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ALIEN THOUGHTS

I made the incautious, highly un—
capitalistic admission elsewhere in this
issue that I am now making a small prof-
it on-TAC.

I have now (June 18, 1974) approxi-
mately 1,000 subscribers and I sell ap-
proximately 700 copies to bookstores.

Counting new. subscription moneys and
renewals, I estimate I "clear" about
$300. per month. And I work full-time
doing it.

Aha, some will exclaim! All he has
to do is advertize all over and send .out
a couple thousand copies to bookstores
and he'll be Rich!

Nope. VYou can't get there from heres
Because in order to have any margin of
profit at all, per copy, I have to mimeo—
graph every page myself, gather the pages
of every copy myself, and staple every
copy myself and address and envelope
every copy myselfe.e

And after TAC #8 and #9 1 can tell
you that 3000 copies is my physical lim-
ite I have to have time to read sf,
you know, and time to do a little bit
of professional writing outside these
sacred pages, such as my column in IF,
and I still hope to write some science
fiction (if only to show all those pros
how it's done)... What's that noise?
Oh...several hundred eyebrows lifting
through ceilingSees.

So I have had to face a prospect.
Th,t is a limitation on the number of
subscriptions I can accept. It lies
around 1600,..as things stand.

I send out about 200+ trade, compli-
mentary and contributor's copies. That's
about static.

So—1600 + 200 + 700 + 500 reserve
comes to 3000,

Except that at the present rate of
subscription growth I'11 reach 1600 by
the end of the year.

I've already cut back on my adver-
tisings But subs are generated by re-
tail sales, by library copies, by word
of mouthy by reviews, too.

I can hear a voice from the balcony:

"Have TAC professionally printed,
Geis!"

Ho-ho. I've looked into that a lot.
Would you pay a buck for a 24 page zine?
The difference in costs is my meager
profit. Printed, a 48-page TAC costs
enough to set me back to zero income.

To make living expenses 1'd have to cut
the pages in half. Them is the cold
equations. I refuse to cut that much

of TAC's flesh and blood. Also, frank-
ly, I'd feel like 3 shit asking a dollar
for a thin, anemic thing like that.

(There is also the inevitable limi-
tation built into daily processing~of-
mail time. It can sometimes now con-
sume an entire morning.)

There is a circulation limit to a
one-man zine, and I do not want to get
into a part-time employee scene, and
I don't want erratic volunteer help ev-
en if it were of fered.

So 3000 copies is it. TAC will be-

come somewhatexclusive.

I can increase the number of sub-
scribers by cutting down the number of
reserve copies for future back issue
sales...and I probably will...to about
350 reserve.

And I can cut down the bookstore
copiese This is attractive for this
reason: I only make l4¢ per copy. After
all expenses are added in it isn't real-
ly worth it to sell TAC to retailers, I
sell it to them for 50¢ (less than 10
copies ordered cost 60¢ each).

What I'm going to do is this: start-
ing with TAC #11 (Nov. issue) the retail
price will go up to 81.25 per copy. I'l)
charge the retailer 70¢. He'll get 55¢.

The subscription rate will stay at
84. for one year (4 issues), and §7. for
two years (8 issues). Fforeign subs will
continue to cost $4.50 and $8.00,

I more or less have to make some
kind of retail increase anyway considei-
ing the latest increases in paper and
inke (And look for another increase in
postage rates to be "suggested" for
1976 next spring. (Third and Fourth
class rates are already firmly scheduled
to increase every year for the next four
years!) e

The alternatives for you retail
purchasers of TAC are obvious: sub-
scribe now and save a dollar a year,
and more on a two-year sub. Or don't
buy TAC at all. The retailer will per-
haps revise downward his order and I'11
have a few more copies to give to late
subscribers.

The handwriting is on the wall,
people: after next May I'll be very
close to my subscription limit. After
that you may have to get on a waiting
list. Or, of course, you can simply
pay the extra 25¢ if you get to the
store before the stock is sold out.
Because I'11 have to freeze orders
around the first of next year.
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I'm trying to be humble and modest
about this, but it is difficult in the
face of such paens of praise and pref-
erence I get. *cough-cough* *preen*

But the fact is an astonishing
number of you subscribers and rea ers
seem to want more and more Geis in TAC
and not as much material from others.

It has taken me a long time to ac~-
cept this. You'd really rather read
Geis commentary, a Geis Dialog, Geis
reviews instead of the Panshins, Ted
White, John Brunner....?

0f course I'11 still happily pub~
lish John Brunner's column when he
sends it, and the Panshins when they
complete’ a major analysis. And Ted
White when he has time/energy/material
for a column.

And T want to continue to publish
an interview most every issue. And I
want to continue publishing critical
articles and reminiscences by those
with important memories of the old days
in the pulps (and more recent)....

DAMN! If I publish all that I
won't have enough room for more me!

Well, I'11 TRY to get more Geis
in. But I've got a lot of material
in the files that must be published
(If only because I've paid for it!)

I promise, though, that after a few
more issues the TAC mix will change.

++



Don Redmund sent me a hand-writ let-
ter (dated 6-15~74) in which he cudgels
Mike Coney about the head for what might
best be called involuntary sexism in his
fiction. (Mike, asserts Don, is a cap~
tive of his society, brainwashed...)

But I don't want to get into the
Coney/sexism or me/sexism bag again.
That drawstring is tight and will re-
main so. Of course there are breathing
holes (heavy-breathing holes).

Don goes on: "If sf is to be the
revolutionary literature it is capable
of being then itwill have to stop preach-
tng such attitudes as Mr. Coney projects
or else it will simply turn into apolo-
gie for our present society. Such atti-
tudes lead only one place and that is
to reaction leaving us in good condi-
tion to end yp as the preseat genera-
tion of criers of darkness and doom pre-
dict."

Sf, of course, isn't self-conscious
and seif-directing as an entity unto it-
self—it's a spectrum of fiction con-
trolled by writers, editors and readers.
And the ultimate control of sf resides
Dot with the writers or editors or even
vith the publishers—but in the market-
place, where the readers vote thugbs up
or thumbs down on various writers and
kinds of sf stories and novels and maga-
zimes.

