imbalance stacks the odds
against the success of Sandkings from the start,
The first two collections performed a logical
division of stories from the late sixties and
early seventies, but Sandkings is a quite motley
assortment., Three stories from the boom years
of 1973-74, two from the renaissance of 1978-79,
and two in between make this almost a retrospec-
tive,

The twe earllest stories form a distinct
vair, both dating from December 197%, and both
have at their core that hardy perennial, star-
crossed lovers, '"Past-Friend" is the name of a
symbiosis created when a human merges with an
energy being called a "dark" -- against such
fringe benefits as immortality and personal FIL
capacity is a 75 percent of instant death when
the merger is attempted. Brand and Melissa had
a dream of becoming fast-friends, and of going
0 the stars togetner. Melissa merged with her
dark successfully but, after seeing a second
mergee die rather messily, Brand's courage faile
ed him, Now trapping darks for a living, tor-
mented by the sight of the woman he loves, lost
to hin and slowly becoming something other than
human, he pursues a2 wild scheme to reach the
stars without the risk of merger, haunted by the
memory of his cowardice and clutching desperate-
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1y at the rags of a past hopelessly lost, ‘Simi-
lar themes of loss and cowardice are addressed
in "Starlady", which is something of a future
myth, with a strong Cordwainer Smith influence,
(Like Smith, Martin has often portrayed futures
rich with their own mythology; this stems from
his gteadfast ohampioning of romanticism against
rationalism,) The Starlady is a tourist, raped,
robbed, and stranded on the remarkably colourful
and lawless world of Thisrock. Without means of
support or escape, she and her silent golden
companion come under the dubious protection of
Eairy Hal, an amoral, self-serving pimp who
vastes no time in putting them into prostitute
ion, Hal is a pathetic has-been, thoroughly
small~time behind his bombastic facade, living
in contimual fear of the big-leasuers wiro once
crippled his arm for becoming overly ambitiocus,
In time, this worthless creature falls in futile
love with Starlady, as he himself corruvis away
har idealism and innocence, the qualities which
awcke something approaching finex feelings in
him,

These two stories, written so close together,
full of love betrzyed and dreams which turn to
ashes, are significantly more defeatist in tone
than anything else in the book, or indeed in the
other two collections, Their vosition is summed
up by the bitter rostscript of "Starlady™: "In
the end, some of them were desd., The rest sur-
vived."” I believe that their explanation may be
found in the introductior. to Songs Of Stars And
Shadows, wherein Martin said "In between
"Patrick Henry, et al" and "The Lonely Songs Of
Laren Dorr®, I wrote a number of other stories
which are not inecluded irn this collection for
one reason or another", The period in question
is July 1973 to May 1974. He went on.to say
that the second gtory mentioned was written as a
personal Yyestorative, since "my philosophy and
my psyche had both been sorely battered by vari-
ous personal trials in 1973-74, end from time to
time the corners of my mouth would tremble and I
would begin to mutter surly, cynieal things",

It would seem, therefore, that "Past-~Friend" and
"Starlady" ere a record of a highly traumatic
périod in Martin's life, deeply coloured by his
mental state of the iime. It would be invidious'
to speculate on their possible autobiographical
roots, especially since Martin originally sup-
pressed their collestion, doubtless on the
grounds that the public picking of emotional
scabs is best left to Harlen Ellison,

The second half of 1974 (immediately follow=
ing his "fecovery") saw some of Martin's stor—
ies, and it is from this period that "The Stone
City" dates. It is at once a more assured and
less anguished work; there ia a sense of halance
being restored, Slow and poignant, it deals
with a human space ¢crew marooned on a barren and
windswept world (the wind is a pervasive image
in Martin's better work) by alien bureaucracy
and their lack of a ship. Their morale slowly
disintegrates, one by one they die or become en-
tangled by the local vices, then Holt kills a
native official and flees into the forgotten
depths of the ancient stone city where they have
been squatting. There he discovers a zateway
between the worlds, bringing planets which are
almost legend a mere step away, This s a wish—
fulfillment device, since several flashbacks
have established Holt's lifelong fascination
with the vastness of space and time; indeed, the
whole story exudes a deep awe and wonder of the
miverse, ailied to an aura of gerene evanes-
cence which maneges to render questiors about

- pessimism completely irrelevant,

o
-

-~

w

7 Sandiinge: e, Stome ity =

Here we leave the period which Martin has
documented and are obliged to enter the realm of
sreculation, The recovery appears to have been
short-lived, and two years of the dolirums to

“have followed. No story from 1976 has ever been
collected, and from 1975 there is only "In The
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House Of The Worm"; and it is poor. It is also
quite probably the most un-Martinesque story
that Martin has ever written, set in a future sc¢
far distant that not the slightest memory of
anything rear our time remains. The sun is a
half-dead ember, and a pecple who may or muy not
be the descendants of mankind pass their time in
bored revelry and the worship of the White Worm.
It is by no means a new scenario, falling some-
where between Williem Hope Hodgson and Clark
Ashton Smith, but Martin could not achieve the
languid, decadent style which such a story re-
guires to be successful and the chase-through-
the-catacombs-of=the~ages plot is just tedious,
In terme of Algis Budrys's famous line, there is
too much steel trap and not enough poet — this -
is particularly noticeable when Martin attempts
to convey the terror of claustrophcbia in absol-
ute darmess, and fails completely. On the
positive side, the main sub-plot, concerning
arrogance and self-delusion in a society, makes
some -trenchant comments.

In "Bitterblooms", from 1977, the pendulum
has swung yet' agai?’, Dpreducing a swan song for
the classic Martin style., Shawn, a huntress
alcne and near'to death in her world's deepwin-
ter, .stumbles across a derelict spaceship and is
taken in by Margan, an old woman of questionable

ability who lives there. Seduced by Morgan inte.

an-uneasy relationship, Shawn is taken on a-
guided tour of :the worlds of men; fabulous
Places, -but seen only through a large "window",
for they.never leave the ship. This is almost a
companion piece to ."The Stone City", in that
toth examine the conflicting urges of the dream
against the possibly harsh but reassuring
familiarities of the rmndane, and that both are
suffused with an air of bistersweet resignation,
as if to say that only the inevitability that
the shoice must be mede is relevant.

And, as it should always be in an ideal
world, the latest are the best, as reflected by
the fistful of awards that they collected in
1980, 1In "The Way Of Cross And Dragen" (best
- short gtory: Hugo, Locus) an Inquisisor of a
future Catholic church-is despatched to crush a
heretical sect who -have tnilaterally canonised -
Judas Iscariot (Martin seems to te.borrowing a
leaf from Borgss's "Three Versions Of Judas", in
which Judas was the real Messiah), The life of
St. Judas is wonderfully baroque, in which he
appears as a dragonlord and one-tine king of
Babylon, complete with an explanation as to how
it came to be "replaced" by the New Testatment
story. An entire world believes in it, as their
history tapés have been edited, The story is a
marvellous exercise in conceptual breakthrough;
naving had your imagination ravished by this
splendid legend, it comes as a shock to realise
that this barefacedly buccaneering hagiography
is nothing more nor less than Stalinist revis~
ionism, and then tkat information {which include
es nistory) is the most. subtle power of all, a
fact recognised ty every dictatorship which has
made control of the media its first pricrity.
Later, Martin goes in search of the philosophic-
2l bedrock underlying the romance/reality con-
flict and examines its role in the rise of
religions, together with some hearty swipes at
the hermetically sealed world picture, 4 twenty
page stery with much content, absolutely no

vastage, written with complete control and total.

certainty as to whsre it is headed: Borgesian in
more than just inspriation. .
Last, of course, is "Sandkings" (best novel-

ette: Nebula, Jugo, Locus), probably his most
famous story since "A Song For Lya". Bored
sophisticate Simon Kress, dilettante in alien
lifeforms, buys a tankful of the insectoid
sandkings, hive intelligences who fight ritual
wars and worship the effigies of their owner
which they themselves have carved, Dissatisfied
with them, Kress begins to play God, and as al-
ways retribution is never far behind the heels
of hubris. The sandkings escape, and Kress is
suddenly fighting for his life. ™Sandkings" is
a quite excellent horror story. drawing its pow-
er and tension from brooding atmosrhere and
steadily increasing suspense. It is an intense-
ly visual story, some scenes reminding me of a
couple of The Outer Limits episodes featuring
giant alien insects with almost human faces,
making me wonder if they were at the back of
Martin's mind when he wrote it.

