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T H I S  I S S U E

. . .  i s  almost as big as the b ig , bumper, ce leb ra tio n  issue 100. This is  due 
in  p a r t to  Joseph Nicholas; h is  a r t i c le  "The Shape Of Things To Cane" is  a 
su b s tan tia l one which has nothing to  do with H G W ells, being ra th e r  concerned 
with the fu tu re  of SF. Joe ou tlines four trends th a t are now no ticeab le  in  
SF and expresses considerable concern about th ree  of them. David Wingrove 
has a lso  w ritte n  a major a r t i c le .  "Saving The Tale" asks the question , 'Can 
there be a c r i t i c a l  standard o f  science f ic t io n ? ' and c i te s  some c r i t i c s  not 
normally found in  an SF magazine. Arnold A kien's p iece , "You Can Get There 
Fran Here", was w ritte n  as a l e t t e r ,  with "Standpoint" overtones, but when I 
typed i t  out i t  was too long fo r th a t,  and so became a short a r t i c le  a l l  by 
i t s e l f .  I t  considers 'ghetto  l i t e r a tu r e '.  The issue is  f i l le d  out with 
th ree ra th e r  good "Standpoint" a r t ic le s  (I need some more for next is s u e ) , 
the book reviews (I had more of these than room fo r them, but they w ill 
appear) and an encouraging number of l e t t e r s .  Not to  mention an e d i to r ia l .
The squibs th a t f i l l  the pages are taken, th is  issu e , from Robert H ein le in 's  
The Number Of The Beast.

"I th ink you 're cute to o ,"  Zebbie answered, grabbed me by both shoulders, 
dragged me over the ta b le , and k issed  me hard. Our tee th  grated and my 
nipples went spung.'
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I Editorial Towards a Critical Standard 
Partin

In Focus 2 (Spring 1980) Randal Flynn said th is  about p lo t:
I‘d realised there were two fundamental types of plot in the universe. 
There was the plot boldly and artificially imposed from abo\e, the way 
Poul Anderson does it. He Invents a few names, John, Tom and Jane, and 
then makes them do things, like chase after treasures etc. Or there was 
the plot that grew of itself, starting from the imaginative creation or 
arrival of a life-given character and the results of his subsequent inter
actions with the physical and social environment, and with his own emo
tional nature. This was organic plot.

and made i t  quite  c lear that he thought 'organic' p lo t was the only one worth 
bothering with. Certainly a lo t of people would agree with him, including a 
number of Vector reviewers. I t 's  an opinion I have a great deal of sympathy with, 
but one which I can 't wholeheartedly agree with, because of the number of great 
novels which don 't have 'organic' p lo t - -  Henry Fielding 's Tan Jones, for 
example, the p lo t of which is  the an tithesis  of 'o rgan ic '. With such a novel 
occupying stage cen tre, and dozens more waiting in  the wings I cannot help but 
feel that to  in s is t on 'organic' p lo t is  to  lim it what can be done in a novel.

Thus, when the requirement for 'organic' p lo t is  raised again by Simon Oms ley 
in Vector 98 (in h is a r t ic le  'The Deadly T iger') I find myself regarding it 
c r i t ic a l ly ,  and nodding in agreement with Alex Eisenstein when he says that 
there are two types of p lo t, "those that work, and those that don't" ( 'L e tte rs ’ , 
Vector 100). Although Alex, of course, gives no indication that a plot can 
'work' in  several d ifferen t ways; his d istinc tion  is  a c r i tic a l blunt instrument, 
useful for separating sheep from goats, but unable to t e l l  a merino from a big
horn. We need something more subtle.

In h is book The Structure Of The Novel (Chatto & Windus, 1928; paperback edition 
1979) Edwin Muir distinguished a number of types of novel. F irs t there is  the 
'novel of a c tio n ', in which a series of arb itrary  and exciting events thrust the 
hero into and out of danger. The plot is  s tr ic t ly  developed — manipulated, i f  
you like  — by the author, in the manner deplored by Randal Flynn, and here I 
would agree with him. So would Mr Nkiir. Such a novel, he says, " is  a fantasy 
of desire rather than a picture of l i f e .  I t  is  never of much lite ra ry  conse
quence except when . . .  i t  is  also in sane measure a novel of character."

The 'novel of character’ is  M iir's second type of novel. In i t  the plot hardly 
matters at a l l ;  i t  is  merely a device for bringing together numbers of characters 
so th a t they can in te rac t. The characters are finely drawn and complete. This 
means that they do not change or develop in the novel, and are thus to ta lly  
independent of the p lo t. I t  also means that the characters are predictable and 
f la t ,  and in that sense unreal. However, i f  you look around you can see real 
people with the charac teristics portrayed by such characters, though real people 
generally play several parts at once. The purpose of a novel of character is 
to t e l l  us about characters, about themselves and th e ir  reaction to each other. 
In no sense does i t  have, or need, a plot that is  'o rg an ic ', but neither is  i t  
to be deplored as Randal Flynn would have us do. Deplore Thackeray's Vanity 
Fair, would you?

The th ird  type of novel meets with Randal's fu ll approval, I am sure. This is 
the 'dramatic novel', in  which, as in the novel of action, the plot must be 
s tr ic t ly  developed. But unlike the novel of action, the plot and characters 
are closely interwoven, each affected by the o ther, each movement in the plot 
arising fran the characters, and each change or developnent of the characters 
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arising  because of the p lo t. Examples of dramatic novels are Emily Bronte’s 
Wuthering Heights and anything by Jane Austen.

The fourth type of novel is  the 'chronicle ' — a novel such as War And Peace in 
which the action is  dramatic (in the sense above) but the arb itra riness of nature 
i t s e l f  is  taken into account — the "cycle of b ir th  and growth, death and b irth  
again". As well as the characters' changing, the background also changes.
Places are not ju s t lived in , as in novels of character or dramatic novels; they 
have been lived in , and undoubtedly w ill be lived in as well.

The f if th  type is the 'period novel', which is  sim ilar in appearance to the 
chronicle, but d iffe rs  in a fundamental respect: the chronicle is  universal in 
i t s  application; the period novel is  concerned only with i t s  own time and society. 
In a chronicle, the background changes, but i t  is  the change not the background 
that is  sign ifican t; in a period novel the sign ifican t aspect is  the background. 
Exanples are Bennett's Clayhanger tr ilo g y , Galsworthy's The Forsyte Saga and 
W ells's The New Macchiavelli.

When we look at SF in terms of these five ypes i t  is  evident that most SF (as, 
indeed, most fic tion ) is  of the f i r s t  type, the novel of action. Some novels of 
action can be enjoyable; a l l  of them are intended to  be; and none of them are 
intended to be anything e lse . A large portion of the remainder of SF f i t s  into 
the period novel category. The period novel's emphasis on h is to rica l accuracy 
is  mirrored by the SF period novel's emphasis on the d e ta il of future or alien  
so c ie ties . Jack Vance is  the SF period novelist par excellence: his best, most 
ly rica l writing always occurs in h is descriptions of strange and unlikely socie
t ie s ;  when he turns to  action his writing deterio ra tes. Two quotations fran 
H iir are appropriate here.

The bondage of the novel to period has naturally degraded It. Mr Bennett's 
and Mr Wells's many descriptions of the devices which have changed modern 
life axe of course interesting, and these inventions are important in their 
sphere, but no one could imagine their being given any consequence in a 
novel moving at the imaginative tension of War And Peace...

The bondage of the novel to period has degraded it. But it also insensibly 
falsified for a time the standards of criticism... Exactitude of contemp
orary detail became more important than exactitude of imagination.

I t  is  easy to see the para lle ls  with both SF and SF critic ism .

Almost a l l  SF novels f a l l  in to  one of Muir's lesser categories, the novel of 
action and the period novel. This doesn 't leave much for the three more import
ant types. Ilcwever, the matter is  sim plified by the rea lisa tion  that there are 
no SF novels of character. Nor is  there any need for there to be. I f  a ll  that 
matters is  the interplay of characters, then any SF ideas or backgrounds are 
to ta lly  irrelevant and can be dispensed with. A novelist would be wasting his 
time with such a creation.

I t  is  also true to  say that the SF chronicle is  a ra r i ty  in  SF. Most 'big scope' 
novels — Dune, for example — are period novels merely. J.G. B allard 's The 
Wind From Nowhere and The Drowned World are examples, Ballard working out his 
action against the remorseless progression of time and change.

This leaves us with the dramatic novel, into which category one can place a ll 
the novels of Le Guin, and seme Silverberg, Aldiss, Budrys, P rie s t, Shaw and 
Holdstock. In the dramatic novel, as we have seen, plot and character are intim
ately intertwined. In the SF dramatic novel th is  must remain tru e , with the 
added condition that the plot must also be dependent on an SF element. In other 
words, the science f ic tio n  must be an in tegral part of the drama of the novel. 
The SF dramatic novelist i s ,  in  fa c t, making l i fe  d if f ic u lt  for himself, giving 
himself something extra to  do. Why should he do this? Why, to  portray dramas 
that could not otherwise exist! (continued on p29)
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The Shape Of Things To
Come Joseph Nicholas

Once upon a time, as we a l l  knew, SF was a despised minority li te ra tu re  — but 
then came the bomb, te lev ision , rock nusic. Moon landings, future shock, academic 
respectab ility , Star Mars and mass popularity, with the resu lt that the very 
label has entered everyday speech as a jargon term for anything fu tu r is t ic , high- 
powered and (often) unlikely. Not that the public mind has much more than a 
hazy idea of what i t  means anyway: conditioned by endless re-runs of Star Trek 
and the recent flood of big-budget cinema spectaculars, they conceive of i t  as 
but a sa in tly  wonderland of spaceships, aliens and ray guns, ignoring the imagi
native core of which these are the external trappings, and hence dismiss i t  as 
no more than juvenile escapism.