Seience fiction will be consciously
revolutionary literature only if the
revolutionaries gain overall editorial
control. If that ever happened (A rich

“patron buying all the sf mags and major
sf pocketbook publishers?) the genre
would die very quickly. 95% of the
regular buyers of sf would stop buying.
(The patron would run staggering losses.)

Most revolutionaries don't like
this undogmatic truth. They know what
the public should think and read and
spend its money on.

0f course, some socially~conscious
Mrelevant" sf has been published. To
the extent that it is well-written fie-
Yion and not this week's militant tract
vith dialog it has and will sell«its
share. (A smll share, I suspect.)

But there's no way sf can become
truly a adwocate of curreat revolution—

ary social/cultural thought for these
reasons:

1. The publishers know it's a
money-losing policy and won't permit
it because;

2. The bulk of the sf=reading
public won't buy it. '

Don wants sf to stop being what
it is and be something it cannot be.
S§ has always reflected current mores.
The sf of the 30s and 40s and 50s and
60s shows this. Professors have
written papers on it.

Sf at the moment reflects the .
major social concerns of the early
70s. It cannot reflect the major
concerns of the 8Js because even if
we writers and editors knew the future
and embodied it in our unconscious
attitudes/fears/hopes as we wrote our
stories and edited our magazines, to~
day's public would reject it as some-
thing too foreign and far-out. And
today's militants would hate it, too,
because the future is rarely what we
think it will be.

Don is probably a representative
of a small minority of paying-customer
sf readers. A strong case could be
made that the majority of sf buyers
are basically conservative, even re-
actionary in the view of Oon and oth-
ers who are young, idealistic and im-
patient. Look at ANALOG's sales, and
Heinlein's sales and DAW sales and
draw your conclusions.

You might say that the "revolut-
ioary" readers and the "conservative"
readers divide into one group who
believe basic improvements in man

.can be made by force ang/or education,

and another group who do not think
man can be so easily alterede..and
should not be altered 'for his oun
good' by gene~tampering techniques.

In a’larger sense, the reader-
ship is divided into sf-as-gntertain-
ment vs. sf-as-literature-8-Higher-
Burpose factions.

(0f course it's more complicated
than that. The most entertaining sf
is gripping and unobtrusively educa-
tional. When writers start putting
"education" first or when they start
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putting themselves first by writing
"iterature" the result-is bad fio~
tion...and readers have very good
antennae for detecting stories with
ulterior motives.)

I am in the group who don't think
man is perfectible (since Perfection
changes so often) or should be chang~
ed in the first place.

In passing, I think there are
short-term cycles, mid-terd cycles,
and long-term cycles in human affairs.
Great: swps of the pendulum of history
—tides, if you will, caused by as
yet unknown factors. It would be fas-
cinating to make a series of overlaid
graphs showing the sine-wave cycles in
civilizations, governments, religiens,
economics, dress, literature, art,
climate, sun cycles, cosmic waves,
the variations of the Earth's elec-
trical fieldes.. We might be astound-
ed—and dismayed—at the relation=-
ships revealed.

But back to Don's desire for rev-
olutionary sf.

Science fiction has always presen-
ted all kindsdf alternate "alien" and
future societies, cultures and econom-
ies as background, as settinge In a
subtle way sf has always:been mind-
blowing, revolutionary and anti-estab-
lishment.

But, of course, 'The future isn't
what it used to be' and specific now-
advocacy in .sf is inherently self-
defeating...and foolishly irrelevant.

As T wrote to Samuel Lo Konkin III
who edits NEW LIBERTARIAN NOTES:

I am a minority of one. All
basic ideas are extent; when a
culture or society "needs" a

philosophy or rationale, it's
available, is adopted. The
basic forces that move sociéty
are not ideas. Ideas are the
emperor's new clothes.A

=+

Maybe my ragging of the bankruptcy
referee did some good after all: to-
day (6=24=74) 1 got a check for $39.9%
as final settlement on my claim of
§525. Sheesh!

e sl o ool e o e o e )




AN INTERVIEW WITH
STANISLAW LEM

By Daniel Say
(c) Copyright 1972 by Daniel Say.

REG Note: This interview has been up-
dated and corrected by Kr. Lem as of
December, 1973.

Note by Daniel Say: This interview was
done in the course of several letters
during 1972. All of it was done in
Englishe LEM'S ANSWERS ARC ENTIRELY
IN HIS OWN ENGLISH. This is not a
translation. "It has been edited for
sense. Editorial comments have been
enclosed in double parentheses and in-
itialed.

LEM: Will you interview me? I can do
some question-asking myself. As a sam-
ple, firstly, the numbers:

I have written some 28 books, and
23 were SF; transalted in 26 languages;
5.8 million copies sold; an SF opera,
CYBERIAD (with a young Polish pomponist,
Ko Meyer), the first part of which has
been shown on our TV, channel one, for
the general public—no men involved,
only robots, androids and computers.

Recently published: my newest book,
INSOMNIA, with a long short story, "fut-
urological Congress", and some shorter
stories.

~In 1972 there appeared another book
of mine, PERFECT VACUUM, an anthology of
fictive criticism, about non-existent
books (some SF, some "normal" or "“anti"
novels, philosophical stuff, "new cos-
mogony", etc.). tow ((1972 3EG)) I am
doing nothing at all, since I have work-
ed very hard till August.

Do I know some prominent men in the
field?

Well, there is Dr. Franz Rotten—
steiner of Austria, with his fanzine
QUARBER MERKUR, and I have written for
him some articles in German which he
translates into English for publication
in Bruce Gillespie's Australian fanzine,
SCIENCE FICTIOH COMMENTARY.

But perhaps I know more scientists
than S-Fictioneers.

What do I think about this high-
brow theorizing about Lem & SOLARIS, to
be found in the appendix of Walker's
edition of this novel?

Well, I don't know. The author,
Prof. Suvin, thinks I am already a liv-
ing classic, stuffed with first quality
thought (but he has not read all of my
books) «

It was“so well-written that I have
believed every word of it.- So I am a
clec:ic and I must now watch my every
step, in danger lest I write something
stupid.

Who do I like in the SF field?

Well, to tell the truth, no one;
even myself I do not love as I perhaps
should.

But who do I find attractive and
readable?