At the outset, I said that this collection is
disappointing, a.nd I stand by that. A good col-
lection requires 2 strong central theme or.a
consistently high standard of writing to enable
it to become more than the sum of its parts., As
a work of art, Sandkings is less convincing than
either of its predecessors; as a documentary of
transition, I believe it will prove valuable in--
deed. The old style stories depended heavily on
a delicate emotional balance which was easily
disTupted by an adverse mental outlook {which
proves that the man cares about what he w'rites),
at which time the second~hand nature of some of
their trappings could be crvelly exposed., In
the new style stories (judging from "The Way Of
Cross And Dragon", "Sandkings®, and the excel=-
lent "Nightflyers" (1980), sadly omitted here),
the old wistfulness -has vanished, to be replaced
by something much darker and infinitely harder-
edged. They ring with a vibrant, almost Wagner-
ian intensity, But, having said all that, I
cannot find it in me to claim that the new stor-
ies alone are worth the price of the book. It
is ludicrously overpricad (with a dreadful sub-
Badger Books cover, too ~— MIG lookalike space-—
fighters pointlessly zapoing a Moon lookalike,
with & blurb which would look crass on a Robert
Bloch collection. God knows what Orbit think
theylre doing foisting this amateurish package
on a recession~hit public), and the prizewimmers
have been anthologised in uniformly better com-
pany. If you have never read either of thex...
well, I will merely say that I consider about
half of this collection worth paying money for,
and quietly murmur "caveat emptor™, There will
be a blockbuster coilection from George R. R. -
Martin, but not today. Be patient ‘— he may-
only now be bringing his powers under ‘full con=-
trol, .

Frank Herbert (ed,) — NEBULA WINNERS FIFTEEN
(Bantm! 219vp, 52 953
Star, 221pp, £1°75)

Reviewed by Martyn Taylor

As might: be expected of thé professionals'
selections, these stories are slickly proficient
and -- sadly - lacking in origindlity of imag-
ination (and any real science)., On the other
hand, they aren't dollar-a~line hackery either,
all being serious if sombre speculations,

Which is a problem. In a single volume the de-
pressed tone of these stories is overwhelming,
and the pretentiousness of the shorts doesn't
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help much eithexr!

Jack Danm's "Cexps" mixes 1 inkensive trect-
ment wnit with Dachaun, to no rocl effect. The -
potential is there to investigzis pain and the
border between the will %o live end the dzsicion
to die, but Denn bezins emd c¢nde in limbo tnj
doesn't teke in cupwiiere interesiing ¢n t.m B
ride, Go and recd some Solzhcaitsin erd ¢

just how far oit of his dopth Dxmn iy. A qa** -

ite ending might hwve rescucd thig, bd ’chcro
isn't one. The eading of Eivard Eryznifs:
Wi ANTS" is pure B movie stuff, juct like tha
rest of the gtory ~ brave 1lady iourmulist sédves
the world from the turgeorinz mencce rocnulting
from technological cock-up, Buyert even gived a
mention to the B rovie, confi*ent thes hels )
treading the high »ocd of art, He's wrongs [hT
is better., When I re=2d the story I tlousht it
acceptable, if wezks oloser scqurainiciice convine
ces me it is resprzyel droza, Joman Rusa's "The
Extraordinary Voraczs Of fnelis Tortoead® demtt
dross, She desoritas it as en "l_*._c_r:‘ 325 Jules
Verne", which setg her ctall cu at irom the
word go" A petitbounzenirs :ran:h housewife
discovers she cen visit all mznnar of exzotic
places if she enters the tunnel benssth tho

railway at the etation of Teslicu-cur-le-jent at

a precise moment just tofors the errivel of 3he

2:51 to Lyons, This males it a pleesent stil=

istic exercise, but little elss. Tnhne atmosphere

of a Verne story is capiured vary well, tut thut

most essential irgresdient of oy Verne sto*‘y|
action -~ is missirg,

In the future pr«*dic‘*ed by Orzon Scott _~Cea;d
ir "Unaccomparied Somadal cvervena is cllewad to
do what they do t2~t. g0 lous €5 thoy do it
within piven perar.ters. f2xl's hero is permite
ted to make his micie waiil he cuzcunbs to the
lure of listening to scacone elsels (eme'z:ns
known keyboard beliexr. Sy the noc2 of J. S, Bash)
Bach), after wafch crime (poliutirz his owmn -
unique ecreativity ty ornuc-rollination with .
someone else's ganius) he is Jorbidden to mads
music by the uvblguitens: "\’e*rhus" who vide™

shotgun on this wandenfal wos d, Persictcnt; R
music-making secs owr Chr i.,ul.-m 2=s fingora and

saus volce, but with 2 Jeb fer 1ife : £3 «= yo2
guessed it == 2 Wob_ohdr, There jc nore to, “'*:l.s
story then meats the eya, ond it -easily th 16 bast
of the four, even if Card doeu tcctor on the
brink of feymess &3 17 I doa's vy his frture,
not for one second, . :
The -voluma 13 bulked oz wJ.Lh'B'a:L'
Longyear's novalla “Ecumy Iiine™ asd Geovgs R, R.
Martin's novelette "Condlkinss™, “Incoy Mins" is
. my favourite in the colleclicn. .
void of dramsilc corvicuicr, ueworiviileszs 13 oo
a character vno comss aliva end feola liks cong-
ore I might meat, rethor thim o chrraoter who
has been brainstormed in%o being in tha ceffed
room of a sroll college Bnglisl: asulty, which:
makes it unique in this cﬁﬂ*z:n;'. Tho story is 2
rip=off (Eell Ju The Pecific cureng icmedistsly
to mind), with implaccole or.ciles for.ed %o -
2ccomodation by the exisencicn of suzvival,. end
coming to realise thz% 2ll cvewn the gal: ey folks
is just folks, The alien is proghznt, end dies
aborning, leaving the humm t9 bring up the
sprog tre to ita cultural herltame, Fe ruce

ceeds == of courca, this iz JTrzn xﬂmrv n {goe

after 211 — but Loreyecr 2adva: his ve ,- ord:Ln-
ary story with a degrece of runzalwy, vigaum ond
(dare I szy 1t?) erizutedirmord lzckinz eviry-
where else in thiz volwmo. Infood, this iz %he
only story lacking a whifl cf epiriiual enuni,

~tence, '¥Waa
because ke gnﬂs on ta ¢eliver on obnoxious and

wholly ai the levcl of ecdolence

Cliuacd ond de=

which seems to have besn dg_rigeur in 1979,
Sniritval enrml is the core of George R. R.
Martin's "Sendkinza", vhich are toys for the man
who hns everything — contending colonies of in-
sects which figh® like ermies and carve the wor-
shipful likerses of their loxd and master in the

wvalla of thelr cestles, Tasurprisingly, this
lord enl meater grows tivrad cf their limitations
emd contrives to roleers then, s“fforing the

-oonscquances wacn. they then bogin to grow, and

grov., £As distezieful e story as eny of those
cetching tne CteThen Kirg woray Martin's sand-
kings ere &8 leasi on invezticn vhich doeen't
orezio a fesling of deja vu., I 4id not enjoy
tids sioxry, cltioush Larourchly irmelined to such
a*'.oriqs, becanc~ the nesiizess is tco conden~
izabed, "Seadv.ngs! i3 & novel sacjuorading as
2 rovalettc, ¢2d it nceds tha fleshing out of
core detniled ¢hozmssterication. not to méntion
gome contrest of charicter and nit\,a.tion. I
kave a fzaey thot, suitadly rvmped Up,
iSendlizinse® could naks Marbin a 1ot of money,
tut £3 it otards 4% 1o cuch ton unremitting.

- &nd opsaking .of woremittirg wplessaniness,
wa ccme to Frark Hovbert's "introduction”, The
oovar claims thel Herbert “cditod” this volume, -
althgorda II-“'ZV.. dcriez it In his scvanth sen-
a pitr he Cidn't stop right there,

astonichinely wzroiricicra hoxily which dees no
service whatover to tho exihicrs,” Theso stories
mey not to tho gxealoci ever writted, but they
deserve scme*hing muchk beiler then Eorbert's
flatulenes,

Jekn Terley —- TR v.)\“ 573 IETEs (oTbit, 260pp,
AL A '

Pavi=wad b7 Jocarh Tiiohs olan
Baw "Optlomam, o n‘;or:, in Tr*r'::y Carr's Universe

9 (renm:eu 41 Vol 4 I5 3), tho lest ectual book
by John Vesley thal I v ::1 wzz Titen (reviewed

“dn Vol 3 Ko 1, if egone's collestions stretch

baak that far), £imest fanr yaors eso., His sec-
cnd novel, it rerrosented o imdrovoment over
his first (Ton Cf‘*‘l"“‘ﬂm. 7~+1472) br virtue of
its rathoy ror agnzcnd *‘o o but in other res-
pects w3is o Irpicvimert ol :Jl — it ocongisted
dlmosy cutirely of uncelmawlesszd pleszicrisms
fron -:.‘m worz of clhor writerns, -“..3 pitched

4 wishefulfill-
nent, ard was b2dly writien to bcqt. (Vexley
himself hcw wemaried thct his style, sveh as it
is, is mpdolled ea thad of Lexry iiven, whieh is
e oz les on iadictment in iteslf since
Uivon!s novels i ghezies €2 oo dsvoid of
¢epth and feclirz thet 't‘*'“r o2l mode like-
synopses for rovola ond oic ";‘.:3 then the finishe
ed worlw,) Wiic-rengirg though his imagination
might hcve been, it wes m‘**ront from Titen that

‘he wee incapable of felly »oalicing, never ever mind

fully axploring, his idzes, 2l I hews since
ateorad well clesr of him,.
. Until rccoubly, vacn The T-tbie Iurders

‘arrived in tae UX o4 I found m‘ee'.[' wondf\“ing

vhether he might have improved in the interim,
Not, I supposo, that *he book was the test means
of &izesvering &7 nuich; a collettion, all bar
ciie of its stori:s (uTeainik Payou”, 1950) pre-
date Titey, a:l nll erc in Zuzch the sero mould
a3 n.is D ravious work:s shi lcy, flechy ideas the
evpesition of vwhich is in~ufficicatly skilled to
moka them zaal, The opening story, M"Bagatelle",
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-sets the general tones

“There was a bomb on the Leystrasse, level
forty-five, right outside the Bagatelle Flow~
er and Gift Shoppe, about a hundred metres
down the promenade from Prosperity Plaza,

"1T am a bomb,’ the bomb said to passersby.
'I will explode in four hours, five mimtes,
and seventeen seconds., I have a force egqual
to fifty thousand Engllsh tons of trlnltro—
toluene.'"