And the trouble is  that altogether too damn nuch current SF seems not to warrant 
any other treatment.

I t  has been claimed th a t SF is  the only true lite ra tu re  of our age, and it does 
indeed have the a b ility  to  dramatise and examine the problems that now confront 
us with a scope not possessed by any other 'form' of f ic tio n . The energy c r is is ,  
sexual p o li t ic s , the microchip revolution, genetic engineering, the threat of 
nuclear w ar... these are the things th a t the so-called 'mainstream' can only 
deal with (should i t  ever choose to  deal with them a t a l l )  as the background to 
i t s  usual parade of character interplay and personal catastrophe — and when i t  
canes to more abstract concepts, like  the nature of consciousness, the evolution 
of in te lligence, and the entropic disorder which ultim ately overtakes a l l  c iv i l 
isa tions, i t  is  c lear that SF is  the only medium for th e ir  expression. Not to 
put too fine a point on i t ,  i t  has a potential and a novelty that a l l  other 
'forms' o f fic tio n  seem to have long ago exhausted. r

Except that in certa in  quarters th is potential has been thrown away unused and 
i t s  novelty deep-sixed in favour of audience-pleasing repetition . What we get 
from the majority of t te  s tu f f  that now crowds the bookshops is  not challenge 
and innovation, but 'ranan tic  escapism': undemanding and easily  d igestib le  
sto ries designed not to  stimulate th e ir  readers' in te lle c ts , but to  bypass their 
cerebrums and mainline th e ir  simple, transien t th r i l l s  stra igh t into th e ir  
thalamuses, absolving then from the need to  think and lu lling  them into a false 
sense of acceptance and security. Idiot action adventure space opera from the 
likes of Jack Chalker and Alan Dead Foster, oversentimentalised wish-fulfilment 
cuteness from such as Anne McCaffrey and Spider Robinson, long-winded pseudo- 
philosophical moralising from wolfish hard-liners like  Robert Heinlein and Jerry 
Pournelle, naive celebrations of the 'in ev itab le ' triumph of technology from 
such 'Golden Age1 leftovers as Arthur C Clarke and Larry Niven, derivative sub- 
sub-Tolkein or (worse) sub-sub-Howard fantasy by almost anyone you care to  name... 
Never mind a l l  the barely l i te ra te  novelisations of th ird -ra te  film  sc rip ts , 
large format paperbacks with an illu s tra tio n  on every other page, novellas 
expanded to  the length of novels by the use of big typefaces, comic book adapta
tions of well-known sto ries and films (as though everyone were suddenly unable 
to cope with anything more complicated than a speech balloon) — dear God, you 
think to  yourself, what in Heaven's name is  going on here?

It would be easy to blame Star Wars and others of i ts  cinematic ilk  for this 
malaise but, while i t  is true that they did foster the now dead commercial boom 
that has given us much of these "decadent symbols of a declining lite ra ry  form" 
(Christopher p rie s t, Vector 97), they d id n 't exactly in itia te  the trend, only 
enhanced i t  — because the malaise is in essence one from which the en tire  
Western world is  currently suffering. The Watergate a ffa ir  of 1972-74 exposed 
so completely that even the most naive must have d ifficu lty  denying it the 
corruption which lie s  a t the heart of modem p o litic s ; the Arab o il embargo 
which followed the Yom Kippur war of 1973 brought home to everyone the appalling 
fra g ility  of the economic system on which our society is based; and from there 
on in i t 's  been downhill a l l  the way. As Brian Aldiss put it  in "Magic And Bare 
Boards", his autobiographical essay in H ell's Cartographers'. " . . .  we arc at the 
end of the Renaissance period. New and darker ages are coining. We have used up 
most of our resources and most of our time. Now nemesis must overtake hubris, 
Tor th is is the la s t act of our particu lar play." Faced with the incipient 
te rro rs of th is  in the ir ordinary everyday lives, who can blame the public at 
large for turning to SF as a means of escape from them? Unlike the rash of spy 
adventures which provided the escape route during the s ix tie s , SF novels need 
not be set in the real world, nor even an idealised version of i t ,  at a l l .  When 
they are set in the real world, or a near-future facsimile of i t , th e i r  authors 
usually cop out of confronting the problems that would be involved, either by 
ignoring them entirely  (presumably in the ostrich -like  hope that th ey 'll thus be 
persuaded to go away) or by pretending that they've been completely solved (with
out ever saying how). And for to ta l escape, there is naturally nothing better 
than outright fantasy, where evil can be externalised and defeated and the plot 
can be as deus ex machine as possible because the readers are only looking for 
an intensively detailed imaginary worldscape which can be revisited  a t any time 
by simply rescanning the maps and re-reading the appendices.

But then, as I said e a r l ie r , the reading public a t large has never seen SF as 
more than escapism anyway. We, i ts  dedicated readers and c r i t ic s ,  have always 
viewed it as something more — or, a t le a s t, we did; because if  the sales figures 
are anything to go by, more and more of us are coming to  view it  in the same 
ligh t. Quality material is  s t i l l  being published, of course, but i t  has always 
constituted a small percentage of the to ta l — and, given that publishers have 
to se ll books and must bear the needs of th e ir  markets in mind, that percentage 
now seems to be steadily shrinking, with those w riters who reject such pandering 
to popular tas te  in favour of pursuing th e ir  tM) individual visions in the ir own 
ways finding i t  increasingly d iff ic u lt  to  locate publishers w illing to back them 
and th e ir work (although there are of course, a t least as far as the UK is con
cerned, exceptions — two hardback firms spring instantly  to mind as purveyors 
of quality  f i r s t  and sales potential second). The problem seems much more acute 
in the US than i t  does here, and writing about i t  elsewhere two years ago, before 
the recession began to b ite , I iden tified  th is as a belated reaction to the revo
lutions of the s ix tie s  by what 1 termed the 'Old Guard': a coterie of editors for 
whom 'modern' SF was something being published, at the very la te s t, back in the 
m id -fiftie s , and who regard everything that has happened to SF since as either 
of no consequence or even as a defin ite  retrograde step.

There is ,  obviously, something ro tten  in the sta te  of SF — and for a ll that 
proclaiming the existence of a malaise is easier than locating its  source, I 
think we can nevertheless identify a number of trends which underly i t .  In th is , 
I intend to engage not in a discussion of what's been happening duringthe six ties  
(for that I cornnend you to Roz Kaveney's forthcoming a r t ic le  in Foundation 22) 
but in discussion of the trends which are now emerging and which I feel will 
determine much of what is published in the eighties. Three of these trends 
s trik e  me as defin ite  contributors to  the rot and the fourth as the only hope 
for SF's survival. They are, in the order I will deal with them, the retreat 
to the ghetto, the repetition  of fam iliar themes, the 'big hooks s e l l ’ best- 
sellerism , and the fight to  reintegrate with the mainstream.

The f i r s t  of these, the re trea t to the ghetto, is  closely hound up with, and in 
7
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fact seems a d irec t resu lt of, the Old Guard backlash referred to above. I t  
can hardly be coincidence that what they conceive of as 'modem' SF stems from 
a period when the genre's only home, i t s  only o u tle t, was the genre magazines, 
which came to  an end when America's national d istribu tion  system, run by the 
monopolistic American News Company, collapsed, putting almost a l l  of them out of 
business and ending the bright hopes of the early f i f t ie s  for an SF which would 
break through to a wider audience. (Horace Gold, the f i r s t  editor of Galaxy, for 
instance, looked forward to the day when his magazine would achieve the same 
readership as The Saturday Evening Post.') Suddenly, the genre seemed to 'lose 
i ts  way', by default repudiating i ts  pulpier excesses but seeming to have no idea 
of what to do next, thus allowing a certain  amount of stagnation and d issa tisfac 
tion  to set in: a feeling which in some way in itia ted  the search for other routes 
out into the wider world, and eventually led to the revolutions of the s ix tie s . 
( I t  was in th is  period, a f te r  a l l ,  that the two w riters now considered the giants 
of B ritish  SF, Brian Aldiss and J  G Ballard, prime movers in the B ritish  wing of 
the 'New Wave', began th e ir careers.) Yet in a l l  th e ir published pronouncements, 
the most prominent members of the Old Guard have consistently decried th is  repu
diation, the search which followed i t ,  and the eventual fragmentation — claiming 
over and over again that the SF of the la te  fo rtie s  to m id-fifties is  the only 
't ru e ' SF, constantly stressing that i t  should, and can only be no more than 
escapist entertainment (th is despite also upholding the more serious SF-as-future 
-realism line pushed by John W Campbell, which doesn't say much for the ir capac
ity  for logical thought), that i t s  w riters should eschew complexity of theme, 
p lo t, idea, characterisation, sty le  and message, that they should make no undue 
demands on th e ir  read ers ... The rejection slips issued by George Scithers for 
Isaac Asimov's SF Magazine, for example, exp lic itly  instruct those who wish to 
s e ll  to the magazine to avoid such nasty and corrupting subjects as sex, swearing 
and violence and, c iting  in fla tion , the cost of car repairs and the tedium of i ts  
readers' jobs as ju s tif ic a tio n , urge them to produce th e ir  next story with the 
ed ito ria l requirement for gung-ho p lo tting  and an upbeat ending well in mind — 
a policy which, fa r from nuturing a school of exciting, risk-taking writers of 
the type who contributed to Moorcock's New Worlds, creates instead a group of 
production line hacks whose sto ries are indistinguishable from each other, and 
patronisingly juvenile to  boot.