Bester, Le Guin (THE LEFT HAND...),
\falter Miller, Aldiss, Delany...and D.
Knight and.J. Blish (his short stories)
and J. Hougron (a French writer), and

Capoulet-Junac from France, too, and Her-

bert Franke (a German writer), and, of
course, a lot of other people.

But most of the stuff is terrible
trash.

Well, I am ready to answer some
more questions if you will put them.

Q: Vould vou like to tell us a bit
about yourself? ‘le know only the
barest details from Darko Suvin's
books.

LEM- Because my father and my uncle
were doctors, I should have been one,
too.

But first there came the war and I
worked in a German enterprise as a mech—
anic and a welder (doing a little sabo-
tage wi thout any special effort, since
1 WAS a very bad welder).

Secondly, never did I love the medi-
cal profession too much: I planned to
study theoretical biology. This was
already ‘my plan after the war, in 1946,
when my family moved from Lvov to Cracow.

In 1947 I wrote some poetry and lit-
tle stories. e

In 1948 I became associate research
worker in the "Circle For Science of
Science", organized in Jagellonian Uni-
versity, I wrote some little essays for
a scientific journal, LIFE OF SCIENCE,
I tested university students, and, be-
cause the Circle imported scientific
literature from abroad for all our
universities (there was after the war
a great scarcity of the newest litera~
ture in all fields), I simply devoured
all books that seemed interesting be-
fore they were sent where they belong-
ed.

That was when I first heard of cy-
bernetics..

Then came the Lysenko affair; I did
not know much about biological matters,
but nevertheless enough to discriminate
between right and wrong, and I told my-
self it was better to change my plans.

My then already written novel, NOT
LOST (translated by Suvin as TIME SAV-
£0) could not be published for politic~
al reasons.

I wrote another novel, a naive SF
story, ASTRONAUTS. This was the begin--
ning.

Q: Vhy did you leave doctoring?

LEN: Yell, as I said, I was not dream-
ing about being a doctor. I like this
kind of education, but for purely cog-
nitive reasons.

I was undecided what to do. I knew
only I did NOT want to be a physician-
Perhaps I like books more than human
beings. But I did not think seriously
about 3 writing career then—around
1948-50.

0: What hobbies and other recreations
do you have?
LEM:

Now, practically none. I used to

.play tennis, did some mountaineering

and skiing every winter, but none of
that anymore.

I play with my little son (he is
five-and-a-hal f in 1973) and that is
all.

I like to do photographic tricks,
and to work on my car, and so on, but



there is no time for hobbies. In my
country it is practically impossible to
have a secretary; I must do all my
work, correspondence, etc., alone.

This takes, every year, a little more
of my time.

I answer letters between 6 and 8 in
the morning, then I give a lift to my
wife to the city (she is a doctor and
we live in the suburbs), then there is
lunchtime, and new mountains of corres~
pondence, and books, and telephone
calls (Tv, film, editors, journalists,
eyc.), and in the evening I am again
complaining, another day is gone, and I
have done practically nothing new—
that is, I could not write new stuff—
I can not afford to answer the fan mail,
only in "extreme" cases...and to do any-
thing, in the end, I flee to Zakopane
(High Tatra) where every year I live
incommunicado for a month.

So no hobbies, sir, only work, and
lectures, and this is getting worse.
0: How did you start writing SF and
why?

LEM: How and why I came into SF, I
simply do not know. Initially this was
no serious matter, and now this is my
profession. Kind of irreversible pro-
cess.

Q: What did you read when you were
young and what were the first SF
influences. What were the Polish

and Western literary influences or books

that you liked and did you model any of
your early writing on any of them?

LEM: I loved books when I was a child.
I read all books, even anatomical hand-
books, from my father's bookshelves.
And of course Verne, Wells, some Polish
writers, not on the whole typical for
My age—as, say, Grabinski, who wrote
weird and ghost stories.

But my first contacts with then con-
temporary SF were late—1I was then an
author of some SF myself (after 1951).

From my master and chief in the
Circle of Science I obtained Stapledon
(00D JOHN, FIRST AND LAST MEN). Staple-
don made a great impression on me.

But other books, not in any way con-
nected with SF, too (e.g. R. H. Rilke,
J. Conrad, Saint Exupery).

Systematically I have been reading
SF only while planning my monograph. I
did like some authors and som books,
but their influence is not, I think,
comparable with that of properly sci-
entific books.

I learned English while reading Ber-
trant Russell, N. Wiener, Shannon, Mc-
Kay, and so on; I "decoded" them with a
vocabulary. I could not afford to buy
books during the German occupation,
nevertheless they were on my table, as
they came to me by accident. I remem-
ber reading then Eddington's DER INNERE
AUFBAU DER STERNE, in no way a popular
book; I read this German version because
it was there. I liked the inner archi-
tecture of stars very much—in his pre-
sentation. And mathematics, and bio-
graphies of great men of science, espec-
ially of mathematicians.

With one single exception I have
been reading all obtainable books. I
did not feel any attraction toward his-
torical bookss I am attracted only by
the the content of scientific books, and
the quality of style is for me also of
great importance.

I like men who write with a hint of
irony, say, as Bertrand Russell (his
splendid HISTORY OF “ESTERN PHILOSOPHY)
or the physicist feynman. And ludwig
Wi ttgenstein, and a couple of others.

I must say that all this was studied
without any thought of pragmatical char-
acter, say as a prelude for writing SF.
I simply like reading scientific stuff
in a first—class—this is important
for me—in the FIRST HAND presentation,
and if it is too difficult I work hard
to grasp the meanings; this is my atti-
tude even now.

Say, structural linguistics was
tabula rasa for me till 1965, but when
writing my PHILOSOPHY OF CHANCE—this
is an essay in empirical theory of 1lit-
erature—I became aware of my ignor-
ance, so for one year I did nothing but
study mathematical linguistics and
structuralistic literature of all pos~
sible kinds.
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I think all these books shaped my
mind, more profoundly than fiction. As
for fiction, I am highly selective; I
read some of it for duty, not for pleas-
ure. (To know, simply, what is going
on in the mainstream, what are the guys
doing.)