And twenty-five pages later the police manage to
defuse it and that's it, the end, Who put it
there, and why (and, considering its size, how),
. are never explained; instead, as through trying
to cover for his glossing over of them, Varley
gives us some stagey and implausible interaction
between the female police chief and the male
bomb disaxmer, most of which revolves around his
trying to ask her out for dinner when it's all
over, (So much for plot development, eh?) She
attracts him because of her nudity, and althoush
Varley tries hard to stress that nobody bothers
with clothes in the heated lunar envirorment
it's apparent that he, feminist though he may
claim to be, is rather drawn to the idea that
women might routinely walk around with their
breasts uncovered, ({(And so, presumably, will
his predominantly adolescent audience, who will
thus be encouraged to treat women as sex—objects
rather than as people; thus he defeats his. avow=-
ed.feminist aims,) The fact that men and women
wear (at least) underwear for comfort and prac-
ticality rather than as the result of an elabor-
ate taboo seems to have passed him completely
by.

Women are often protagonists in Varley's fic-
tion, but they are no more truly female than
Heinlein's females; worse, they are often —-
particularly when the stories are told in the
first person - described so inadequately that
they cannot be told apart from the males, and
only their nemes provide a clue to their sex.
And sometimes not even that, since a main feat-

ure of his "Nine Planets” future history is the "

easy availability of instant sex changes thanks
to major advances in bhiological engineering,

His intention, no doubt, is to demonstrate how
alien the future will be and how plastic is hu-
man behaviour; but if so he fails'miserably. In
"Villifying Varley" in The Patchin Review 3,
Charles. Platt phrased it as follows:

MReal~life sex-change patients have written
powerfully about their tormented longings

and their ambivalence towards their bodies.
Most of us harbour deep curiosity about how
it would feel to be of the opposite sex. DBut
Varley trivialises guch difficult questions
and complexities of emotion, He uses clones
and sex-changes murh as hyperdrives and trac-
tor beams would have been used thirty years
oefore - not to illuminate, but to amaze,
His stories are reagsuring in that his
characters have never heard of Future Shock;
but this is the reagsurance of a fairy tale,"

Quite, And what makes it even more unreal is
his characters' ability to record their memories

so that, should they die, the said memories can .

be implanted into their eclones; so that, in oth-
-er words, they can never really die at all, How
can we possibly empathise with someone to whom
no threat is real and who is to all intents and
purposes lmmortal? And how can we take any of
it remotely seriously when all he does with it

— as in "Picnic On Nearside?, féaturing a boy

- who runs away from homs because his mother won't

let him experiment with a sex-change —— is play

. games?

Playing games, however, is all Varley *ea;ly
does with his ideas. "Goodbye, Robinson
Crusoe", for example, is set in a giant under-

- ground cavern on Pluto, artificially hollowed-

cut and ccnstructed to lcok like a chunk of the
Pacific, coral islands and palm trees and happy
laughing natives and all. The immensity of such
an engineering enterprise is almost beyond be—
lief, and if handled properly would evoke a true
"sense of wonder"™; instead, God help us, he re-—
fers to it throughout as a "disneyland", :reduc-
irg it to something mundane and unremarkable.,
This is {again) no doubt his intention: to
demonstrate how off-handedly his characters -
manipulate their envirorment and how blase they
are about their technology; but the c¢limax of
the story is the falling-in of part of the "sky"
and the destruction thus caused, and because he
hag desensitised us to the scale of his creation

. we are completely unable to appreciate the eror-

mity of the event. (The piausibility of the
"disneyland" is not helped by the revelatiorn,
towards the end of the story, that the sclar
economic system is discriminating against Pluto
and that the two are about commence economic war
against each other, btecause if the planet was
that badly off how could it afford to build the.
thing in the first place? The physical destruc—
tion of the cavern envirorment is presumably in-
tended to parallel and counterpoint the economic
destruction that will be wrought by the war, but
any such nuance is completely swamped by the
foregoing gross inconsistency.

Varley is generally incapable of reallslng
distance and spectacle anyway. In "Bgquinoct=-
ial", for instance, his p*otagonlst is drifting
alone in orbit around Satumrm:

"Ringography is an easy-subject to learm.
There are the Rings: Alpha, Beta, and the
thin Gamma, The divisions are called
Cassini and Encke, each having been zcreated
by the gravitational tug-of-war between
Saturn and the larger moons for possession of
the particles that make up the Rings, Beyond
that, there is only the Upper Half and the
Lower Half, above and below the plane, and
Inspace and Outspace. The Ringers never vis-
ited Inspace because it included the intense .
Van Allen-type radiation belts that circle
Saturn, Outspace was far from the travelled
parts of the Rings, but was a nice place to
visit because the Rings were all in one rart
of the sky from that vantage point. An odd
experience for children, accudtomed from
birth to see the sky cut in half by the
Rings,"
A rnice place to vigit, indeed! Very breezy and
straightferward, yes, but conveying nothing of
the actual scale involved., -
It's incredible, it realIy is, How can a
writer so manifestly bad be so popular, enjoy
such success? Charles Platt supplied one poss-
ible answer:

"John Varley emnrged at a time when the older
generation — Asimov, Bradbury, Clarke;
Heinlein, Simak, et al —— had largely abdic- -
ated and were nc longer moulding the field,
and the 1960s’ generation -- Dick, Disclh,
Malzberg, Silverberg, Moorcock, Delany,
Z=21azny — had peaked and dispersed, Readers
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were eager for a new direction, a new talent, -

Varley was new, his stories used new science
(no matter how simpla.stlcally) and were 'op-
timistic’."

I feel, however, that this is only pacrt of it
the other part has to do with the nature of the
SF- readership iteelf, which is concerned less to
explore and come to terms with either our place
in the universe (the mythopoeic impulse, to
which I subscribe) or the real possibilities -
that the future may open up (the Gernsbacks
Campbell prognosis, which informs most genre SF)
than t0 escape from the world altogether, into a
never-never wonderland of (metaphorica.lly if not
literally) spaceships and aliens and rayguns.
It's futuristic, men it's mind-blowing...or at
least it's ‘mistaken for such by the people who
read It, when in reality Varley's fiction is so
cnlld::.sh a.nd irresponsible as to be contempt-
ibles -

Piers Aationy —— SPLIT INFINITY (Granada, 382»F,
£1-95)
Reviewed by Helen ?’icNabb

In the interests of brevity, I shall make a zon-
cise end elegant summary of my recomrendations
soncerning this book at the beginning of the re-
view so that anyone who has teen franitically de-
bating whether or not to buy it can be put out
of their indecisive nisery: Don't Bother.

It's a tremendously busy book; Our Hero,
Stile, has his life threatened by an unknown
persecutor but also has it protected by another
unknewn who-sends him a sex mad, very female,
robot, - -Imminent death causes him to leap
through -the curtain(!) into an alternate wni-
verse where (surprise, surprise) magic works,
Our Hero spends a long time taming a unicorn who
can alspe turn into a girl when necessary (nudge
nudge, wink wink), discovers he is a great
nagician, befriends a werewolf; and the three of
them poke into the Adepts' private houses, get-
ting :imprisoned in various ways for their nosi- -
nesss -

- Our Hero keeps popping in and out of both
an"verses getting caught, playing the tedious
but” surposedly enthralling and addictive Game,
having sex with robot and unicorn, and g_enerally
wearing us all out, But Cur Hero has a Flaw! I
vresume this is- an attempt to give him some
character and personality, and if this is the
case all I can say is that it fails dismally,
Stile is short, under five feet high, and harps
on about his lack of height at every conceivable
moment, As he'd make Superman feel irferior in
every other wgy, amd his height is vital to his
great career as a jockey, his great hang up
about it seems as best wmconvincing. Which is -
also the best word with which to describe the
whole book, because there's an enormous amount
of activity but no characters; they are puppets
with less personality than Mr Punch on a wet '
day. The writing is pedestrian and extremely
monotonous, occagionally lecturing the reader
about details which s/he probably doesn't want
to know and which have no relevance to the story
anyway e '