Worse than Scithers, however, by v irtue  of the greater control he wields — in 
theory only over Ballantine Books's fantasy imprint, but with his wife in control 
of the SF side any suggestion that there is  no overlap between th e ir respective 
spheres of in te rest is  simply laughable — is  Lester Del Rey. This is  a man who, 
in five years of 'reviewing' for Analog dumped (heavily and often spleneticallyj 
again and again on anyone who dared w rite something more ambitious and demandirfg 
than simple escapist fare. W riters, he said, shouldn't take themselves or the ir 
work seriously; heroes should be strong, unambiguous and forthrigh t; s ty le  should 
be simple, straightforward and easy to understand; plots should be p la in , linear 
and fast-paced ... I f  th is  sounds as though I'm pushing i t  a b i t ,  I 'd  re fer you 
to an interview with him published in Science Fiction Review 18 (1976) in which, 
with perfect seriousness, he claimed that: "pulp fic tio n  is actually truer to 
human nature than most other fiction" because i t  "tends to  use what might be 
called the universal values. You don't go into the hero now in any d e ta il. You 
don't establish your characters with small, tiny strokes of the brush. You use 
broad sweeps. But in the long run that type of characterisation usually can be 
read by more people for a longer period of tune with understanding and id e n tif i
cation, than the lite ra ry  types" (sic , bad gramnar and a l l ) ,  and in support of 
th is  ludicrous contention named Fielding's Tom Jones as a great pulp novel. With 
such views as th is being expressed by the man a t the top, i t  comes as no surprise 
to note that the majority of the SF published by Ballantine Books — under, of 
course, th e ir  Del Rey brand name — over the past three or four years has shown 
a marked sh if t  to the juvenile, the pulp, the hollow, the a r t is t ic a lly  derelic t 
and the instantly  forgettable.

And both are powerful men in th e ir  f ie ld s. Asimov's is  the most coninercially 
successful SF magazine in history and Ballantine Books is one of the longest 
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established and most respected US paperback SF publishers, and i t  thus seems la ir  
to suggest that they do in some way set the tone and lead the way for everyone 
e lse . Indeed, with the recent sale of Analog to Asimov's publishers — because, 
th e ir  many protestations to the contrary', it  is most unlikely that they will 
remain completely independent of each other --  and F .8 SF apjiarently adopting 
a more conservative tone in order to re ta in  i ts  share of the market, with such 
w riters as Chalker, Hogan and McCaffrey being published by Del Rey Books in a 
manner that makes them seem 'the  saviours of SF' and equally 'newer' — but in 
terms of th e ir  approaches and concents, not new at a ll — w riters like Chernyh, 
Haldeman and Varley being sim ilarly pushed by other publishers, the suggestion 
seems even more fa ir ,  even more accurate.

None of i t  has the slig h te st pretence to lite ra ry  quality , or can appeal to other 
than the die-hard addicts: i t  is the sort of incestuous, derivative, self-p lag ia- 
r i s t i c ,  th ird  rate  stu ff we thought had been condemned and abandoned Jong ago, 
now brought back to shambling semi-sentience with no other apparent object in 
mind than the shoring-up of the crumbling ghetto walls and the quickening of the 
dusty pulses of those s t i l l  gathered around i t s  flickering campfires in resolute 
ignorance of the world outside. Worse: i t  is  actually pulling in a horde of new 
readers, selling  in i t s  thousands of copies, winning plaudits and Hugo awards 
and, on top of i t s  further entrenching of SF's prevailing escapist image in the 
public mind at large, is  in the rigid across-the-board application of i ts  very 
limited principles by th is  selfsame Old Guard next to  s tif lin g  the life  out of 
the lite ra tu re , denying i t  any impulse to crea tiv ity  and innovation, making of 
i t  nothing more than a fic tio n  of safe, cosy, mind-deadening pabulum.

But then, a cynic might suggest, perhaps challenge and stimulation are essen tia l
ly alien to  SF anyway. After a l l ,  one of the particu larly  besetting sins of a 
genre lite ra tu re  is the way it  encourages i t s  authors to  repeat themselves, both 
by circumscribing th e ir  compass of discussion and by accustoming its  readers to 
expect only a limited set of thanes and approaches — as the truism has i t ,  the 
readers want no more than another dose of what they 're already getting (which 
probably explains in large part the revulsion and sometimes downright h o s tility  
fe lt  by most fans of the time towards the New WarIds-led 'New Wave'). In the 
days when the magazines constituted the only ou tlet for genre SF, th is  'more of 
the same', played up to by the authors, often expressed i t s e l f  as a series of 
sto ries about the same characters and/or situations; but with the magazines 
having faded from prominence we now get instead scries of novels: sequel upon 
trilogy  upon quartet upon future history upon... I t  goes aUnost without saying 
that no single novel of such a sequence can ever stand alone, can ever be (in 
Chris P r ie s t 's  appropriate term) 'autonomous', but must be read in conjunction 
with a l l  the others — sound commercial logic, to be sure, but is  i t  art?

I t 's  a moot point. Those story cycles which have been conceived and executed 
as such do have a certain  unity and in tegrity  about them, hut those where the 
author manufactures a sequel simply to cap ita lise  on reader demand are usually 
too slipshod or lightweight to possess such charac teristics. And the former 
variety are often just as bad, th e ir ideas being effectively  sufficient for only 
one volume but which are extended, padded, and supplemented to make up the 
required three (or whatever) less for the sake of enriching the story or the 
reader's experience than for the sake of enriching the w riter by forcing the 
reader to buy them a ll in order to find out what finally  happens. The current 
near-perfect example is  Jack Chalker's "Well World” se ries , each volume of 
which is so bloated and rambling as to give one the impression that he’s not 
even writing to  entertain  himself, only to f i l l  the pages. Further, some 
series may not actually end with the ir final volumes: a growing practice is the 
leaving of minor loopholes or unresolved plot threads to which the ir writers 
can la te r  return. Glen Cook's "Dread Empire" trilogy is an example, culminating 
in a war that k ills  m illions but allows the top magician of the bad guys to 
escape unscathed. Never mind the series which just go on and on without 
apparent end, like E C Tubb's "Dumarcst" novels.
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I t  i s n 't  a completely new trend, of course — the reader demand for series is ,  
as a proportion of the to ta l audience, probably much the same as i t  ever was, 
but the number of w riters now clambering aboard seems to he increasing. U lti
mately, they are likely  to do themselves more harm than good, for the more they 
repeat themselves in th is  fashion the more likely  they are to re s tr ic t  themselves 
in what they can or cannot do. The easier i t  becomes to w rite (or rewrite) one 
particu lar type of story the less incentive there is  to try  to write something 
e lse , u n til they reach the point a t which they have become so adept at writing 
(or rewriting) the same type of story that they simply haven't the sk il l  to  do 
anything e lse . Perhaps they just don't want to w rite anything e lse , because 
they know they have a market for th e ir  s tu ff  and don 't want to  upset i t .  This, 
i f  so, might be halfway defensible i f  they evidenced some care for the ir readers: 
the cynicism of Roger Zelazny, for example, churning out his "Amber" potboilers 
u n til demand was sated and even he grew bored with them, or the contempt of 
Larry Niven who, when interviewed in Science Fiction Review 26 (1978) said that 
he conceived of his ideal reader as someone a lo t like  himself, 'except that he 
needs things explained to  him ', i s  simply inexcusable.

In fac t, that the authors who write such series have loyal bands of readers who 
like  th e ir  s tu ff  is  inexcusable anyway. The best, the most o rig ina l, the most 
memorable novels are and always have been those written at the frontiers of the 
audience's expectations; those which, dispensing with the baggage of the past 
and striv ing  for some new insight from a new perspective, breathe new l i f e  into 
the body of the whole by forging new paths for others to follow and explore in 
th e ir  turn. Farmer's The Lovers, B allard 's The Atrocity Exhibition, Bester's 
Tiger! Tiger!, A ldiss's Report On Probability A, Delany's Rabel-17, Moorcock's 
An Alien Heat, Spinrad's Bug Jack Barron, even the early work of Asimov and 
Heinlein, have contributed more, have in the long run proved more influential 
than any nimber of sequels and series and tr ilo g ie s . Such cannot point the way 
to progress, they can only rehash what has gone before, each succeeding repeti
tion being but an increasingly pallid  imitation of i t s  predecessor — and where's 
the health and vigour in  that?

For the reader, of course, the escape value of a series is high: the more of it  
there is  then (in theory) the more detailed i t s  background, the more complex i ts  
p lo t, the greater and more rounded i t s  cast of characters, and thus the more the 
reader can lose himself in i t .  The same is naturally true of single large 
novels, and i t  was th is  so rt of book — most notably Heinlein's Stranger In A 
Strange Land and Herbert's Pune, not forgetting Tolkien's The Lord Of The Rings 
— which crossed the genre boundary and made a wider audience more aware of SF's 
existence. And now th a t, post-Star Wars, the potential audience is  even wider, 
we seem to be getting even more single large novels, marketed as an escape 
route for both SF and non-SF readers. Bova's Colony, S ilverberg's Lord Valen
tin e 's  Castle, Vinge's The Snow Queen — a l l  good blockbusting s tu ff , you might 
think. No, actually , because as novels intended to expand the fron tiers of SF 
they are anything but, enlarging i t  only in terms of i t s  readership and not in 
terms of i t s  compass of approaches and concepts. They are , to give them th e ir 
aptest possible label, b estse lle rs .

The term as used these days doesn't mean that the book in question has sold or 
is selling  many thousands of copies around the world but that i t  is a certain 
d is tin c t type of book: one that appeals to  the largest and most variegated 
possible audience. The novels of Arthur Hailey and Harold Robbins spring readily 
to mind as excellent examples: books with huge, rambling plots in which twist is 
piled upon tw ist, with large casts of rather stereotyped and two dimensional 
characters who undergo many sh ifts  of personal allegiance and undertake many 
grabs for power over everyone e lse , with a wide and colourful range of expensive 
and exclusive scenic locations, with a hint or two of high level p o litica l 
intrigue and a whiff or three of vaguely coy and old-fashioned sex — the whole 
designed not to challenge or subvert the reader's world-view but to reinforce 
i t  by allowing him to live a vicarious fantasy l i f e  of glamorous langour and 
transient th r i l l s .  (The t i t l e  of a recent Susan Howatch novel, The Rich Are
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D ifferent, ju s t about says i t  a l l . )  They have no genuine depth or insigh t, only 
a shallow illu sion  of them, and in consequence, although presumably intended for 
the long, long empathic read, can in practice be picked up and put down again at 
any time (or perhaps even read in reverse — with some of them you'd probably 
never notice the difference).