Q: VYour English is quite good. Where
did you learn it and why don't you
try to do your own translations?
What languages do you read or
speak?

LEM: Oh, no, my English cannot be
good. I do not understand spoken Eng—
lish nor do I speak it; I can only
read, and I wrote my first letter per-
haps three or four years ago. Before
then I did not even imagine I could
write a meaningful sentence.

I speak French, German and Russiane
I now and then write an essay or a re-
view in German, or in Russianj I have
lectured in both of these languages.
But, to write one's own literary works
in a foreign language, that is another
matter. I must express myself in this
in Polish only.

Perhaps it shall sound as arrogance,
but I have this feeling, that I have
virtually more ideas than I could put
into books. (Ars longa, vita brevis.)
This is where PERFECT VACUWM came from,
as an answer to the question: how to
write books while not writing them?
Why, the solution I found is of course
ironical—to write essays, reviews of
nonexistent books—but it was on the
whole not a bad solution to this prob-
lem.

I do not make screen, TV, or other
adaptations of my own works; in gener-
al, I do not like to do anything in
the reverse. I abhor the idea of re-
peating mysel f—whiledoing adaptations,
or translations, or whatever.

PERFECT VACUWM led to my next book,
IMAGINARY GREATNESS. (This English
title cannot be a right translation,
since in Polish and German there is
the same word for 'quantity' and
'greatness' from which comes the am-
biguity in the Polish title of the
book, absent in the English version.)



This book is an anthology of Fore-
words to various books from XXI Century
(Forewords only, that is.) In a day or
two it shall be present at our bookmark-
et (1973).

Q: Will your treatise on SF affect your
writing of SF, and if so, how?
Could you give us 3 short summary of
the treatise? How did you get the
_Western books for your treatise and
do you keep up with tne current SF
scene?

LEM: SF AHD FUTUROLOGY was my fourth
nonfictional work. It was preceded by
"™IALOGI" (1956), SUMMA TECHNOLOGIAE
(1962),(T9d PHILOSOPHY OF CHANCE
(1968).

0f course all these books have some-
what influenced my writing, even if on-
ly indirectly.

Especially SUMMA: this book is not
similar to the contemporary brand of
futurology, because I did not know any-
thing about futurology while writing it.
This is an "Ideal Futurology", that is,
analogous to "ideal gases" or "friction~
less machines" of physics. You have no
friction in these machines, and there
is no "fiction", i.e. political, social
"noise" in my SUMMA.

I was searching after the answer to
the guestion, is the hura knowledge
and mastery of all possible phenomena
of matter, mind and body delimitable?
What about "astroengineering", autoev-
olution, mechenization of mind process—
es, automatical breeding of information,
metaphysics of automata, problems con-
cerning requlation and steering of cos-
mogonical processes, cultural "encapsu-
lation" of psychozooics, technological
collapses, etc?

0f course this was an unrealizable
task, but, then, I like mostly unreali-
zable tasks.

As to SF AND FUTUROLOGY, it was, I
think, a problem of decency. I am call-
ed an SF writer, so I felt my duty to
be oriented in the whole field, to know
the theory of the genre, but to my
greatest disappointment I could not
find a trace of such a theory.

Then I set myself to build it.

It cannot be built in an alogaryth-
mical manner, this I know now for sure;
and the reductio ad absurdum of 99% of
today's SF, realized in this work, was
sincerely, done inadvertently. The
more I have been reading of contemporary
SF, the greater was my disenchantment,
Initially I had been thinking only that
I could not obtain the proper books, but
then I saw that they are as rare as
diamonds of fist size. But I repeat: I
was not in the least interested in an
"annihilation" of SF, I was simply
searching for something unexisting in
the whole field.

How to put it? As I see it NOW,
there was a big misapprehension on my
part. After READING Stapledon (and
HEARING only about the newest SF) I had

new sociological -concepts, a galactic~
al variety of new psychozoical pheno-
mena, some insight into "automata
thinking"; some of them all pointing
to the human fate, others being simply
new hypotheses about the nature of the
Universe, and so on.

But I have found only old myths
superficially encrusted with pseudo-
scientific vocabulary, fairy tale
structures, little tricks, primitive
inversions of elementary meanings. In
a word—substitutes, disquise and mim-
ickinge Generally- absent is the orig-
inality cf NEW ontologies.

If you will compare the SF work of
a man such as Asimov with his nonfic-
tional work (scientific popularization),

been anticipating—for sure unconscious— YOU ¥ill see how much of his better

ly—a gigantic, multibranched tree,
growing from this seede I did not so
very much like Stapledon for what he
had accomplished, but for the way he
opened new endless perspectives, gigan-
tic possibilities for an ongoing con-
struction of hitherto unarticulated
hypotheses. I saw, how much better is
the broad frame of Stapledonian discur-
sive thought than his purely artistic
capability.
sors would outgrow him—in both dimen-
sions, But, in comparison with the in-
formational content, and the intellect-
val density of his books, contemporary
SF is one big recession.

The general rule as I see it is now:
how to put an idea into as many vords
as possible, how to inflate every little
crumb of originality—or even of
pseudo—originality.

So my so—called contempt of teday's
SF is no feeling of superiority; I am
simply searching after truly NEW infor-
mation, and I am instantly antagonized
by any old stuff disquised as something
dazzling.

I am awaiting not one but a multi-
dimensicnal series of breakthroughs,
while mostly the SFictioneers are doing
the opposite to my expectations—run-
ning in circles.

So I anticipated his succes-

knowledge Asimov "tames" as a SFiction-
eero How much more he KNOWS, and how
ruch falsification and simplification
he puts into his SF stories. You do
not-seriously fer a moment think that
he himsel f BELIEVES, say, in planetary
plants waiting for terrestrial cosmo-
nauts to make fools of them by means

of hallucinogenic manipulation of their
minds—or do you?

There is, of course, the need for a
prima facie contra—empirical PREMISE
for a story, md that it is a pemis-
sible thing to be done: (licentia poet-
ica), say, as cosmonautics with super-
light speed.

But there is a big difference be-
tween ONE contraempirical premise, and
the unceasing neglect of the total
factual evidence.

Either the SF writers are simply
ignoramuses, or they withhold their
better knowledge from their literary
worke

What should have been perhaps an’
extravagant exception became the law of
the genre.