I found nc redeeming features anywhere in the

book. I took it away for a weekend 'and although

I was: sorely tempted to replace it with the ex- -

citement of the back of the cereal packet in the
mesochlstic but dedicated spirit of the true re-

viewer I plodded on to the end. I.think-Chapter
Six best represents the book; it is entitled
"Manure™ and is all sbout.the texture, content,
consistency and location of horse manure, dis-
cussing this fascinating topic at great length,
In other words, it's horseshit,

Pnilip Jose Farmer —- THE BOOK OF PHILIP JOSE
FARMER (Granada, 318pp,
£1+95)

Reviewed by Bill Carlin

Judging by the vast number of Philip Jose Parmer
titles on display in local bookshops, it's fair-
1y safe to assume that he is rapidly becoming a
Big Name in the eyes of the SP-reading public.
This may in future present a problem for blurb-
happy publishers == Asimov is billed as "the
Good Doctor™, Eeinlein as "the Dean of Science
Piction Writers" and Clarke as "the Grend Mast-
er". But what 1a.be1 can be applied to Farmer?
Leslie A. Fiedler, a well-known American lit-
erary critic, could perhaps help them in their

- extremity: Farmer, from. a strictly Preudian

viewpoint, can now be called "the Phantom Flash-
ex" of the SP field,
-Piedler's commentary on Fa.nnﬂr s ca.reer is

"the only piece in this collection which does not

stem from Farmer's own pen. Its inclusion is .
hardly surprising considering its general tone
of fulsome praise:

"He has an imagination capable of being kind-
led by the irredeemable mystery of the iuni-
verse and of the scul, and in turn able to
kindle the imaginatior of others -- readers
who for a couple of generations have been
turning to SP to keep wonder and ecstasy
Sliv’e " .

1f Fiedler was a drama critic he would probatly
clagsify indecent exposure as a form of street
theatre; yet Parmer seems flattered by his com-
ments —= and by the conolusion which emerges
from seven pages of Freudian ramblings that "he
is the most oral. of men", (Parmer's own anti-
Freudian plece, "The Saxual Implications Of The
Charge Of The Light Brigade", included in this
collection, seems restrained by comparison,)

Tc me, Farmer has always been no more than an
entertaining writer, in the sense that he rro-
vides escapism rather than intellectual stimul-
ation. His work does not stand up to detailed
analysis, and the stories in this collection
tend to confirm that opinion,

"The Alley Man", featurmg a Neanderthal man
who has survived 'his race's extinction, amd "My
Sister's Brother", bzsically a rewrite of :
Weinbaum's "Martian Odyssey" with a few extra~
terrestrial page 3 girls thrown in as extras, ..
are probably the most well-known,and most fre-
quently anthologised stories here. Both stem
from what Farmer calls his "sexo-biological
phase™, and were genuinely innovative and some~
what shocking for ths early.1959s. Today they
geem rather timid, buat remain relatlvel,}' fresh
because trney contain frequent glimpses of the
author'e distinctive sense. of humour. Piedler
(appparently mesmerised by the overt sexuality
which made his early work so controversial)
tends to place a false emphasis on sex, ignoring
this 'more obvious trademark, "The Last Rise Of
Nick Adams" and three very short pieces linked
under the heéading "Folytropical Paramyths" show




10 PAPERBACK INFERNO

further glimpses of this Parmerian humour (far
too vnsubtle to be called Parmerian wit), in-
dicating a preoccnpation with comedy rather than
biology.

Similarly, the author's current obsession
with fictional biographies, represented here by
" "An Interview With Lord Greystoke" and
"Skinburn® (a sequel to the cld "Shadow" gtories
and by far the weakest story in the book), owes
more t0.a voraclous appetite for light~hearted
pulp fiction than a taste for private pervers-
ions, Even when Parmer decides to tdke a -
serious’ approach to his work, his favourite
theme tends to be religion (witnees his "Father

Carmody" and "Riverworld" series) as opposed to
ribaldry., Perhaps the most thought-provoking
story inoluded here is "Towards The Beloved
City"; though the writing is slapdash the idea
behind. it, a science fictional interpretation of
The Bcok of The Apocalypse, is a fascinating
one, and characteristic of Farmer et his best.

 Rounding out the colle-tion are two horror
stories and "Uproar In Acheron", a western-
mystery hybrid, which are all reasonably enter-
ta.m:].ng tut hardly memorsble (except for
Farmer's bitter introduction to the latter, in
which he claims that the plo: was stolen by his
former agent and sold as a telavision script).

‘Each story is tegzed with such an introduct-_
ion, and the occasional note of peevishness
which scunds in several of them may cause even
long-term addicts of Farmer's work to question
some of the views expreoscsed. (I for ope was
saddened to see J. G. Rallerd being pilloried
for pretentiousness in one instance while :
Fiedler was praised for his "insightful analy-
8is" in th~ introcuction to his viece of
Preudian egoboo.) However, addicts are addicts,
and this book will sell on the basis of that
alone — on the basis of the escapist entertain-
ment that Parmer fzns have come to.expect with-
‘out the guidence of Fiedler or Freud.

Roger Jones — PHYSICS ‘AS VMETLPHOR (Abacus,

254pp, £3+50)

Revieweci t_:y_ Da.ve ngford

The thesis of this “"re-evalustion of the physic-
al world" is as diffioult to argue with as

‘Bertrand Russell's disprove-this-if-you-can
propositions that (a) the wiiverse as we per—
ceive it was in fact created five minutes ago,
complete with our false memories of an unreal

.past; and (b) somewhere in space between the or-
‘bits of Mars and Jupiter there exists a spheric-
al objeot one foot across, composed entirely of
chocolate cake,

- “Jones's book ‘is a 1ittle like (a), or Gosse's
nineteenth century Omphslos (which reconciled
Darwin with current theology by explaining that

_having built the world in 4004 BC as per the
latter, God had forged extensive fossil‘ records

. in readiness for the former), and a lot like
Charles Harmessg's SP story "The New Reality™.
‘This argues inter alia that pi really was equal
to three in Babylonien times, as in contempor-

- ary records, and that only perverse refinements
of human imagination led to-its becoming by
stages fractional,. irrational, transcendental...

" Echoing Harness's mad philosopher-villain, -Dr.

- Jones states: "I raject the myth of rzality as

"external to the humem mind, and I acknowledge
consoiousness as the source of the cosmos”.

In other words, the prasmatic argument for

science as we know it — that it gets results —
is, to Jones, meaningless because the results
were implicit in tl» chosen mathematical models
forced by physicists onto a subjective universe,
(I'm not quite sure whether this means Nawton
had space shuttles somewhere at the back of his
head right from the start.) According to Jones,
mediaeval people were much more holistically
"connected" to the wuniverse at large than we who
labour under th» soulless metaphors of horrid
rationelists (i.e., things like the law of
gravity, or the -speed-of-light limitation which
Jones finds aesthetically repugnant), Astrol-
ogYy, he suggests, made perfect sense then, be-
cause spatial separation hadn't really been in-

-vented and Mercury and Mars were as close as

one's own kidneys, near-tangible influences. I
notice he shies off the logical implication that
because reality has become more rationalised,
astrology is now (as T am quite oonvi.noed) a
load of cobblers. And would this postulated
mediaeval state of gooey cosmic awareness be, im-
mune to the influence of the Church, which pro-
vided a world-view as cast-iron and restrictive
as anything in physics?

The book is- fun, but in the process of over-
throwing all established physics seems.to over-
throw itself, which is no doubt very Zen,.
Spesking of imperfect mathematical models of
nature, Jones complains about the map for not
being the territory, as though I were to come
Plain of this book for consisting of marks on

" paper rather than’ Jones's original cosmic

thoughts., He suggests (misleadingly, I think)
that GYdel's theorem negates all mathematicss
but undeterred he wanders into a sense~of-wonder

‘trip through infinite number theory; after which

he attacks an unnared physicist for Saganesque
lyric descriptions of scientific sense~of-wonder

~ on the grounds that nasty old science is-em-

pirical and devoid of =zesthetics, He appears
here to have forgotten his own thesis that al=
leged empiriocal laws are the aesthetic -creation
of secientists' minds and therefore must be Art.
The low point of Jones's oredibility -comes in
a pasan on twn great men to whom he owes a great
debt, Pauwels znd Bergier. Indeed, The master-
work of this pair, The Morn Of The Magicians,
was characterised by Jchn Brunner za non=gcien-
tist with no axe to grind) as "the single most
whollv dishonest book I have ever had the mis-
fortune to set eyes on", a statement you'll find
substantiated in his contribution to Peter
Nicholls's Explorations Of The Marvellous
(Pontana, 1978), But since to Jones “physical
reality is a creation of the mind", I can't deny
the possibility that in the minds of Jones and
Pauwels and Bergier there's nothing odd about

the weird alteimate reality of The Morming Of

The Magiciang, in which plutonium is discovered
years before its discovery, old SP stories are

‘quoted as science, penicillin is a pha.ll:.c mush-

room, etcC..