But what in Heaven's name has th is  sort of mass-market fodder got to do with SF? 
If we really  believe that SF has the ab ility  to dramatise and examine the 
problems of our age in a manner not possessed by any other 'form' of f ic tio n , 
then i t  can 't afford the cop out of simply reinforcing i t s  readers world-views: 
i t  can and indeed must confront them with the object of changing them, se tting  
out to tea r them down with a l l  the power and passion i t  can muster. Yet what 
can such novels as Lord Valentine's Castle and The Snow Queen do but cop out? 
Stories of dispossessed kings and despotic queens struggling to regain or re ta in  
th e ir  thrones are, bar th e ir  being set on other p lanets, no d ifferen t from the 
je t  se t fantasies of Robbins and Howatch, and hence have nothing to do with 
challenge, confrontation and subversion.

This bestsellerism  is  the most recently emergent trend (the reason why I can 't 
c ite  any other examples of the type, although certain  of the series novels lam
basted above possess much the same characteristics) but on present evidence i t ' s  
a growing one. I ts  motivation seems to  derive from a desire to reach the wider 
audience that is  now known to ex is t, presimably in  the hope that the audience 
for SF as a whole w ill thus be enlarged by the tanpting in of a whole new genera
tion of readers. I f  so, i t ' s  a most misplaced hope, for the readers of such 
books w ill be interested in th e ir  SF trappings only as a f i l l i p  to th e ir  other
wise jaded imaginations; give them anything more than the 'sa in tly  wonderland' 
they’re expecting and th e y 'l l  recoil in horror — as, indeed, the majority of 
the readers tempted in by Star Wars have done, fa iling  to  make the transition  
from the ephemeral froth to the pure q u ill because they couldn't take what the 
la t te r  had to o ffe r. One way or the other, they were the boom. Provided, 
however, the authors of such books avoid offering such challenges, they 're 
likely to enjoy (as do most b estse lle r authors) considerable short term success 
— quantity has, a f te r  a l l ,  always been a depressingly more marketable conuiodity 
than quality  — but in the long term th e ir  books are like ly , as with v irtu a lly  
a l l  b e s tse lle rs , to  fade completely from view, contributing nothing of any 
lasting  value.

The desire to  reach a wider audience probably motivates part of the 'f ig h t ' to 
reintegrate with the mainstream, but certainly not a l l  of i t ;  lite ra ry , a r t i s t ic  
and c r i t ic a l  factors have more part to  play than the mere conmercial desire for 
increased sales. I t 's  a trend that has been forging slowly forwards fo r some 
time new, and often seems to have been supported more by those on the 'o th er' 
side of the 'fence' than by those within — Brian A ldiss's 1968 appeal for an 
Arts Council grant to  New Worlds, for instance, was backed by such respected 
establishment figures as Edmund Crispin, Marghanita Laski, J  B P riestly  and 
Angus Wilson; and over the past few years we've had a number of SF novels from 
such mainstream w riters as Kingsley Amis, Anthony Burgess, Len Heighten, Doris 
Lessing and Sheila MacLeod (with many others, such as Margaret Drabble and John 
Fowles, also declaring th e ir  respect and admiration for the l ite ra tu re ) ; and a ll  
of th is  has probably done more to 're h a b ilita te ' SF than the effo rts  of those, 
like Aldiss, Ballard, Moorcock and P riest, working frem within — probably 
because those working from without are operating from a position of established 
c r i t ic a l  acceptance, 'subversive' elements in th e ir  own ranks that the lite ra ry  
community can 't ignore. (Not, mind you, that the effo rts  of Amis e t al have 
always been welcomed by die-hard fans:a charge commonly levelled a t them is  tha t 
they are too ignorant of SF to  do more than rehash old themes and concepts in a 
not particu larly  original manner — a charge which reeks of exactly the same 
paranoid inverted snobbery I condemned in "Guns Of The Timberland" in Vector 99 
and which, unless i t  can be m aterially substantiated, has to  be dismissed out 
of hand.)

11



In retrospect, o f course, i t ' s  odd that th is  selfsame literary  coniminity should 
have so shunned SF, particularly considering the long and, at least to judge by 
the work o f  W ells, lluxley and Orwell, lionourable tradition  of imaginative specu
lation  that runs through English litera tu re . It was only the cynical conrnercial- 
ism o f an uranigrant American radio engineer that resulted in SF's abstraction 
fran the whole and i t s  making over into a publishing category o f i t s  own that 
k illed  o ff  the trad ition , a fter  a l l ,  and those authors who have been fighting 
free from the dead hand of the essen tia lly  a lien  American pulp heritage are thus 
seeking only to revive i t .  Categorisation o f literatu re into i t s  supposedly 
different 'forms' (because in the la st  analysis there is  no other category but 
fic t io n  i t s e l f )  is  in  any case a ridiculous expedient. It may help to iso la te  
and identify  the wellsprings o f cr ea tiv ity , but i t  a lso  resu lts in each succeed
ing generation of category w riters producing only increasingly p a llid  and deriv
ative im itations o f their predecessors work, and th is ,  for an artform, is  next 
to the k iss of death.

The mainstream, too, su ffers from the same sort o f categorisation , with stor ies  
of character interplay and personal catastrophes having long ago assumed the 
ascendancy over everything e ls e . Much though I enjoy their work, I sometimes 
wonder what Beryl Bainbridge and Margaret Drabble can find to  say about their 
'types' o f  protagonists that hasn't been said a thousand times already by every
one e lse  before them. It should thus be clear that the reintegrating of i t  with 
SF w ill resu lt in the rev ita lisa tio n  o f  both, each drawing something from the 
other: SF receving a necessary shot o f  soc ia l realism , a concern for character 
and a care for literary  q uality , and the mainstream receiving an infusion of the 
surreal and the symbolic, the mytlopoeic drive i t  has in the main (I have to 
exclude such as John Fowles and William Golding from these generalisations) been 
lacking for some time.

Or w ill  it?

One might reasonably argue that, in attempting to reintegrate with the main
stream, SF is  lik e ly  to  run up against much the same objections as would be 
voiced by an audience accustomed to b estse ller s: don't give me anything challeng
ing, ju st give me something I don't have to think too hard about. A mainstream 
audience seeming more receptive than a b estse ller  one, the objections are lik ely  
to be milder in tone, but the problem w ill  s t i l l  remain. The SF writer who aims 
for a mainstream audience can't adopt the sort o f completely subversive stance 
we expect fran the best SF for fear o f alienating that audience altogether— 
for example, what would the readers of Graham Greene and Ir is  Murdoch novels 
make of the schizophrenic rea lity  sh ifts  o f  Philip  K Dick and the p iled  on 
metaphysical speculations o f Ian Watson?

One might a lso  argue, perhaps in lin e  with certain  SF authors themselves, that 
any reintegration with the mainstream would resu lt in SF's suffering a certain 
'lo ss  of id en tity ': a d iffu sion  of the drive which i t s  categorisation , for a ll 
the iso lation  thus imposed, has at least concentrated and in ten sified , allowing 
i t  to sustain and extend i t s e l f  while a l l  other genre categories — westerns, 
horror novels, gothics and the lik e  — have more or le ss  withered on the vine, 
declining into ever more uninventive pastiches of themselves (although, ns 
described above, th is is  what SF i t s e l f  i s  showing d ist in c t  signs of doing 
already). And i f  th is impulse ia d iffused or blunted then i t  is possib le that 
SF w ill lose i t s  a b ility  to dramatise and examine, with the in tensity  and depth 
of v ision  we expect, the 'problems' to  which I ear lier  referred, never mind i t s  
a b ility  to deal with the abstract concepts to which I a lso  ear lier  referred, 
fo c i te  again the novels o f Philip  K Dick and Ian Watson, one is  forced to wonder 
how their respective particular concerns could be conveyed via p lots devoted 
primarily to character interplay and personal catastrophes.

Which raises the obvious questions, do we rea lly  want such reintegration, and 
i f  so then how far do we want i t  to  go?

The answer to the f ir s t  question is  'y e s ', of course. Genres, as genres, are 
inevitably doomed to stagnation i f  they don't attempt to break free of their 
self-imposed lim itations. I t  is  evident that th is is  just whet is  happening to 
the works which f a l l  into the f ir s t  two of the trends detailed above. They 
have reached their pre-set boundaries, cannot or w ill not cross them, have 
turned in upon themselves, and are in consequence already well down the road to 
se lf-ex tin ctio n . Quite apart from which, i f  we are to hold that SF i s  the only 
true literature of our age, then should we not at least try to bring i t s  mes
sages home to a wider audience, subverting the tropes and metaphors of the 
mainstream to i t s  ends so as to increase i t s  range of response and enhance i t s  
compass of responsibility? Which more or le ss  answers the second question: we 
want i t  to go a l l  the way, a l l  the time, and not due out o f meeting any of 
the challenges and problems th is  poses.