I am, of course, for ALL gifted
authors, and for EVERY kind of well-
written story—say, for Cordwainer
Smith, but not as a "SF writer", be-
cause he was not that, only a MODERN

But what kind of content am I—or, rath-fajry~tale teller, and I like fairy-

er—was [ awaiting? Why, hitherto un-
krown patterns of philosophical thought,
-6~

tales very muche I only do not like
fairy-tales given for empirical hypo-



theses, or trash and nonsense proposed
as "bold speculation".

At first I was very perplexed by
the state of SF. Now I think I under-
stand it a little better.

Nevertheless I remain an alien body
amidst SF—and so I understand perfect-
ly why my work can offend some SF writ-
ers, antagonize and disturb them, even
if, from a bird's eye, such 3 situation
is extremely grotesque. This, because
SF should be galactically broadminded,
and ready to accept every possible pat-
tern of hypotheses, while, 3s shown by
the evidence of some hostile reactions,
SF is paradigmatically a closed, petri-
fied thing, ready to condemn every "de-
viation".

Even if someone like Richard Geis
(in his late SF REVIEW) was broadminded
_enough to accept my SOLARIS, he said
pevertheless, ending his review, that
it is "thinking man's SF",

The conclusion leads—unavoidably
—that all remaining SF is NOT for the
"thinking man". Great Scott, what kind
of reader is he implying? Unthinking?

There you have this dividing gap.
While reading a fairy-tale we must sus-
pend our "rational doubt"—of course.
But the reading of a story with the
same suspension of disbelief, typical
for fairy-tales, is for me 3 contradic-
tion in adiecto in Sf.

I think it is mostly my education
at fault. All the galactical empires
with their feuds and wars, all those
OUNEs, are a terrible bore to me. There
is no possibility that I could enjoy
any kind of SF "extraterrestrial an-
thropology", since the very first au-
thentic true study of human cultural
behavior contains much more of "wonder"
than all this primitive stuff.

Take, say, the history of arachnid-
ism, or of some orgiastic rites, or the
symbolic role played by praying mantis
in some parts of THIS world, or some
hundred similar motives, how can they
be seriously compared in all their in-
trinsic complexity and metaphysital am—
biguity with the "creeds and beliefs" of
galactic races as they are (in an infan-
tile way) shown in SF?

I do not say that all SF, to be
positively appreciated and esteemed by
me as reader, must conform to contempo-
rary science. Never in the world. It
only must represent a degree of logical
cohesion, or intellectual focus, of in-
trinsic complexity, COMPARABLE with the
already attained complexity of contem-
porary science, and with the diversity
of human behavior, and with the wonder-
ful architectonic of biospherical homeo-
stasis, and so on.

So, while I could not summarize my
treatise on SF, I am trying to show you
my motives for writing this book. (How
could I obtain the SF? But this vas
easy—from my various editors, and be-
ing abroad and buying those books, and
S0 on.)

Q: Are you in contact with many SF wri-
ters?

LEM: Contacts with SF writers? Prac~
tically none.

Q: Have you read much Western criticism
of SF (Blish, Amis, Knight, etc.),
and what do you think of it? Vas
PERFECT VACUUM intended to be a
commentary on it?

LEM: Yes, I know the criticism of Amis,
Moskowitz, Blish, Knight, Lundwall, and
of some otherse I know too some works
of new, academic criticism, say as pub-
lished in EXTRAPOLATION. ‘ell, this is
on the whule reviewing, and timid at-
tempts at genealogical description,
sometines written cleverly and with

wit (as e.q. Knight's IN SCARCH OF WON-
DER), but there is not a trace of a
general theory of the genre.

Well, to put it precisely, there
were some attempts at such a theory,
s,y for example, Prof. Suvin's. But I
do not think that his trials are the
right thing. He attempts to build a
SF theory partially based on historical
reflexion of geneological type, and.on-
ly partially descriptive (=synthesis of
diachronical and synchronical moces).

But as I see it, a SF theory, not
value oriented in any way, purely des-
criptive, NON-BIASED in any way, is an
impossible task. It would be an iso—
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morphic analogy of general biological
theory (in theoretical biology). But
this type "environment" with its "or-
ganisms"—nhere the biosphere with all
the living things, there the "ecology"
of SF, embedded in fandom plus the*
"silent majority" of passive readers—
are in no way isomorphic.

So, while a purely descriptive,
diachronical AND synchronical general
theory of life phenomena is a compre-
hensible and possible thing, this is
not the case with Sf.

WHY? Because ALL the living organ—
isms are truly perfected; they repres—
sent only "the best" of all evolution-
ary attempts at solving the survival
problem. So a biologist must not
EVALUATE every genus and species, while
an SF critic is obliged to do this very
thing. Evolution is simply eliminating
all "badly built" organisms, but the
environment of readers is not, alas, so
competent a filter and judge.

So the primary task MUST be some
evaluation, based on general trends and
axioms of a cultural character. I
think that, on the whole, the "inner"
criticism of Blish or Knight is—ob-
jectively—a more honest thing than
some of the maneuvering shown in various
papers published in EXTRAPOLATION. You
cannot tacitly concentrate yourself on
a couple of works, selected apriorical-
ly, and at the same time not say a word
about the horrifying badness and plati-
tudes of the average, the mass Sf pro-
duction.

A descriptive task is admissible on-
ly if you take into consideration the
WHOLE SET of the proper phenomena. The
very attempt at a "selective" blinding
equals scientific dishonesty. I am
sorry to say it, but it is so. And, to
continue, surbival is the ultimate goal
in natural evolution, but works of art
cannot be appreciated according to
their "survival fitness" only, especial-
ly if it is of the purely eommercial
kind.

So this SF theory must be goal and
value oriented. No perfectly neutraliz-
ed theory—axiomatically neutralized,
that is—can be made. So there you
have my opinion on the newest academic



criticism, in brief. The inner critic-
ism, as found in fanzines, is no good,
either.

Take the famous problem of the defi-
nition of SF. My, but this is pure
scholastics, medieval manners, totally
irrelevent, the search for religious
dogmas. They are necessary in a relig-
ious belief as instruments of discrimina-
tion between orthodoxy and heterodoxy
(to be condemned).