Tltimately, Jones is preaching a version of
solipsism. Sod this consensus .of minds —— if "
physical reality is anyone's creation it's mine,
Dave Lapgford's, because coglto erge sum and I
can't say the same for the rest of you, - Quite
amusing, really, to imagine myself at this il-
lusory typewriter reviewing for the spurious
Paperback Inferno and its hyvotnesised editor,
How can you figmenis of my imagination possibly
shalke this belief of mine? 1It's no easier to
take serious issue with that other Langfordian
figment, Dr, Roger Jones.
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Serge Brussolo — VUE EN COUPE D'UNE VILLE
MALADE (Donoel, "Presence du.
Putur®, 1980;. LES SENTINELLES D'AIMOHA (Fernand
Nathen, 1981), AUSST LOURD QUE LE VENT (Denoel,
‘wpa¥w  1981), SOMMEIL DE SANG (Dencel, "PdP",
1982), PORTRAIT DU DIABLE EN CHAPBAU-MELON
(Dencel, "Pd®, 1982), LE NUISISLE {Denoel,
“Sueurs Froides", 1982), LES MANGEURS DE -
MURATLLE (Fleuve Noir, ™Anticipation", 1982),
TRAQUE-LA-MORT (Lattes, "Titres/sF%, 1962),
A L'IMAGE DU DRAGON (Fleuve Noir, "AY, 1982),
LE CARNAVAL DE FER (Denoél, “PaF", 1983), LE
PUZZLE DE CHAIR 2!‘131:,176 Noir, “A®, 1933), LE
SEMEUR D!'ABIMES (Fleuvs Noir, "aA", 1983

Reviewed by chg Thomas

Why tell us about ‘& gew French writer, I hear
you mutter, when you presumably know little
about the older and better-proven ones... That
may be true to scme extent, although British
" readers have had the opportunity to sample the

work of Michel Jeury and Philippe Curval at nov-

. el length, and oan alweys look them up in Peter

Nicholls's Encyolopedia. Brussolo, on the other:

hand, has made quite an impact in the SF genre
in Prance and,.whatever the reason for it, -has
become quite talked-about, . .Thiise who keep up
with the news from the French SF front will -
have heard of him by nowj which makes the topic
timely, if nothing else, ’ o 3
Brussolo first came fo public notice in 1978,
mainly with stories in Bspage-Temps (a fiction

fanzine noted then for its quality) but also in .

his own Les Ojpeaux Dos Pierwes Sourdes, Then
in his thirties, Druasolo had been writing for

some time, and his fixst break cams when .one of
his stories, "Rumnyway", wes featured in the.
showcase anthology of hitherto professionally-
wpublished writers edited by Fhilippe Curval,
Futurs au Present (in the "Presonce du Putur® SP
series published by Denoel). "Pumyway" got the
"Grand Prix de la Science Pioction-Francaisa" in

the short story category the following year, A

couple of professionsl ‘ssles to such places as

Puturs (an ephemeral SF magazine). and Liberation

(2 left-wing daily) followed, His debut story
collaction was already in the works, end came
out in 1980 .as’ Vue En.Coupe D'Une Ville Malals
(“Cross-section of a sick city"), _
of his fanpublished stories, some of them in a
new form, - R '

A three novelette ob‘llection'v Aug 1881 Lo'urd-%'e

Le Vent ("As heavy &s the wind®), followed in
1981, as well as a novel at’ a more Juven-
ile audience, Les Sentinelles D!'Almcha ("The .
sentinels of Almoha"), in Fernand Nathan's short
lived SP series, Having quit his job in a
Maison des Jeunes et de 1a Culture.(a sort of
cultural commmity centre), Brussolo took up
full-time writing, and really burst onto the
scene in 1982 with no less than six novels (see

the list above).. Two of them were for Denoel's .

"Presence du Futur” series, ome (Le Nuisible —
"The noxious. (animal)") was for the same pub-
lisher's mysbery seriess. emmd, more significant-
ly, two were for ¥leuve Noir's fairly pulp SF
series "Anticipation", and one (Trague-La~Mort
—— "Deathstalker") was for Lattes — and I must
say it reads a bit like a Fleuvs Noir reject.
Brussolo's desire to reach a larger sudience
(and perhaps his need for money) has converged

with Fleuve Noir editor Patrick Siry's desire to

upgrade the image -of his house to produce a
several-book contract which, at the time of

writing, has spawned a further two volumes this
year; Puzzle De Chair and Le¢ Semeur D'Abimes
{™ne sower of hel "), Another 1983 novel is-
Le Carnaval De Per ("The carnival of irom").

The. hullebaloo surrownding Brussolo's ascen-:
sion has caused some adverse reection, as well:
.28 some hard feelings from other writers who
felt either bypassed or that Brussolo's real
shortocmings wore being ignored, swept aside in
‘the tide of oritical acolaim.

. Let's take a closer look, . I shall not dwell
on his writing'styles it would be pretty diffi-
cult to get my points across in English and,
anyway, I confess I'm no expert in the matter of
style. Brussolo's hallmark, {o me, seems to be
an obsessive acowmlstion of deseriptive senten~
ces or paragraphs which become oppressive more
often then not, I don't:mind, for he strikes
home immediately with the uniqueness of his vis-
dons. '

- Jean~Pierre Andrevon once described them in a
review as "the fantasies of & sick child, &
child who is afraid of the dark and wets his

bed", end there i1s indeed many a child's night~
mare in Brussolo's works. The sand dumes which

will literclly eat you if you set foot on them
in Somneil De Semg, for instance, or the wooden
“arifour which will harden around and eventually
ki1l you if you do not keep it constantly wet in
Le Menreurs Da Murajlle ("The wall eaters").

Angd the wholoe of ¥nrfrajt Du Didble En Chapeau-—
Melon...on more than one occasion, strange -
mutations may occur; let the traveller bewars of
touching certain minerals, which would turn his
hand  into their substance while they might turm

"into-humen flesh. This is only one .of the many

inversions betwzsn mimeral, animal and vegetable
realms8 that ocour in Brussolo's work. In the
title story of Yue in Coupe D'Une Ville Malade,
people incorporate mors and more mechanical.alds
+o0. thair bodies while their armchairs and .

‘lampshedes are meda of human skin and their -

derground apertments start living lives of their
own; aprouting new rooms to which their tenants
must adept. In Les Sentinelles D'Almoha, the -
rain cen kill you like & hail o?"bullste, ‘thus
giving substance to the old fear of the Gauls:

.that the siy. would fall on their heads, In Le

Caynaval :Ds Por, the city living through en end-

less -carnival is in fect the seat of a merciless- -

war, ooncealed by the disguises and fireworks
(which of course are actually meant to kill);
there'’s a dezger under every domino =--which,
come to think of it, is pretty much the way it
must have beon during some perlods of the
Italian Reneissance, TYou can see that thexre's -
an element of cruelty and fear in all those
ideas, end the ever-present tlireat of bodily in-
juries and mutilation; in general, a.rejection
of the material world, which is touched on, only
with disgust. '

Bruassolo's opus, then, owes more to fantasy
than to straight SF, even though he usudlly pre-
gents it as ST, very often setting the action .on
some farewsy planet almost. ixvariably ocalled:

Almoha, I would even sey that several of his .
‘stories are partially spoiled by tédious pseu;lo-_

scientific explenations at the emd; for ine
stance, "La Mouchc et 1'Araignee" ("The fly and
the spider") in Vue En Coupe D'Une Ville Malade,
or Semrmail De Sanz, where a totally ‘amazing eco-
logical construct (more of which lateér) is ex-
plained awcy as a world-building experiment
which, left to its -~wn devices, went haywire, A
similer explanatory lump mars the erding to Le'
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Carmaval De Fer, after such feats of invention
as - besides the already-menticned bloody '
carnival — a sea whose waher has been replaced
bty a thiok crowd of dwarves, mnd an old man
housing beeh:.ves in his body.

Much time is spent describing these surreal
surroundings, or the feelings end reminiscences
of the protagonists who enccunter or wellow in
them, There appears to be some feedback between
those protagonists' states of mirnd and the -
shapes that evolve around them; 23 in cne of the
stories in Aussi Louwd Cue Le Vent, vhere the
main character ter buriec himsel: in u museum of
Borges:.an proportions and infiniteness. Those
obsessive contemplaticis, and reilections bet-
ween inner and outer esvaces, rsmini one of J. G.
Ballard, seen from a distance — the only com-
parison, by the way, that "Presence. du Futur"
editor Elisabeth Gille has ecver managed to ten-

tatively pin down on 2 writer ske sternchly sup-

ports,

Such preoccupations sr2 marked departures
from the onse-fashionzble schocl known as
"Nouvelle Sclence Fiction Iranceise', which was'
usually oharacterised hy a hea.v" dose of pol:.ti-
cising, usually to the detriment of the quality
of the writing. Brussolo was hailed from some
corners as a prime evponent of the ™nco-formal-
ist" school, suppossdly ecchewingz emotional and
political content to make wey for narrchbive
"form"., But much in the wey of plot is not to
be found in many of Bruscolo's cteries — see in
particular some of thoca in Vo ™1 Coupe D'Une
Ville Malade and all of thcse in Aussi Lomgcd Oup

Le Vent, -which is probably ‘he- rmeat 1»,_.:-.'_,1.%_;;1’.

of his books, the one whore he went furthest
along his own direction, C.itching to novels
for commercial and populist purposes meant he
had to have some acticm and sore plot, &d to.
look at Trague-La~Mort or Les Mongsuers De

Muraille one gets the feeling tnat in both cases

he has 1ifted the same cliched plot from...Nou-
velle Science Fiction Pranceise., This rather
dashes the amnélyses of thcse short-sighted re-
viewers who attempted to portrey Brussolo as @
antithesis to so-called “politiceal" SP.