Which statement automatically raises the question of how such reintegration can 
best be achieved. Well, certainly not by the writing of tediously unimagina
tiv e  stories about the building of L5 colonies or the distant interplanetary 
quests o f dispossessed kings to regain their thrones, for th is is  merely to 
rework fam iliar genre m aterial, and hence advances the 'figh t' not one whit. 
The most fru itfu l route would appear to be by the writing of novels that in 
some way make use of the basic symbols and archetypes of the genre, reworking 
them into a pattern or configuration that w ill hold some meaning or appeal for 
everyone. The obvious example to c i te  in th is instance is  the great J G Ballard, 
who — alone amongst those working from within the genre to tear down the 'fence' 
that separates i t  from the mainstream — has won through to cr it ic a l acclaim, 
public acceptance and an audience a l l  h is own. One could also name as sim ilar 
(though lesser) examples, Michael Moorcock and h is "Jerry Cornelius" quartet, 
Chris P riest's  A Dream Of Wessex (and perhaps also his forthcoming The Affirma
tio n ), Brian A ld iss's The Malacia Tapestry, most i f  not a l l  of Kurt Vonnegut's 
work, Tom Disch's On Wings Of Song, and perhaps Greg Benford's Timescape and 
Robert Silverberg's Dying Inside as w ell. In fa c t, th is  'making use' o f SF's 
basic symbols and archetypes is  the only way in which the literature w ill ever 
become more meaningful or attractive to everyone. Consider, in support of th is 
assertion, what we now think of as the c la ss ic s  of world literatu re, novels 
which are read by a l l  and acclaimed as great because of their universal appeal; 
they have meaning for everyone regardless o f the period in which they were 
written and f ir s t  published. And i f  we want SF to  la s t ,  to accrue meaning for 
everyone and become great, th en ... I t w ill not aluays be great, of course, but 
it  should at least aim for such: better to try and f a i l  than never to try at a l l .

The la st ten words of that sentence do of course constitute a personal statement; 
which is  why I support the trend to reintegrate, and sneer at the others. It 
should be pointed out, however, that the trend is  primarily a B ritish  one, just 
as the previous three are primarily American, which is  one more piece of evidence 
to add to the case that British SF is  substantially  d ifferent from the American 
variety, a concept to which a quite extraordinary number o f fans seem most 
vehemently resistant — and th is in i t s e l f  demonstrates just how slender the 
trend's hold on l i f e  actually i s .  I've called  i t  a 'f ig h t' ,  and I really  do 
mean i t .  Not so much a fight against the entrenched attitudes of the wider l i t 
erary connunity, which no longer seen as entrenched as they once were, as against 
the growing force of the other three trends, which at the very least — the 
bestsellerism  of Bova and Vinge — represent a nervous refusal to fu lly  engage 
in the con flic t and at the most extreme — the retreat to the ghetto of Del Rey 
and Scithers — an outright hatred of anyone who dares to even think of disturb
ing, le t  alone exposing as the ill-thought-out a n ti-in te llectu a l nonsense i t  i s ,  
the enforced conformist peace of the literature they clutch so fran tica lly  to 
their breasts. They are growing in force because in the final analysis they 
have a better sales record than the fourth. The works which can be subsumed 
into them arc sa fe , secure, soothing, undemanding, unchallenging..•  escapist in 
every way — and, to refer back to what I said ea r lier , with the real world in 
the sta te  i t  is  what better p a llia tiv e  can there be? Shallow b estse ller s ,
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repetitive  se rie s , id io tic  space operas, hack fantasy — drivel of the lowest 
order, yet drivel tha t is  daily  threatening to  submerge the trend to  rein tegrate  
altogether: the only trend that is  worth our a tten tion  and support.

To put i t  b lun tly , therefore: i f  th is  goes on then, c learly , there i s n 't  much 
hope for SF as a v iable, le t  alone in te resting , l i te r a ry - 'form' .  What we have 
to  hope fo r is  tha t the fourth trend manages to  entrench i t s  hold and position 
on the fringes of the genre, tha t i t  i s n 't  swept away by the other th ree , and 
that i t  makes i t  through the eighties more or less in tac t: a live and kicking, 
and fu ll  of the creative purpose tha t the other three w ill spend the decade 
abnegating. And, of course, push to  make sure i t  does su rv ive ... for these 
trends are the ones which w ill determine much of what is  published in the coming 
years: broad underlying currents denoting d ifferen t 'zones' of in te re st and 
influence, the f i r s t  three perhaps shading over into each other a t th e ir  edges 
and the fourth righ t out on i t s  own — very like ly  increasingly iso lated  fran 
the body of the genre which gave b irth  to  i t ,  but the only one with any hope 
of restoring to  i t  the poten tia l and novelty tha t i t  so often claims to possess.

Even i f  only in the sense of the old Chinese curse, we have some in teresting  
times ahead of us.

YOU CAN GET THERE FROM HERE r

Arnold Akien
Last week, being fed up with the silence of my s it t in g  roan, but not in the 
mood for music, I turned on my radio and sought a programne which had human 
conversation — or a reasonable facsim ile of conversation. What I got was one 
of those arty  chat shows, in which the in te llig en ts ia  display themselves to  an 
admiring Great B ritish  Public. I had intended to  use th is  demonstration of 
rampant pretentiousness as a kind of sonic wallpaper — the spoken, voice as 
muzak. Instead I listened enthralled; fo r the man who was speaking was on of 
the breed of enterta iners I find most in teresting  — he was an author, though 
not a very happy one.

r 
His canplaints were very fam iliar. Not h is precise argument, of course, but 
the h ea rtfe lt grievances he spoke of are fam iliar to  us a l l .  He spoke with a 
touching s incerity  of his relegation, by mainstream lite ra ry  c r i t ic s ,  to  a kind 
of li te ra ry  ghetto: a ghetto in which, apparently, many of h is fellow fantasy 
w riters were content to  dwell. As h is conversation with the 'beautifu l people' 
unfolded he spoke of writing as an a r t  and a business. He, unlike many of his 
peers, is  successful. His fantasies may have l i t t l e  li te ra ry  value to some 
people, but they s e l l  very well. He has sold a to ta l of 108 novels to his 
contented publishers, and his readers have bought nearly nine m illion copies of 
those novels. Currently he has several popular series on the market; he likes 
to have characters fran each series do guest appearances with with each other 
sometimes — i t  helps sales and links his work into a, i f  not coherent, a t least 
saleable whole. And the way his work is  received by the c r i t ic s  gets on his 
t i t s  — to use a l i te ra ry  expression. Sounds fam iliar, doesn't it?

The author's fellow pundits d id n 't seem te rr ib ly  impressed by the lite ra ry  
merits of the genre he works in . In cultured superiority they made gentle fun 
of him — and his readers. Much play was made of the eccentric — but oh so 
charming — habic fans of the genre had of assuming fancy dress and holding mock 
ba ttle s  — wh-, they even held conventions for th is  purpose! Hardly a l i te r a 
ture you could respect, was i t?  No doubt you've guessed the author's name by 

now. No? Well, the information I 'v e  given is  a b i t  sparse. His name is  J T 
Edson. No, i t ' s  not a pen name; a t le a s t, I don 't think i t  i s ,  though I can 't 
be sure since I 'd  never heard of him before the radio progranme. You see, J  T 
Edson w rites Westerns. He doesn't live in our ghetto, but in the one next door.

Anyone who doubts the relationship of the two fie lds of lite ra tu re  has only to 
recall the number of times SF has been called , with some ju s tif ic a tio n , Cowboys 
and Indians in space. Indeed I 've  ju s t  finished reading Brian Stableford's 
Optiman, a good example for that label.

Optiman is  a novel which is set on an alien planet. I ts  plot basically concerns 
honan/alien relationships on that planet. Though the aliens — the Vetch — and 
the himans are opponents in an interplanetary war, on the planet Heidra they 
live together in re la tive  peace — save for large nunbcrs of native tribesmen 
who are s tir r in g  up trouble, having been aroused by a 'prophet'. The central 
character, Remy — a hunan mercenary — and his companions are conmissioned to 
go into the h i l ls  where the tribesmen are revolting (very prim itive hygiene) and 
k i l l  the 'prophet'. Complications are introduced, in the form of a team of 
archaeologists which is looking for the lost base of a long-defunct alien 
empire — in the h i l l s ,  of course. Remy and Co jo in  them and head for than thar 
h i l l s .  In due course there is  lo ts  of fighting, Remy and two of the party are 
captured, and rescued, though not t i l l  he has been tortured a t the stake for the 
benefit of the trib e . Eventually the 'prophet' is  k illed , the alien base found, 
and — surprise, surprise — the archaeologists turn out to be 'not a l l  they 
seem'. I could go on, but I think you have had the g is t of the story by now. 
Does i t  sound familiar? Damn i t ,  i t  should!

Change a few names, aliens into Indians. Remy and Co are s t i l l  mercenaries, or 
guns for h ire , but the guns become sixguns, th e ir  mission to k i l l  the medicine 
man. Stableford even throws in a daughter of the clan chief (or Indian princess) 
for good measure. The para lle ls  between his book and a Western are unmistakable. 
I t  would make a quite passable film — Clint Eastwood could play Remy.

S im ilarities between the SF ghetto and i t s  near neighbours are never ending. 
Look at the a ffin ity  between Doc Smith's "Lensman" series and the popular 
costime drama piracy film s, or the equally popular gangster movies, which were 
contemporary with Triplanetary. 9nith even has battle-axe wielding boarding 
parties attacking space-going gangsters — with that Arisian Lens to give an 
added touch of magic. In mentioning gangsters we touch upon crime f ic tio n , yet 
another neighbouring, but s lig h tly  more respectable, ghetto.

There is  much ta lk , in SF critic ism , of how handicapped the genre is  by i ts  
'pulp tra d it io n '. We are not alone. The Maltese Falcon was seria lised  in 1929 
in The Black Mask — a pulp crime magazine — during i ts  editorship by Joseph T 
Shaw, a man who had almost as much influence on crime fic tion  as John W Campbell 
had on SF. Shaw bought and published Raymond Chandler's f i r s t  story. He also 
published three s to ries by Lester Dent who, under a pen name, ground out over 
two hundred pulp novels about Doc Savage. Thus do the lite ra ry  ghettos merge 
a t th e ir  edges.