But the first duty of a creator, in
science or in arts, is to crush and
transcend every existing definition
(but of course not to simply IGNORE it!).
Is not creation by the very meaning of
the word something HETERODOXICAL, not
in accordance with the hitherto reign-
ing dogma?

How does our knowledge progress?
Take two initially separated concepts
of logic and of thermodynamics. From
where comes the new concept of informa-
tion? Why, from HYBRIDIZATION of logical
and physical aspects of phenomena; that
is, from abolishing formerly valid def-
initions.

So the only reasonable definition of
SF can only state what are hitherto
known necessary conditions to be ful-
filled by a work of literature, with a
clause that the emergence of a new "mu-
tation", "species", "genus" of such
work may in fact abolish all our contem-
parary operational definitions of "what
an SF work is, and what it is not".

For instance: is a straight history
of the United States' future—SF or not?
I mean a kind of a handbook, without
any dialog or romantic encounters, etc.
Is a piece of an encyclopedia from
2918 A.D.—SF or not? Is a treatise
on multisexual behavior of the 20th gen-
eration of cyborgs—SF or not? Is a
lecture on cosmogonical theory from
the XXX1 century—SF or not? Is a gen-
eral theory of automata, with inbuilt
libido—SF or not? Well, I think this
to be the very essence of SF possibili-
ties.

But all this is relevant ONLY in
SERIOUS SF. All other modalities—
satire, pastiche, grotesque, allegory,
etc.—are simply literature using or

abusing some typical SF tricks or mas-
querades.

And I am not only nihilistic when
talking about SF. I think the main-
stream of today is in general retreat
from min positions, attempting an "aes-
thetically disguised and camoflaged"
escapism (with some exceptions, of
course), and so I have privately coin-
ed an aphorism:

The mainstream tells us now practical--

ly all about nearly nothing, while SF
tells us almost nothing about all.

(This means: the "mythological real-
ism", the anti-novel, etc., are phenomen—
ally eloquent about totally marginal,
minor, irrelevand details and pieces of
life, and at the same time Sf speaks
clumsily, out of focus, badly—about
311", that is, the Universe, human fate,
life in the Cosmos, and so on.

~ No, as was already. stated, PERFECT
VACUM has nothing to do with SF criti-
cism. It was my intention only to write
some new books, while in a way not writ-
ing them—to economize mechanical ef-
fort while not sparing the intellectual
effort. And the "SF books" represent a
small minority in PERFECT VACULM: some
three pieces amidst some 14 or 15.

Q: How do you write? —when inspiration
hits you or in short regular daily
stints—uwith notes or from a prepared
mind? Do you prefer long or short sto-
ries and which of these is easier for
you to write?

LEM: I do not know anything about Her
Holiness Inspiration. I have tried all
thinkable, rational, optimization pro—
cedures (tactics of writing).

All in vain. I do not know where
my ideas come from. Some 957 of them I
judge worthless—but of course one
could build around them some "SF narra-
tive". They come in dreams, but this
is very rare; sometimes while reading
scientific papers, especially mathemat-
ical ones. But then, there is no evi-
dence of a rational linkage between a
new idea and the said paper. Perhaps
this reading works as a "mixer'" or "am-
plifier", or an apparatus which loads
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"pure diversity" into my heads I sim-
ply do not know.

I urite in a very messy, wasteful
way. I must write every piece as a-
whole. If it is badly done—and it
is ALWAYS bad the first time—I must
simply throw it away and write again.
It goes that way four, five, or even
ten times; with luck at the end, some-
times, and sometimes with a dud there.
1 am the author of some 25 or 27 vol=
umes of PUBLISHED fiction, and of 100
or more volumes of "worthless embryos"
—wasted time and paper. This waste i
is enormous, but there is no help for
it.

And truly I never know what I ‘am
writing—if it will be a short story,
a novel, a serious thing or something
grotesque—what problems may emerge,
and so on. This is one hell and dam-
nation, especially since I AM a ration-
alist, but it is so. Amica sapientia,
sed magis amica vertitas.

I was always interested in the
mechanism of creation, and hold the
opinion that this mechanism is prac-
tically the same in all men, in sci-
ence as in arts. Some profound obser-
vations were made by the late Wadamard
in the field of mathematics. Of
course you cannot get something from
nothing, so the process of "loading"
ones brain with various kinds of in-
formation is a necessary, even if not
sufficient premise of the creative
vorke

I have done some structuralistic
"sleuthing", dissecting a couple of
SF novels and stories in my SF AND
FUTUROLOGY, to get at the "skeleton™
of the narrative, and I could see
from the evidence where practically
all those structures come frome At
first glance one could think psycho-
analytical explanations to be on the
whole sufficient (as they were in a
case stated by Blish in his THE ISSUE
AT HAND where all the enigmas of an
extraterrestrial civilization reduce
themselves to some sketches of genital
organs), but this is not an universal
role. Even if I do not know what. mak-
es my imagination tick, I have accumu-
lated some preactical knowledge on how



to start it.

Firstly, I must have something as a
crystallization nucleus, and I do some
combination gymnastics with its The
results, measured in tems of original-
ity, are mostly miserable. But I know
this is only the preliminary phase; if
I am occupied only with this concept,
11 I think about it with not too few
and not too many interruptions, some-
thing may emerge of a new quality—but
only during the time of an interruption;
all this I am visualizing myself, with

the picture of a little starter who mov—

es a big wheel.

This "big wheel™ of the "creation
sixer” is directly unattainable and not
to be observed by means of introspec—
tion. But it MUST be somewhere in my
head, and it begins to "spin", and even—
tually it will produce something, Most
often this "something™ is a cheap idea,
because not only my consciousness is

sy,

m]; relevant thing here is that if I
« oxert some effort to start this prow
cess there will be practically no re-
sult—so, principally, I could do noth-
ing at all, live as a vegetable, if
there were not some first impulses com-
ing from God knows where...perhaps sim-
ply from totally random thought process-
es.

And if I do not grasp the emerging
fdea as if it were a fish ready to dive
again in the unconscious blackness, 1
vill forget it and remain only with the
idiotic feeling of having lost a chance.
And 1f I am depressed or something of
this sort I truly do nothing to catch
the idea and it goes...never again to
be caught.