The plot in question feels rather like a
skeleton on. which lunps of deseription weuld
have been hung: a younz rale charceter, faithful
servant of an oppressive systen, sees the lisht -
through his encounter with o retellious young
female he should have kil ed but {zlls in love
with insteed, They then o ¢?f zad eway, trying

to egcape from the hands of power and discover—
ing plenty of strange and Interesting things en
route, This last sounds a bit like ERB, except
that the things Prussolo comes’ up with ‘axe much .
stranger aad more interesting and poignant than

aaything that ever lived on the face of Barsoom,

of esourss. Le Dme‘trs De Muraille, for in-
stence, thouga sloppy in execution, has at least

onz memoreble scenes it is set In one of the un~
dexground elveoles wiere everyone has come to
live, forpiddcn to travel to other boxes, Robot
police are thers to put down occasional” unrest,
and when one Lox becomes too rebellious there is
alwcys the -xpedient of lowering the "sky", -
flattening the houscs ond people, One of the:-

doomed, ir the last minutes of such.a genocide,

gets to the top of 2 flle engine ladder and
v=it2g on ihe r%y nic nsme zad the-date of his
impending Jdezth =~- for the alvzole's next inhab-
itaatag to emenber Yhe crime-that cleared the
pleze. The vhiole corcept of those’ oaves, with
the inhebitznts':distrust (fuelled by the
aashorities) of anything that comes from beyond
treir walls, is obvicusly a refleotion of. the
parcnnia incaced by lerse housing developments.,

Zauliar in 1232, S~meil Jde Sang had apvear=
ed, with ancthar political allegory (end one:
tha:b %o umy mind counld hevd done with less ex<. . "
plaining), Almiha (cgainl) is divided into two
castes, or racher races: the nomad "autonomes",
wro live uitiont e=2ting, using their hair for
rhotosyniiesis (bzldness means death for them!);
ard the bultchers, wno live in fortified cities
ar:a 1.5 dowa the w king movntains, in fact
rr-~ animals »besr Tiect hes to be literally
ogusrsiad cvav o i:‘r-.ed (ari clothe!) the city- . .
dwell-:s, IL i3 of covrsy 2 parable on the dis-
parities Latwory the Voch and the Third World,
egsocTIha it would s2om) bty cur high meat diet
end tha ..u:ulti:g niga foddex consumption. The
plot arain ceals with a young couple rumning -
ewtr..,its chief daicet here teing the brutal
changn thet occurs Shirty pages .before the end
of the novel. The fiiiel ssction is set in a
city where firsnen bumm houses, and despite some
formzl connaeticm it feels tacked-on. -

One may also ponder the political implicat-"
icns of a3 pessege in Carmeval 11 De Fer which '
Bruseolo hzs mersifully Teft. fri freo of Tecturing:
how.toets crcss the sea of dwarves. supported on
the pelny of the awerves' hends, throwing dwarf
food overboard.emd heeting their hulls to sear-
ing texmparacures vien the dwarves get u.nruly and
22tually 284 02 fnore.e.

All of this should not be taken to mean that
Bruzeolo is :irﬂa atle of coming up with a satis-
tying, non-stcliic plot,  Séuae of his early :
stories, ”Of“" and "Les Liens Du Sang"-("Blood
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ties"), both in Vue En Coupe D'Une Ville Malade,
had one. Le Nuisibie, his mystery novel, was
already a surprise.in that it gave us the unus-
ual opportunity to see Brussolo writing about
realistic settings, amd he maintains tension and
suspense throughout the book; but I alone was
disappointed by the ordinariness of the final
unravelling (of culprits and motives), when for
much of the book the atmosphere was eerie, over—
lapping into the fantastic, especially in the
manuscript of one of the characters, "quoted" at
length in the book, "He thought he had to do a
Boileau-Narcejac," explained his editor,
Elisabeth $iile — the aforementioned pair being
a team of successful French traditional mystery
writers,

Le Nuisible is also & much more coherent unit

than all of Brussolo's other novels: Carnaval De

Fer, Les Mangeurs De Muraille and to some extent
Sommeil De Sang read like fix-ups of umborn
short stories, Portrait Du Diabie En Chapeau-
Melon is in & different category; even though
there is a switch in viewpoint midway through
the novel, it is more of an integrated whole,
centred on the incongruous priscn nemed Funny-
way. In the original Funnyway, that of the
award-wiming short story of that title, people
were tortured through bicycle-riding under .
frightening conditions. In the new one, adults

are forced %o behave like children by drugs mix-
ed irto their food and drink. @ And the inevit-
able evil robot wardens are twenty~foot-~high
namies, Great idea, but as usual there is much
mere than that in the tcok, my »dersonal favour-
ite amongst his wcrk., I would not say, though,
that Bruszolo has ye! produced his perfest nov-
el, and I'd much rather see hin write again some
of the perfeot short stories ‘1e has done in the
past. -

Unfoxtunately, 1t seens that Brussolo's move
to full<time writing and a wider audience has
led to an acceleration in the vace of his writ-
inz and 2 subsequent deterioration in its qual-
ity. A certain siippiness has set in - Jean-
Daniel Breque has spctted a page in one of his

1982 novels where the name of ‘the hero is chang-
ed to that of another of his books' hero... But
more to the point, now the writing style some~

times leaves something to be desired, the creat-
ures are not as thought-out as they ought to te

(1t's a fine thing %o give in to one's obsess—

ions, but it requires work to avoid repeating
oneself after a while). I remember some instan-
ces of alien objects being described by meams of
comparison with a very ordinary implement, rath-
er shattering the alien atmosphere...

Do sample Brussolo's imagination if you have
the opportunity and feel up to it; but you'd do
best sticking to his collections and Portrait Du
Diable En Chapeau-Melon. The rest will only be

- naeded when you have been bitten by the bug, and

some of 1t (A L'Image Du Dragon, Trague-La~Mort)
is only a testament to what frantic overproduct-
ion can do to an extremely talented writer. _

Ha.rlan Ellison -- smmm)smu (Granada, 313pp,
S £1.95

Bevi_ewed by Chr_'is‘Ba.llgx
A new Harlan Ellison story collection and time

to weed out the truth from the hype, for Ellison
rides the crest of a wave that is powered by a

- formidable talent, an enviable facility, =

well-cemented repu.ation and .the instant appro-
bation of a mafia of fans for his every word.
dnd, of course, & monstrous selfeconfidence. In
the introduction to this collection —= almost a
a.‘cody of all the Harlan Ellison introductions

. you've ever read — he roars, "I'm a trouble~

maker, malcontent, pain in the ass, desperado...
I want to hear the sownd of your soul",

truth, he echoes that sound in only four out of
the sixteen stories gathered here, He dedicates
the boox to James Blish, and writess "he taught
me how badly I could write when I wasn't paying
attention, and how I could be the king of the
world when I did the work with love and cour-
age". But the attention wanders ;requently in
Shatterday. There is a sense in which this is
unfair critlcism, as this 1s no "Best 0f™ col-
lection but a straightforward harvesting of his
1975-1280 productions, down to the sexual comed-
ies for Playboy and other occasional pieces, and
there are those four fine stories.,.but there
are also at least four stinkers, written when
the attention was far away., All sixteen stories
are readable, though, and Shatterday might
acrape by as a worthwhile colleotion - from a
less talented writer,: :

© On the credit side," ‘chere' "Uéffty Is Five",
Double sward-winner notwithstanding, this story
can also be read as nothing more tham an exer-
cise in weepy nostalgia, harking back ‘wistfully
to the time when a Clark Bar was as thick as
your arm and Captain Midnight was on the radio,
However, this ig to misinterpret the stoxry's
purpose, which is to be an indirect reworking of
Ellison's previous frontal assaults on the regi-
mentation and soul’essness”of twentieth century
city life. He gets away wifh the nostaigia be-
cause he controls it well — apart from one too-
knowing nod to the SF pu’ps -~ and because it
acts as. a cruel counterroint to the nighimare
existence of Jaffty's parents, one of Sliison's
nogt subtle evocaticns of horror to date.
Subtlety agein in "Count The Clock That Tells
The Time", and Ellison walks a delicate line
between sentiment and sentimentality in this
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story of two lovers in limbo. The title to "The
Executioner Of The Malformed Children" sugvests
a reversion to shock-horror type, but the story-
is nothing half so6 crude, dsveloping into a |
telling and surprising 1ittle fable on the ten-
acity of the common man, And then there's the
title story, showing Elllson redlrnqtlng his old
fascinetion with death info a more rewarding .
territory of uncertainties and questioning; as
in "Count The Clocx That Tells The Time", the
moral purpose of life itself,

But if these stories linger in the memory,
then 96 too ¢o others, less pleasurably, "In
Tke Pourth Year Cf The War" is Ellison at his
most obvious, with a gruesome little story that
makes homicide and worse seem samehow banal.
Banality shades into laughability with "Flop
Sweat™, ‘which asks us to telieve in a chic lady
radio ammouncer as the prohpetess of Armageddon,
‘but ‘even this dafiness 1s preferatle to "All The
Lies That Are My Life", a sixty-page novella
which has teen heralded with loud clarions as
glving the inside dope on 2 writer's soul but
which arrives steeped in such a lugubriocus vol-
ume of 3elf-pity as to be beyond tiresomeness.
If you originally read this pisce in P & SF,
then te grateful; that was the edited version.