I could go on drawing comparisons between SF and other branches of lite ra tu re  
endlessly. C ritics  in SF are tediously fond of talking of i t s  crippling ghetto 
mentality — Joseph Nicholas mentioned i t  in "Guns Of The Timberland" in 
Vector 99 — but i f  SF is  indeed a li te ra ry  ghetto i t  has lo ts  of company. 
(Editor's note: It seems appropriate to point out here that Guns Of The Timber— 
'land is a classic Western novel by Zane Grey, felt by Joseph to have transcended 
its genre. Thus do Vector articles merge in unlikely places.)
SF is  not even unique in having a long history of staunch defenders of the pulp 
trad itio n . This was w ritten by Joseph T Shaw in 1933:

Recently Vanity Fair, one of the white paper magazines ... told all about
14
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how wood pulps cater to people who don't know or care about real litera tu re. 
We venture to  assert that Vanity Fair I t s e l f  would not find too favourable 
comparison between i t s  regular f ic t io n  and a r t ic le  writers and those of 
Black Mark.

Sliaw a lso  to la  h is readers of the movie sa les h is writers were making. In the 
1930s they were making qute a few. The Maltese Falcon, for instance, was filmed 
twice before the 1941 Ikinphrey Bogart version. The whole argnnent has strange 
echoes in the 'adventure SF’ v. 'lite ra ry  SF' argirnent o f today. 1 wonder 
whether Shaw gave l.is writers l i t t l e  lectures on ' f u t i l i t y '  as Isaac Asimov's SF 
Magazine is  wont to do nearly f i f t y  years la ter . The argnnent in the 1930s, and 
before, is  accurately mirrored today in the way the proponents ami detractors of 
the 'litera ry  view' quite often ignore the fact that the two aspects of f ic tio n  
can be successfu lly  combined — to  the benefit o f both. Everyone who conmcnts 
on SF seems to be a member of one of two mutually opposed factions.

Even those commentators who would lik e  to knock down the boundary walls of our 
so-called  ghetto c lin g  to old fam iliar terms - -  lik e  'ghetto m entality' — and 
in so doing help maintain SF's image as a uniquely put-upon genre. These c r it ic s  
claim, correctly , that i f  SF ho.es to gain general recognition, as being more 
than ju st the literature of BEMs and b la sters , i t  must face the literary  world 
as an adult, not as an adolescent with the typ ica lly  adolescent fear of c r i t i 
cism. And yet these commentators hang on to the strange twin concents that SF 
is  a ghetto and that SF must raise i t s  literary  standards towards those of 
'mainstream' literature with unshakable tenacity. We cling to these ideas ns 
a man learning to swim clings to  a f lo a t ,  afraid to le t  go le s t  he should drown. 
But i f  we genuinely wish to develop a theory o f literary  cr itic ism  that includes 
SF as an equal with a l l  other litera ry  forms we must le t  go of a ll  the pre
conceived notions we have — and start to swim.

All r igh t, so we are going to bravely go where no c r it ic  has gone before, are 
we? Then l e t ' s  question everything, every ex istin g  convention of literary 
cr itic ism . Let's form our own images o f how the literary  world is formed, not 
as hard and fast standards, but as points for debate. I see literature as being 
a c ity  much lik e  Los Angeles — having many suburbs, v illa g es  and small towns 
within i t s  boundaries, but without any real 'c ity  centre'. The suburbs often 
touch and i t  is  hard to t e l l  them apart at their edges, but each maintains its  
own id en tity . And 'mainstream'? It resembles Main S treet, a road which winds 

-through the c ity  picking up the best representatives of the inhabitants of the 
suburbs and taking them ... where? The future, perhaps, or c a ll it p osterity . 
It does sound pompous, but probably the best te s t  of a story 's worth is  how 
well i t  ages. And the sto r ie s  that have, so far , stood up to the test o f time 
are a motley assortment. Action adventure rubs shoulders with period comedy, 
p o lit ic a l sa tire  with romance. The only thing they have in cannon is  their 
excellence.

Our c r it ic a l  standard should give us an inkling o f which of the works in our 
f ie ld  of special in terest w ill stand that ultimate acid te st  o f time. And it  
should help us gauge a l l  SF against that ultimate le v e l of achievement. In 
deciding how a story stands up to such a rigorous tr ia l we must, as Kevin Smith 
has said , be as fa ir  as possib le . A standard of cr itic ism  which embraces a ll 
of literature would be fa irer  than one which merely compares SF with SF. A 
c r it ic  would, id ea lly , recognise the s im ila r it ie s  between a book in the SF 
genre and books fran other f ie ld s  of literatu re and point than out where they 
are relevant. And in being fa ir  to the book he is  judging, the c r it ic  must be 
equally fa ir  to h is audience and ta ilo r  h is comparisons to  their  likely  
experience. It probably fa impossible to  do a l l  th is ,  but the effort should 
be in teresting .

I t  cotld  be sa id , though, that i f  such an e ffo rt were worth making i t  would 
have been made long ago. And i f  i t s  merits were so great the e ffort would have 

succeeded. But the trouble i s  we SF fans are afraid to  disturb the foundations 
of our l i t t l e  world. We are afraid we may lose our comfortable sense of 
uniqueness, we are afraid that i f  we surrender ju st one part o f that sense of 
difference we w ill  lose i t  a l l .  What we have fa iled  to  re a lise  is  that in 
recognising, even proclaiming, SF's connections with the whole of literatu re  
we have the opportunity of gaining a new and far more important unique position  
for the genre. That uniqueness l ie s  in the manifold connections SF has with 
every aspect o f litera tu re . Alone among litera ry  forms i t  has much in conrnon 
with every type of litera tu re . This i s  a uniqueness worth proclaiming. It 
may even be that in SF literatu re has been evolving a form capable of doing 
just th is , a form capable of taking on aspects of every established literary  
form and breathing new l i f e  into than. I t ' s  a big claim. Maybe i t  is n 't  true, 
but u ntil we put aside the old certa in ties  and accept th is  in fin ite ly  more 
valuable uniqueness we won't find out.

STANDPOINT

P U N K  S F John A Hobson

At the November BSFA meeting (in  Hounslow) Chris P r iest, who was guest speaker, 
brought up the old chestnut about the lack of an SF magazine in the UK. lie 
believed that any serious attempt to launch a magazine needed an editor steeped 
in SF, a publisher with plenty o f money to  gamble on the idea, and d istrib ution  
through the courtesy of W H Smith. I t 's  a fam iliar argument and one which, I 
suggest, to ta lly  misses the point; by-looking at the problems facing a new 
magazine from a conventional and very conservative  viewpoint one adopts a frame 
of reference that is  to ta lly  outmoded for SF. What we need is  a radical 
approach to the problem o f publishing a viable SF magazine.

Abandoning the past approach o f trying to in terest the big publisher is  ju s t if ie d  
when one reconsiders the past decade of SF magazine publication in the UK. If 
a publisher is  in terested  in a magazine he w ill  play safe; we w ill end up with 
another SF Monthly, 'name' authors and damn a l l  e ls e . A publisher has to be 
conservative otherwise jo l ly  old W H Smith, self-appointed keepers of the 
nation’s morals, w ill  not allow the magazine to appear on their stands, and we 
w ill have New Worlds a l l  over again. (Not that I am proposing that we should 
revive NW, which is  about as relevant to 1981 as flower power and that other SF 
in C aliforn ia .) Having a knowledgeable editor means very l i t t l e  e ith er , as no 
two SF fans w ill  agree on what an author's 'knowledge' should contain. Is a man 
steeped in US SF le ss  q ualified  to ed it than a man who derides US SF as puerile? 
Witness George Hay's e fforts  with Pulsar, a sort o f Brit D estinies and about as 
in terestin g . Mr Hay has a working knowledge of SF, but was s t i l l  not a good 
ed itor. Is i t  therefore surprising that Ad Astra has taken the easy way out and 
become acceptable to publishers, W II Smith e t  a l simply because, by conventional 
methods, there is  no alternative: compromise or be spumed.

We w ill now deviate s lig h tly  and look at the phenomenal decline of the record 
industry in the past three years. Record companies refused to touch many of 
the punk bands so the la tte r  started to  make th e ir  own records, which sold  
through sp e c ia lis t  shops, which in turn inspired a number of independent d is t r i 
butors who concentrated on these records. The record industry i s  currently in 
i t s  death throes, yet independent labels and groups are thriving, and despite 
the Bl’I chart which, as we a ll  know, i s  biased in favour of h alf a dozen firm s, 
independent records are increasingly 'making i t ' .  Just look at the label names 
today and compare that to  even f iv e  years ago. Thus we ha'e an example of 
people co lle c tiv e ly  by-passing one of the most so lid  ed ifices  of the media and 
winning.
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What has th is  to  do with SF? you ask. Well, everything, because the publishing 
industry is  in the position  that the record industry was in 1975. Each publisher 
survives on a handful of best se lle r s , authors lik e Robbins, Hailey and Higgins, 
which support everything e lse . These and other such authors naturally demand 
m illion dollar advances before a word has been typed, so the publishers' return 
is  minimal. That's OK in a market that keeps growing, but paperbacks have now 
siffered  the sim p that h it  records. You can s e l l  only so many glossy film  
t ie - in  prepackaged stories before a glut starts and people stop buying; i t  w ill 
be interesting to watch the publishers make the same mistakes as the record 
companies and (hopefully) join  them. A publishing industry based on the 'big 
is  successful' policy w ill collapse, just as the film  industry has banbed with 
blockbuster flops lik e  Raise The T itanic and Heaoen's Gates. Therefore a 
prospective SF magazine should avoid the system and create i t s  own market, own 
methods, own product, by i t s e l f .