This I know well, because in my
workroom are true mountains of papers,
and sometimes I will find an old note,
read it as totally foreign stuff, with
asazenent, and ask myself where, by God,
did I get THIS sort of an idea?

All this is very interesting, but
of course those are the preliminaries
only, because then comes the hard work,
of totally another kind and character.
This secondary work is under my control,
but the primary effort is in no way un—
der my control, so I feel sometimes a

nauseating fear: what if this or that
idea is my last and there shall be no
nore? VWell, they are coming yet, but 1
think that such a business is a very
unreliable one.

Q: Is writing profitable for you? How
is SF regarded in Poland? Are
there the same genre versus main-
stream arguments in Poland as over
here? Does the state support you?
How do you get Western royalties?

LEM: My income is big——relatively, of
course. I am not a millionaire, but
after all I have every year some 8 to
10 foreign editions, and two books re-
edited in a series of my "opera selecta”
home, and every year or every second
year a new book, and there is TV, radio,
film and so on.

My works are reviewed in Poland
with care and a certain distance be-
cause we have no specialists in the SF
field, so the reviewers ignore the
whole background of world SF produc-
tion,

Some of the best reviews were writ-
ten not by professional critics, but by

philosophers, scholars, etc. One philo-

sopher, a lady, has written an essay of
60 pages on my novel, MASTERS VOICE
(and the novel is not voluminous at all
—some 190 pages). A curiosity are
two or three reviews written by the
Russian cosmonauts.

"Genre versus mainstream"? Well,
this is no hot issue since I alone am
the genre in Poland. Of course there
are critics who will never write a word
about my work. But you must have var-
ious kinds of people to make a world.

I am in a way "estranged" with my SF,
kind of a Robinson Crusoe at home.

The state does not support my work
in any special way. I am simply in
demand: the editors will take anything
from me bacause you can bet that it
will be sold out in 3 couple days. Of
course this is to some degree caused by
insufficient number of copies printed.
But on the whole I have had already
printings of 100,000 at home, and this
is not a small number for a small nation
of 32 million people. Ceteris paribus
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it should be equal to about 700,000 in
the US for an American author,

((60,000 for a Canadian author.
—d.s.))

At home there is a magic in my
nane; the public buys my books blindly,
even, I think, if one was a treatise
on lymnology...because my work on the
theory of literature sold instantly,
even though written for specialists
and there was a "warning" in the sub-
title. (3000 copies sold in a week.)
0f course that inflates one's self but
I a» aware of an intrinsic misappre-
hension—and surely 90% of the buyers
could not reread this book.

Western royalties? Why, they are
coming here, and I can use thea. But
how? Make a world tour? But, please,
when?

G: How have the visual productions of

your SF been (such as ASTRONAUCI
and others). Is there any western SF
movie that you have seen that you
could compare it with for our under-
standing?

LEM: All filas made from my works
were very bad indeed. The single ex~
ception was ROLY POLY done by Andrzej
Wajda (it was a short film for TV),

The character of this badness?
B-pictures clumsily done. I aa now o
guard and it is not a simple thing tc
persuade me to sell fila rights.

Q: How do you feel about fandom? Why
has not an SF fandom developed in
Poland?

LEM: Well, to tell the unpleasant
truth, I think fandom to be the gilde.
cuffs of SFo It diminishes the maneuv
ering space of writers, is intellec-
tually passive, lazy, opportunistic,
and very low-brow artistically; that
is with bad taste, scientific ignor-
ance, and so on.

This I deduce from western fanzin-
es and SF magazines, while comparing
my own appreciation of SF works with
the one given there. And comparing
reactions of fans in America and in
Russia to various SF titles. (My own



books were also "used" as a measuring
rod).

In comparison with those groups in
the Soviet Union who read SF, western
fandom must be judged low grade, both
intellectually and in mattersof taste.

Why so? To postulate a generally
higher level of intelligence in Russia
against the VWest would be nonsensical.
The distribution of IQ must be practical-
ly the same in both countries and shap-
ed 3s a Gaussian curve.

But then comes the process of read-
er recruitment. Here works the factor
causing the above stated difference.
The Russian fans do not represent the
total population average but only the
intellectually higher fraction of it.
If one assumes that the average level
of fanzines, of fan mail, of evaluators
of books (sometimes done by readers in
various SF magazines), are all reliable
indicators of literacy, intellectual
fitness, ctc. of the whole of American
fandom—the conclusion is unavoidable,
that in Americs science fiction does
NOT attract the better minds. So the
general trend of selection of SF readers
is opposed in both countries.

Assuming that the accumulated evi-
dence supports such a statement, one
should ask again, what causes this op-
position of selection trends? My answer
follows:

Firstly, SF is more attractive for
the Russian readers than for the Ameri-
can ones because in the Soviet Union
the total number of intellectual at-
tractions in leisure time is smaller.
Because of this the dispersion of the
public is not as broad in the whole spec-
trum of possible doings in Russia as in
America.

Secondly, SF attracts in the Soviet
Union a greater number of intellectually
active people, than in America, accord-
ing to the prominent social and cultur-
al role played in Russia by literature;
this is a decades—old stabilized phenom—
enon.

Thirdly, in the Soviet Union the
typical SF trash (the bulk of all Amer-
ican SF production) is absent. The
general trend in publishing American SF

in translation shows systematic filter-

ing, that is, selection of. intellectual~
ly and ‘artistically appreciated authors

and titles. The very presence of such a
selection works as a positive feed-back

loop, attracting in the first place in-

tellectually mature minds.

(There WAS some poorly written,
nearsighted, dull and unimaginative
pseudo SF in Russia, produced mostly in
the fifties, but after the great "cosmo-
nautical overture" this brand was dis-
placed by more gifted new. authors and
abandoned by the reading public. In a
way the prominent social status of cos-
monautics worked as an amplifier of
values attributed to Sf.)

And last, but not least, SF played
in Russia a part in some literary ex-
periments which would have been other-
wise absent.

Put together, all these factors
result in a hill-climbing gradient of
SF in the Soviet Union.

In America the reverse is rather
the case.