The judgement of what ccnstitutes tasteless-
regs is necessarily a zubjective exercise, and I
for one nave never beer. unduly offendec when
Elliscn starts flinging offal around —- in fact,
nis lack of coyness is sometimes to be welcomed
- but two.of these stories d4id succeed in get-
ting ny goat, I offer tnis as. being interesting
only because the stories do not seem intended to
annoy; ror such a skillful writer, Fllison's
Judgement of reader reaction is still suspect,
"Django™ is a gratuitous squib of a fantasy on
.the great guitarist's ccaduct during the Secornd
‘World War, the point being that there was little
-to reproach aryway and even if there were then
Ellison'’s fanciful excuses would do little to
clarify the issue., The story reads not as an
ornament - 40-Reirhardt's reputation but as a slur
upon it. --‘The faults of "Shoppe Xeeper" are rore
aesthetic, lison establishes a magnificent
ason=spaniing panorarxa of humans at tae end of
time desperately raiding the energies of the
past in order to fend off the inevitable triumph
of entropy...2nd then he blows it with a cheap
punchline about Charles Manscn. . It is not the

Manson element that is tasteless sc mich as the
regardless rutilatien of a strong story,
Ellison consinually demonatrates that too ready
a faeility can result in a fatal blindness,

Why be so severe towards a book which is
s5till admitted to be "worthwhile"? Throusgh
frustration; the sort of frustration one feels
on listening to Beethoven's ghastly folk-song
arrangements, .the frustration of witnessing zn
immense talent frittering its time away.

ALSO RECEIVED

Brian Aldiss — REPORT ON PROBABILITY A (Sphere,
156pp, £1+50): Reprint of :
Aldiss's attemnt at the Frénch anti-novel, which
he's said he drafted as an ordinary work of fic-
tion and then went through deleting all the ad-
verbs and adjectives, 4s a stylistic exercise,
I admire it greatly, but it is otherwise g0 cold
and .remote ("the reader," he's said, "must put
the emcticn in hlmself"s that I can't sdy I C
really like it.

Alfred Bester — THE DECEIVERS (Pan, 255pp;
£1+95): How are the mighty
fallen -- what was once exciting and imovatory
row, 30 years later, seems flat, tedious and al-
most unreadable, I refexr, of course, to '
Bester's style, the pyrotechmic fiair that gave
The Demolished Man and Tiger! Tlger.-tuelr pace
and impact.;.but now it does not so much flair as
fizzle, and- in fizzling reveal whai it's been
trying to. cqnpeal the stupefyingly space oper-
atic banality of the plot, so shallow and im-

" plausible as to arouse the reader to no emotion

but contempt. The Deceivers may not be as bad
as Golem 100 (that would take some doing), but
even so it's a book to avoid.

Philip Jose Farmer -- LORD OF THE TREES (Spnere,

149pp, £1-50): Another
boring and badly written Tarzan extravaganza by
the ever-productive (to put .it mildly) Philip
Jose Farmer, commencing with the eponymous pro-
tagonist teing blown out of his airplame by a
Jet fighter at 1200 feet and then surviving the
fall into the sea. What a pity the 269 people
aboard KAL 007 hadn't been tanght the same
..r;ck.

LET A HUNDRED FLOWERS BLOOM — . 1etter corum

Slightly fewer letters than last time (thls isn't
gn exclusive club; ‘write in, dammit!), and ‘most
were inspired by the letter columm rather than
the reviews (did no one notice, for example, Sue
Thomason's excellent theoretical exposition of
what makes good fantasy?). #Sigh* First, how-
ever, a lats cocmeat by GREG BENFORD on my edit-
orial in number 43 (August 1963), about Kingsley
_Amis's The Golden ige 0 Science Fizition:

"I don't agree with. Amis or you. I don't think
SF has declined, Cacillated, maybe, with a re-

- sent trough in the mid-12703, yes. 3ut I saw a
trough in 19€2 to 7946 or so, after she peak

.. of, say, A Canticle For yeiccw1*z and The Men
Ir The High fastle. |

_ "It's aerd to senaraxe jaur own personal ime
mersion *n the f:,e.d from t re tize evolation
of it; we all shange, bu+'a3§um° otherwise.
_And though =2o0rt stories wre a significant

current in phe field, psrhaps you can best as-
sess progress or its oppesite by listing the A
and maycte P+ novels that appeared in each
year. Plot this number &nd see if it .declines
fron the early 1970s, or == as I bﬁlleve -
oscillates.
“"hrother way to judge matters is to. only

- 1ist the A level works, :and see which years

" have more than one, By either test, I suomit
that “he last few years have -been fire — an

~era cf bocming 1it'ry success, with major
works from a nost of writers.," -

Yes and no == I quite agree that your perscnal
experience of SF (when you first encountered it,
how long you've teen reading it, and 'so on) will
solour your overall percepticns of it, but at the
sare time I think thax there is now a vreat deal
more rubbish around tnan there wad, so that —
_ga:dle;s of <he number of reallj ‘good rovels
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that have appeared in the past few years — the
SF field as a whole is in a pretiy dreadful
state. (And the gap between the good stuff and
everything else now seems larger than it was, to
the extent that we nc longer perceive, 2ay,
Helliconia Spriag as belonging to the same liter-
ary sphare as 3Swords Of The Thargoids (or +hat-
ever this week's Del Rey sfantasy tit.e might be)
— wnich is protably no bad thing...) Then
again, if thé situation does oscillate with time,
it will be interesting to see how long it takes
for things %o start getting better...

On, then, to the more recent letters; hers's
JERXMY CRAMPTON, responding to a response to that
sane editorials

"I see that Andy Swayer quotes Amis 3s saying
that SF is a form of writing interested in the
future. Andy dissgrees with this, saying not
now it isa't', but I would say: 'Was it ever?'
"In 1952, slap-bang in Amis's 'golden age',
there appeared a novel that was full of cyber-
netic technology, was set in 1990, was post-
holvcaust, etc.. The novel was Limbo 90, and
" it remains markedly underrated and unkncwn,
although Fallard has called it the greatest
American SF novel, The point is that .its auth-
or, Fernard Wolfe, 1id not consider that it
had anything to do with rrediction or the fut-
ure, Here, in his afterword, is what he does
believe it is: :
"t ppyeedy who 'painis a picture' of some
coming year is kidding -- he's only fancying
up something in the present or past, not
blueprinting the future. All such writing is
essentially satiric (today-ceatred), not
utovic {tomorrow-centred). This book, then,
is a rather bilious rib on 195C —- on what
1950 might have been like if it had been al-
lowed to fulfill itself, if it had gone on
being 1950, only more aad more so, for four
more decades. Put no year ever fulfills it-
self; the ccwpath of history is littered
with the ccrpses of years, their silly
throats cut from ear to ear with the improb-
apla., I am writing about the overtone and
uadertow of now — in the guise of 1990 be--

"It's relieving to see someone having a go at
the cult of Gene Wolfe. I disagree with all
that Philip Collins says, but it's about time
that someone said something against the Mast- '
er otherwise, I fear, we'll have a repeat of
what happened in the late sixties with Delany
and Zelazny, who were both practically deified
—- and look what hapvened to them. Wolfe is a
far vetter writer than either, but mindless
adulation is not the way to reward his
talents, (Proof that he isn't infallible can
be found in the June 1983 issue of F & SF —
"From The Desk Of Gilmer C. Merton" could have
been written by the duffest Asimov's hack.
"Philip is wrong when he assumes that all
trilogies, tetralogies and series are innately
bad. Most are, but this is only because the

- form is easily misused by those who want to

produce the mexirmum wordage for the minimum
thought., A pedant could say that practically
all the novels of the 18th and 19th centuries
were either trilogies or tetralogies because
they tended to appear in three or four vol-
umes. More recently -- and more accurately
described as trilogies —— we have Anthony
Burgess's Enderby and The Long Dey Wanes,
Robertson Davies's superb Deptford Trilogy,
and Mervyn Peake's Titus books to show that in
the right hands tne trilogy can add up tomore
than just three novels about the same thing.
As for series, there are such writers as C. P.
Snow, Anthony Powell, John Updike, Proust, and
Thomas Berger to snow that even the open-ended
series isn't necessarily a bane upon mankind
and trees, Within the SF and fantasy field,
well... h