How? Simple. Find out how many bookshops sp ec ia lise  in SF or have owners with 
an interest in  their SF shelves, as w ell as other places that an SF magazine 
would be acceptable, such as sp ec ia list  record shops, boutiques, anywhere but 
W H Smith. Why lim it yourself to one outlet? Private Eye has proved you don't 
need a big d istributor, so why should we saddle ourselves with a dead weight? 
Money, o f course, is  a problem, but here one needs to look at the format of the 
magazine. Another Ornii i s  out for th is reason, but would a properly thought out 
paperback magazine, with the long sh elf l i f e  that th is en ta ils , be the correct 
approach? Or would an A4 magazine with, say, a glossy cover, sim ilar to Zig Zag, 
be the answer? There is  no need to go to  a big printer either; th is is  the age 
of the canputerised printer, so why not use one? Anyone can now typeset a book, 
and layout only takes imagination.

Which of course brings us to content. I f  you want a mass audience then you need 
bland crap that w ill offend no-one, hygenic SF of the type served up in the US 
which is  va lu eless, over-written, and incaq>lete without being labelled a 
'Classic". What is  the s iz e  of the SF audience? I f  publishers find d ifficu lty  
sh iftin g  fifte en  thousand paperbacks then we are talking of a potential reader
ship o f, say, ten thousand — so why print more? A s a i l  circulation in a 
tigh tly  controlled number of ou tlets would allow one the freedom to take chances 
with SF, chances that are now avoided by writers because only four hundred page 
pseudo-theological abortions set in space w ill be accepted by publishers. Given 
an o u tle t, how many authors would start thinking afresh? Even more relevant, 
how many J G Ballards are fr u it le s s ly  headbanging away against what is  'accept
able' in SF? Publicity is  where the real revolution sta r ts . Punk exploded 
after a one minute interview. I f  SF is  going to be the vanguard for f ic t io n , r 
i f  SF is  going to be i t s  saviour, is  i t  not time scmeone said bollocks to the 
twee Bloomsbury idea o f publishing that we have inherited? Why can't SF escape 
from the cosy catastrophe of the publishing world and stick  two fingers at the 
pompous bores, the acadanics who are gradually strangling SF? Why can't SF 
scare the knickers o ff  p o lit ic ia n s , p riests and parents? Well?

S C I E N T I F A C T I O N  William Bains

Science f ic t io n , we are told with repetition  worthy of Minitrue, is  the lite r a 
ture of ideas. We are not told i t  so much now, possibly because i t  is  not true, 
but the converse held by the less talented of the 'New Wave', that science 
f ic t io n  should contain no ideas at a l l ,  i s  not therefore automatically correct. 
In the figh t for a literary  SF I would lik e  to cast a nostalgic glance at the 
rosy glow of Gernsback and Campbell burning at the stake, and ponder whether 
Sensawunda and sim ilar diseases have any place in the f ic tio n  we would like  to  
read.

Certain c r it ic s  w ill  re co il, demanding careful p lottin g , in-depth characterisa
tion , r e a lis t ic  backgrounds, and their requests are valid . They can go read 
War And Peace. Me, I like  Mote In God's Eye, even i f  i t s  characters are

18 

paradoxically wooden and cardboard, and i f  the resolution is  based so le ly  on 
Earth's (USA's) a b ility  to  bomb h e ll out of Mote Prime (everyone e ls e ) .  The 
Earthmen and the t in  Doc Smithian spaceships they travel in are insign ificant 
beside the Moties themselves, not individually where they display a l l  the char
a c te r ist ic s  of Niven Character Two, but as a species, a concept. As a vision  of 
Man Future, i f  you w ill .  To anyone sc ie n tif ic a lly  aware the problem of applying 
evolution theory to  in te llig en t sp ecies, to Man, is  at least o f passing interest 
and here Niven and Poumelle suggest an answer not based on Childhood's End or 
Lensman. That in i t s e l f  is  fascinating, but they try to construct the culture 
such a species might have, and answer the Fermi paradox of how come they are not 
here i f  they ex ist at a l l .  Does Man evolve fron or to Motie? Did the reviewer 
of MIGE in Vector even think about it?  The characters could be glass sheet for 
a ll  I care, in v isib le  to the naked eye: the book has in tr in sic  in terest in the 
ideas i t  im plicitly  and e x p lic it ly  conveys.

Similarly Tau Zero, recipient o f unkind2 comnents in a recent BSFA rag. Anderson 
doesn't just leave the physics as 'E=MC ' and go on to Dickensian character 
analysis, lie writes the whole book around the Lorentz transformation. Not 
quite as original as Mote (a German pre-empted him in 1905), but how much more 
original than, say, World Out Of Time where, Simak-like, Niven takes an 
unimaginative look a hundred years into the future and ca lls  what he sees 
'three m illion AD'. WOOL nearly bored me to narcolepsy. Tau Zero and Mote 
s t i l l  steam from the eyetracks. Yet to the 'literary ' c r it ic  a l l  three are of 
a type: "Characters cardboard... p lot unbelievab le... writing sty le le ss  and 
b an a l... rubbish... rubbish..."

Is he wrong? On traditional grounds, no. But SF employs another area of 
judgement (dimension, to stick  to the hard SF terminology), the sense of wonder 
sc ien tis ts  (that i s ,  'believers in sc ien ce ', as Christians are 'believers in 
Christ') and Isaac Asimov fee l at seeing how the universe i s .  Fredric Brown, 
always one to say in ten words what I would say in a thousand, wrote a vignette 
called 'Wonder' on the theme that the universe is  quite incredible, a ll  by 
i t s e l f .  "Iley, look at Black Holes!" is  as valid an a r t is t ic  statement as "Hey, 
look at th is  guy!" and i t s  ligh t entertainment value is  far greater. You can 
be mugged by one of E llison 's b r ill ia n tly  portrayed degenerates any day of the 
week. Black holes I have yet to meet on a dark night.

But such values need a d ifferent approach from those adopted for 'traditional' 
writing values, valuable (ugh) although the la tter  are.

The stu ff  we are talking about is  Science F iction. Its  name, however poorly 
defined, derives from the role Science, the seeking of the objective world, 
plays in i t s  basic construction. There is  the reason that Gernsback, for a l l 
his unlovable a b ility  to promulgate the very worst in writing standards, should 
be at least mentioned for the name he gave the ghetto he formed. When demolish
ing the ghetto w alls, please do not demolish the s c ie n tif ic  standard in SF as 
well and leave us a l l  reading mainstream.

S C I E N C E  F I C T I O N  A R T  RGA Wilkinson

As an amateur SF a r t is t  I have noticed, with some in terest, that th is particular 
branch of SF is  held to be in a sorry sta te  of a ffa ir s . We often hear i t  
referred to as 'a ghetto artform', 'flashy consumer packaging', and the lik e . 
I am not about to argue with those points of view as I fear SF art does indeed 
f a l l  far short of i t s  potential. But I see no reason why th is should remain the 
case. In fact I believe i t  is  high time that th is art form experienced i t s  own 
'New Wave', where a r tis ts  should be prepared to experiment with their chosen 
f ie ld  of endeavour. As you can see, I was inspired to write by Pete Lyon's 
le tter  in Vector 99.

Of course, i t  is  easy to talk of experiments in SF art, but th is raises three 
immediate questions.
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(i) Who will carry out these experiments?
( ii)  What w ill be the nature of these experiments?

( i i i )  How w ill the resu lts  be distributed?

The answer to the f i r s t  question should ideally be 'a l l  a r t i s t s ’ , hut, as Pete Lyon pointed out, i t  is  not quite as easy as tha t. Professional a r t i s t s ,  
although in a more praninent position than the rest of ws, are also more 
restric ted . They have a living to make with th e ir work and i t  is the publishers who pay the wages. Experimental artwork is  a l l  very well, but what publisher 
w ill risk  using i t  on a book cover when he already has a perfectly functional system to hand?

This leaves us with the amateur as the l ik l ie s t  candidate. He or she is not so restric ted  in choice of subject or mediun. In fact the only lim itations that 
iimediately spring to mind are imagination and a b ility . I t  is likely that anyone who paints or draws SF has a pretty  functional imagination to s ta r t  with. 
As for a b ility  — well, as long as the a r t i s t  puts his message across does i t  
really  matter i f ,  for instance, the perspective is s lig h tly  out, the p a lle t too du ll, or the humans tend to look like matchsticks? After a l l ,  practice does make perfect, as the saying goes. Besides, the professional of tomorrow is probably among the amateurs of today.

I f  today's amateurs are to  lead a 'New Wave' in SF a rt then in what direction 
should they aim? This, our second question, does not have a simple answer, i f  i t  has one at a l l .  However, an a rt teacher once told me that a good work of a rt 
should carry a message, whether i t  be a feeling or an idea. This docs sound slight^ reminiscent of that famous cliche, "SF is a lite ra tu re  of ideas", doesn’t  it?  So why not apply i t  to the fie ld  of SF art? In fac t, much that is said 
about SF as lite ra tu re  can also be applied to SF as a visual a r t form. For 
example, an author can set a novel around a subject on which he has strong feelings — and so can an a r t i s t .  A story can be a strong warning of future dangers — so can a picture. I f  an a r t i s t  wants to paint pictures of spaceships and space wars then he should do so, but why not add a l i t t l e  semething to point out 
the needless horror of warfare, or the dcpersonalisation of war to the machine versus machine level.

There is  no reason why SF a rt cannot become a tru ly  respected artform in i t s  own righ t, but to achieve recognition i t  must be on general view somewhere. This 
brings me, rather conveniently, to my th ird  question, how w ill the results be distributed?

I don't doubt that many SF a r t is ts  are producing excellent work at the moment, 
but with lack of su itable ou tle ts how can fandom and the general public be made aware of i t .  Vector, Matrix and the various fanzines do offer some hope, but 
there is a lim itation on the size of the artwork and, of course, the artwork must be in black and white and easily  reproducible. This does cause a problem for amateurs like rayself who are more at home with brush and paint than pen and ink, but any a r t i s t  worth his s a lt  should attempt to master new media.
However, there is  an outlet that may prove useful — the local a rt gallery or 
centre. These establishments sometimes run exhibitions of local a rts  which are specifically  aimed at the enthusiastic amateur. These exhibitions are normally intended to cover as wide a fie ld  as possible and SF comes easily  within the 
lim its. More important is  the chance th is offers for the SF a r t is t  to  display his work and compare i t  with other fie lds of a r t .