Firstly, SF was born there ;s a pulp
phenomenon, of lowest quality, ignored
by critics and the educated public.

Secondly, from this initial situa-
tion stemmed a cultural ghetto, with
some trends unavoidable in such an "en-
capsulation”. They are:

(a) total commersialisation of all
the literary production. ‘ihile

some elite publishers play the role
of "maecenases", sponsors of spirit-
ual values, publishing works highly
appreciated by prominent critics,
even if there is no great chance of
market success, no analogous patron-
age is to be found in the ghetto.
The sole indicator of book value is
selling capability. What does not
sell will not be re-issued, even if
highly appreciated by some first-
rate critics (because of this,
Stapledon is not permanently in
print—evidently the market demand
is not great, so all permanent val-
ues of his books are of no concern
to the .SF publishers).

(b) the total dependence of the
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authors upon the buying public; be-
cause of this the selling capabili-
ty and the intrinsic value of 3
book are co-extensive; any SF best-
seller, only because it sells best,
is the masterpiece, the work of the
century, etc.; as is known, this
correlation is invalid, and the
professional criticism in the main-
stream is notby any means highly
impressed ird subordinate simply by
the selling success of a literary
work. So

(c) the "inner criticism in the SF
ghetto lacks the sovereignty typic-
al in the maiostream.

Thirdly, any cultural ghetto im-
plies a caste system. The men resid-
ing in the higher caste may freely
penetrate the lower ones, but any move-
ment in the opposite direction is im
possible. And, truly, a mainstream
writer can write a SF book and never-
theless hold his higher status and
position, while an SF author cannot
operate as freely "both ways". The
fame of the mainstream writersisa gen-
eral phenomenon, while the prominent
SFictioneers are known practically in

the ghetto only.

Fourthly, the mass-produced trash
obscures and swallows up even master-
pieces which are somehow born in such
pitiful conditions. (So you can see
some attempts at evading the "SF dam-
nation" by skillful maneuvering. As
known, some typical SF novels were pub—
lished "disquised" for "mainstream
literature".)

What is now the part played by fan-
dom in this situation?

It is too passive to work as a full-
fledged system for judging and evaluat-
ing books. It lacks, as a whole, re-
solving pover; it cannot discriminate
between the very best and the mediocre.
It can only console the frustrated
authors by mimicking the customs of
'great literature' from where come all
the conventions: thus the Nebula as
substitute for the Nobel Prize, and so
on.

This is the broad picture, with the
general complex trend, and if you ob~
serve single authors you will remark



how they all converge, to become crafts—
men, and to produce the typical, aver-
age SF. The poorly gifted rise a lit-
tle up in their output (that is not bad,
of course), but, alas, the truly gifted
(often after writing one or two origin-
al and hopeful books) show signs of
degradation in the long run. They all
converge—and put together, they pro-
duce this mediocrity, banality, so typi-
cal of American SF.

0f course there are brilliant men
in American fandom, but they have no
cultural influence, no access to mass
media, no chance of bearing upon the
editorial policy of SF houses or maga—
zines, etc. Some of them, I think, the
most brilliant ones, are frustrated ad-
dicts of SF. This frustration is typi=-
cal for the very best authors, too (say
as Aldiss or Ballard). Now you can per-
haps better understand why I have used
bad names in speaking about fandom, ev-
en if fans are guiltless, taken individ-
vally.

0f course, I was speaking about a
general, statistically relevant trend,
and not about this or that person. I
do not see any real possibility of this
trend being reversed. (It is a so—call-
ed complex trend, and those long-range
trends are of principal concern in fu-

 turology.)

0: What do you read besides SF? Do
you read much American or English
SF?

LEM: Well, I will give you practical-

ly the whole list. Firstly, I read THE
HERALD TRIBUNE (Paris edition), NEWS—
WEEK, the French L'EXPRESS, LE MONDE,

and FIGARO. Tpen comes LE NOUVEL O0BSERV-
ATEUR, and occasionally a NEW YORKER or
something similar.

Then—SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, SCIENCE
ET VIE, SCIENCE (British), and DAEDALUS.
Then the Russian PRIRODA ("ature"),
TECHNIXA MOLODESNY and some other pop-
ular and non-popular science journals.
Then any new available scientific books.

And then works of fiction. From the
U.S.A. I like very much Mailer, Malmud,
Bellow—and, to tell the whole truth,
one book as good as HENDERSON THE RAIN

KING contains more relevant information
and is for me of greater value than a
metric ton of SF.

I know French and West German lit-
erature, too, to some degree, of course.
The day has only 24 hours. But as I
see it there is something of an empti-
ness in the French literature of the
last decade. The situation in Germany
is not much better. Do you perhaps
know the SF or pseudo-SFf work of a Ger-
man writer, Arno Schmid? It is very in-
teresting, even if not similar to Ameri-
can SF, so I doubt if it was translated
at all.

Q: Why do you feel your books are pop-
ular in Poland and Western coun-
tries?

LEM: The causes of my popularity I do
not know. My opinion is as good as any
other. I do not think my books are
popular in various countries for the
same reasons.

See, I am esteemed in the Soviet
Union where my nonfiction books are
known, too. For the Russian public I
am a sort of mongrel between a sage, an
artist and a computer. The greatest
part of my fanmail comes from Russia,
with all sorts of manuscripts, and gifts,
and some of it from Germany.

For what am I appreciated? I doubt
if a statistical analysis of my fan mail
could give a relevant answer, because it
is one thing to know that one likes
this or that, and another to specify
why and what causes this empathy.

I can only say that I never avoid
difficult, unpleasant, or unanswerable
questions—in my own worke E.g., I do
not believe in ESP, in precognition, in
telepathy, in UfOs, so I never write
about them.

The popularity implies some tensions
between an author and his readers, too.
We are not yet in paradises I am asked,
say, to write more about this subject
and theme, and again, not to write
theoretical treatises, etc. If I have
time I answer some }etters and plead my
cause, but I do not change my mind.

That is, I am adamant as to my choice—
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in my plans. I do not believe in sal-
vation of the world by means of liter-
ature, but I do believe in moral and
intellectual values in writing.

Perhaps I should add that there are
great groups of readers not contacting
me at all, or contacting in an incompre-~
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