"As for your suggestion that the novel is a
'far more important' form than the short story
-- come on, you're just trying to provoke a
sackful of mail, aren't you? There are so many
writers who are at their best at short story
or novella length — Tiptree, Ellison, Keith
Roberts, Kit HReed, David I. Masson, Avram
Davidson, Ballard, Disch, Bradbury, Barrington
Bayley, Spinrad... You were being delibverately
polemical, eh?" : '

cause it wouid take decades fer a year like
1950 to be milked of its implications, What
1990 will look like I haven't the slightest
idea. Nobody can train his mind to think ef=-
fectively, without vertigo, in terms of ac-
celerations and accelerated accelerations...
on the spurious map of the future presented

It's true that there are a number of writers who
are better at the shorter lengths than they axe
at novels, but such an ovjection doesn’'t really
answer my point -- I was talking about the form,

- not its practicioners, Even so, 1'd certainly

welcome some more mail on the subject, polemical

" or noteee.

nerein on the far side of the pin-point of
now, I have tried to inscribe, as did the
mediaeval cartogravners over 2ll the terri-
fying areas outside their ken: HERE LIVE
LIONS. They could, of course, be unicorns,
or hippogryphs, or even giraffes, I don't
even know if there's going to be a 1950.'"
"Thig, I think, is an admirable expose of the
myth that SF is about the future, or even that
it would be vest if it were, which is ancther
ayth, (I would suggest that it is best when it
follows the lines that Wolife and Priesi have
taken up.) How Amis got the idea in the first
rlace that SF and the fuiure went hand in hand
beats me, especially when the truth, as gquoted
above, was there ail the time,"

No corment -— alter all, I've never teen atle to
find a copy of Limbo S0, never mind read it.
But, speaking of cne Wolfe (ah, see the clever
links!), here's a letter abcut another, from
NIGEL RICHARDSON:

Carrying on where he left off last time, how-

ever, nere's MARTYN TAYLOR:

"I think it's reasonable to say that a sub-
stantial number of Third World leaders were
educated in the North -- in the schools (the
Chicago Boys who've masterminded Chile's
econony), the jails {Jomo Kenyatta and Robert
Mugabe, to pluck but two of many names from
the air), the bars (the other kind -~ Chandi),
the xitchens (Ho Chi Minh) — and I would sug-
gest that as a result ‘of that:contact with our
order they piace too high ‘a value on it,
whether in admiration:or reaction.” Certainly,
frem our point of view -we see too much of our
society reflected in theirs (although this may -
oe due to the means by.which we cbserve those
societies presenting us with images more read-
ily comprehensible to us -~ i.e.,, familiar-
ity), which szems to militate against the
creation of a new analysis of a post-imperial-
ist free world. In other words, too many Third
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World countries seem intent on joining in our
game rather than coming up with a better one,
"No blame attathes as a result of that. We

do, after all, impose heavy pressures upon
Third World countries to join the dance. But
the fact remaine that our system (as you hint-
ed in your review of the Frardt Commission's

ommon Crisis) is designed to keep the Third
World and its peoplés in positions of subserv-
ience, I don't think it a coincidence that the
two major power blocs invest a great deal of
money and effort in maintaining regimes devot-
ed to keeping their people in an attitude ac-
ceptable to whichever of the blocs pays the
riper.

"ite ‘debt crisis' is an illustration. 1973
saw a gmall number of Arab states suddenly
flush with & staggering amount of cash, whioch.
they promptly returned to the one agency
capaeble cf absorbing sach an amcunt -- the
Western banking system, Even so, that system
had to invent naw ways of dealing with the
cash, and the way they found was to lend mind-
boggling amounts to Third World countries,
which pleased the Arabs because they got the
interest.

"As the Good Lord Keynes told us, borronng
for capital is good if you expend that capital
to create economic growth, which ought to be-
come self-financing. For Third World coun-
txies, debt-finanoed growth was absolutely es-
sential becanse in its absence they couldn't
service the debt. Such growth could only be in
manufactured goods, the principal markets for
which are in the West, end our ranufacturing
industries would thus be at the mercy of Third
World manufacturers because of the latter's
lower wnit costs; emd we couldn't have tnat,
could we? So we 80ld the Third World just what
they didn't need: weapons. Almost 40 percent
of post-1973 Third World debt was spent on
weapons, and just for good measurs we invented
a nice nev monetary dogma thet put ovr inter-

_ est rates through the roof, It didn't do us
mueh good, but look what it did to the Third
World, _

"I'd like to think that it was all a con-
-spiraoy to screw the Arabs, but despite their
successful screwing I hdve to say tha* it was
not a comspiracy, just a chapter of accidents
during whicn the rich got richer. But woct do
the Arabs do when faced with the knowledge
that they have been screwed? Invent Islamic
banking, that's what, emd try to join th=
dancel®. '

Does anyone disagree?

Back to the writer with whom we begun — GRE3
BENFORD, with a later letter responding to last,
issue's editorial:

“"Your review of Rhinehari's Long Vovege Back
gets up on a moral high horse, Horrors. How
‘dare he say nuclear war might be limited! Yet
all kinds of limited scenarios exist. C3 war
—= intercertion of the commmnications, control
and commanc, plus intelligence-gathering
capability (via satellites) — is certainly
possible. Indeed, the USA is far more wvulner-
able to it than the USSR..

"The notion that all nuclear wars might be
unlimited is an extremely dangerous idea, Con-
sider the leader confronted with an accidental
launch or a genuinely limited attack., If he
believes as you do, he will lcunch everythirng,
reasoning that he should at least try to get

the -jumr on his opponent,

"] understand yorx European concern that a )
limited war will be fought in Burope, but as a
critic thnat should not blind you to
‘Rhinehart's announced limitation on his scen—
ario, when it is quite rsasonable and certain-
1ly no® immoral. Perhaps you've forgotten that
the studies Jonathan Sehell used in his over-
written The Fate Of The Barth decided that
even an all-out exch.ange would probably leave
survivors; a fact he nmeglected to mention,

"What disturbs me is that you are so sancti-
monious without really thinking. You quibble
over whether Norfolk, Virginia would be hit at
first and pronounce trat it would, of course
-= not allowing that maybe the missiles tar-
geted there were desiroyed on the ground, or
in space, acd that the USSR won't know that
for days. You are simply rigid."

To begin with, Rninehart's novel did in fast con-
cern a global nuclear war, so6 there wasn't muoch
point discussing it in terms of anything else —
apart from wnich, my main irterest in the book,
a8 I hope my d.iscussion of it made clear, was the
extraordinarily sanitised picture it presemnted of
tne consequence of such a war, I accept that
there world indeed be survivors, albeit very few,
but whel state would they be.in? The general as-
sumntion (which Rhinehart's novel reinfcroes)
seens to be that they'd be robust, capable and
reasonably well-equipped — but the likelihood is
that they'd be so emotionally =mnd psychologically
traumratised by the catastrophe that they'd simply
sit around listlessly until they starved to
death. (Indeed, they'd have a choice between
starving to death in a few weeks or so or dying
lingeringly and horribly efter a few years as the
radioactivity taker up in the food they consumed
cocrmulet=d in their bodies.)

Leavinz 2ll this aside, I have to say that I

c£imply do not believe in the idea of a limited

nuelear war, no matter whai clever theories may
be advanced in its favour, because they assume
that the enemy w111 behave exactly in accordance
with the acenarios' rules. This is hardly like=
1y, paitievlarly when one remembers that Soviet
nucleer doctrine just doesn't recognise the con-
cept of limited mclear war, and in ary Eurcprean
tacticel nuclezr exchange —- in which, as 1 un-
derstend it, the USA would hope to engage with
the express purpose of destroying or severely
demoging the USSR without cost to itself — the
first nuclear detonztion in Buropean Russia will
be ansvered by a massive strategic strike on the
continental USA, And ever leaving aside all
wnis, and assuming that the rules do hold, a lim-
ited nuclear war would ._still have disastrous en-
vironmental consequences -~ as a recent atmos-—
pheric study (reported in the 3 November 1983 is-
sue of New Scientist) pointed out, the detonation
of a2 mers 100 megaions, less than 1 percent of
the world's teotal nuclear arsenal, would throw so
much dust and pulverised rock into the alr that
the northern hemisphere would experience "ccld
and dark" for months afterwards, Jacking the
figure up to 5000 megatons, a standard-figure us-
ed elsewhere, results in the reduction of 1land
texperatures (bar narrow coastal strips) to -25°C
and the collapse of plant photosynthesis,

Sod surviving a nuclear war — we ought to be
making sure one never starts in the first place.

I think that's a suitably optimistic note on
vwhich to end; besides, I‘'ve run out of room.
WAHF: Andy Hobbs and Chris Priest. And lei's
near from morz of you next time, eh?
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