Alternatively the a r t i s t  could always jo in  an SF group, i f  he is not already a 
member of one, and show his work to fellow members. At least th is would to 
prove to  fandom tha t SF a rt has a great deal of potential.

As you can see, th is  a r tic le  is  not intended to defend my chosen f ie ld , but is 
an attempt to  give would-be a r t is ts  a sense of direction and thereby to improve a situation  which many find intolerable.

Saving The Tale

David Wingrove

...the sense of wonder. That is our sixth sense. And it is the natural 
religious sense.Somebody says that mystery is nothing, because mystery is something you don't know, and what you don’t know is nothing to you. But there is more 
than one way of knowing.Even the real scientist works in the sense of wonder. The pity is, when he cones out of his laboratory he puts aside his wonder along with his apparatus, and tries to make it all perfectly didactic. Science in its true condition of wonder is as religious as any religion. But didactic science is as dead and boring as dogmatic religion. Both are wonderless and productive of boredom, endless boredom. (1)

What is  the element that distinguishes science fic tio n  frem other li te ra ry  forms? 
I>«es a single, clear distinguishing t r a i t  e x is t, or is  the d istin c tio n  a matter of several vague, unfocused and irra tio n a l elements glimpsed tangentially  and recognised as generic? Such questions of defin ition , fam iliar to  anyone who has 
read SF thoroughly, thoughtfully and c r i t ic a l ly , are pertinent here only in so 
far as they allow us to estab lish  a good reason (or otherwise) for treating  
science fic tion  as a special caee when we come to  analyse i t  c r i t ic a l ly ,  separate frem the grea ter, encompassing 'world* of li te ra tu re . But, as any modem phi
losopher would w illingly and exhaustively t e l l  you, defin itions are not labels, 
but flex ib le , multivalent concepts. We are always, i t  seems, working in the 
realm of the several and not the single. Nonetheless, a defin ition  of sorts is  
useful a t th is  stage, i f  only as a sta rtin g  point, and A ld iss 's  ten ta tive  offering a t the beginning of B illion  Year Spree is  as good as any and b e tte r 
than most.

Science fiction is the search for a definition of man and his status in the universe which will stand in our advanced but confused state of knowledge (science), and is characteristically cast in the Gothic, or post
Gothic mould. (2)

We can see,immediately, the strengths and weaknesses of such a defin ition  (as, indeed, can A ldiss), and recognise that the second ha lf of the defin ition  is  of more spec ific  weight than the f i r s t .  Is i t ,  then, a question of form rather 
than content? The f i r s t  ha lf of th is  defin ition , a f te r  a l l ,  seems to cast too wide a n e t, and draws in every piece of great l i te ra ry  a r t  ex isten t. But i s n 't  
the second part too narrow? Doesn't the gothic form i t s e l f  lim it what we can c learly  recognise (even i f  we cannot with any certa in ty  say how we recognise i t )  
as SF? I t  would seem so. And therefore the tru th  would seem to  l ie  somewhere 
between the two. Between the idea and the form.

All sudden, gorgons hiss, and dragons glare. 
And ten-horned fiends and giants rush to war. Hell rises. Heaven descends, and dance to earth: Gods, imps, and monsters, music, rage, and mirth, 
A fire, a jig, a battle, and a ball. 
Till one wide conflagration swallows all.

20 21



Thence a new world to Nature's laws unknown, 
Breaks out refulgent, with a heaven its own: 
Another Cynthia her new journey runs, 
And other planets circle other suns. ~ 
The forests dance, the rivers upward rise. 
Whales sport in woods, and dolphins in the skies; 
And last, to give the whole creation grace, 
Lo! one vast egg produces human race. (3)

This succinct review of Jack Vance’s oueere, written in anticipation by Pope in 
1743, clearly undermines any view that science f ic t io n  deserves to be treated as 
a special case simply because i t  is  a literature of outrageous idea. We have a 
long and healthy literary  heritage of Myth and exaggerated fantasy. What remains 
then i f  we cannot consider th is  element — as we surely cannot — as something 
peculiar to the SF genre? The sense of wonder, perhaps? Ah, yes. The sense 
o f wonder. Yes of course. And at th is stage we recognise the pertinence of the 
quotation that began th is  a r t ic le . A critique of modem, hard-core science 
fiction ? It might seem so at f ir s t  glance. But no, th is isn 't  Algis Budrys, 
or Mike Harrison, or even Peter N icholls, writing in a modem SF magazine. It 
was D.H. Lawrence, writing in 1928 about the factor he saw as anlivening a ll 
creative a c tiv ity . The sixth  sense. The natural re lig ious sense, without which 
a l l  is  'boredom, endless boredem'. We cannot fa i l  to recognise something in 
Lawrence's words that is  inmediately relevant to a l l  good science fiction : 
imagination, extended knowledge, entertainment. But even as we recognise th is 
pertinence, we note that Lawrence knew l i t t l e  about sc ien tific t io n  (nor cared 
greatly for Wells in h is SF guise) and was talking of the principle behind a ll  
truly creative a c tiv ity . The nature of the problem begins to be apparent. What 
i s  the element that d istinguishes science f ic tio n  from other literary forms? 
Without establishing that, how can we estab lish  a case for an independent c r i t i 
cal theory for the genre? It is  not, i t  seems, in an extensive use of metaphor.

At th is stage we must focus in upon sp ec ifics of the criticism  produced both 
'within' the genre and 'without', and to th is end I shall concentrate upon six 
readily available pieces of cr itic ism , three from each 'camp'. Perhaps by 
looking at the-e , perhaps by caning in close and focusing upon those d istin c
tions of empha.is and perspective  the answer to our question might be revealed. 
Perhaps th is is  our only means o f deriving "a method of SF criticism  that treats 
SF as part of the wider world of literature" (4). One of the discoveries of the 
literary  c r it ic  i s ,  after a l l ,  that i t  is  a l l  opinion, that i t  is  su b jec tive . 
There is  no externa], ob jective  se t of 'r igh ts' and 'wrongs'; but there do seem 
to be certain approaches which have more to cannend themselves than others. As 
even Mr Leavis w ill readily admit:

I don't think that for any critic who understands his job there are any 
■unique literary values' or any 'realm of the exclusively aesthetic'. 
But there is, for a critic, a problem of relevance: it is, in fact, his 
ability to be relevant in his judgements and coimentarles that makes him 
a critic, if he deserves the name. And the ability to be relevant, where 
works of literary art are concerned, is not a mere matter of good sense; 
it implies an understanding of the resources of language, the nature of 
conventions and the possibilities of organisation such as can come only 
from much intensive literary experience accompanied by the habit of 
analysis. In this sense it certainly implies a specifically developed 
sensibility. (5)

This element of 'relevance' might be given the name 'perspective', and as such 
i t  provokes another question. Just how much critic ism  of science f ic t io n  is  
entered upon without a proper perspective? How much of i t  i s ,  in Leavis's terms, 
irrelevan t?  I t  can be so , i t  seems, for two reasons: either because the c r it ic  
has l i t t l e  knowledge of the undeniably wider f ie ld  of general literature; or 
because the c r it ic  has a sound academic grounding without knowing much of the 
extensive work undertaken within the genre. The former se t of c r it ic s  manifest 

themselves in society  journals, and sp e c if ic a lly  science fiction -orien tated  
magazines and fanzines, the la tte r  in Sunday papers and academic trea tises  from 
Professors o f Creative Writing (usually from the S tates, as we in Britain are 
generally spared the b ligh t of 'creative w riting' courses). Perspective i s  what 
we apparently need:

You then whose judgement the right course would steer, 
Know well each Ancient's proper character: 
His fable, subject, scope in every page; 
Religion, country, genius of his age: 
Without all these at once before your eyes, 
Cavil you may, but never criticise. (8)

Pope's An Essay On C ritic ism , w ritten two hundred and seventy years ago, is  the 
f ir s t  of the s ix  pieces I want to  deal with here. It i s  pertinent because we 
have yet to estab lish  any reason fro treating science f ic t io n  as a special case, 
and therefore ought, u n til we do, to  deal with i t  in general terms. Pope's is  
one of the f ir s t  succinct statements on litera ry  cr itic ism  in modern times. The 
quotation above indicates something o f Pope's view that each work must not only 
be dealt with as an a r t is t ic  whole, but a lso  within the context of the author's 
l i f e  and contemporary situ a tion . Something of th is  emerges in the frequent 
attempt by some modem c r it ic s  o f science f ic t io n  to deal with the genre as a 
socio log ica l phenomenon, but such an approach also tends to lose imich of the 
'Ancient's proper character' (which we might define as the particular author's 
idiosyncracies) in the game o f puppets and manipulating forces: Pope, despite 
his seemingly erroneous b e lie f  in a 'natural' and objective standard of c r i t i 
cism, was nonetheless acutely conscious that a p artia l reading of Man and h is 
literature — and he saw literatu re as 'Nature’s f in est achievement' — was far 
worse than no reading. Elsewhere in h is p oetic essay he says,

A perfect judge will read each work of wit 
With the name spirit that its author writ: 
Survey the WHOLE, nor seek slight faults to find 
Where Nature moves, and rapture warms the mind, 
Nor lose, for that malignant dull delight, 
The generous pleasure to be charm'd with wit. (7)

What has th is  to do with SF? What have the Eighteenth-century ideas of 'w it' 
and 'Nature' to do with the peculiarly Twentieth-century genre of science 
fiction ?  At th is  stage I want to  make an unsupported assertion and then examine 
i t s  consequences: that science f ic t io n  up to the m id-sixties was sim ilar in i t s  
mature to the mannered literatu re o f the Eighteenth Century. Which is  to say 
that the science f ic t io n  genre was a highly restricted  f ie ld ,  the science f ic t io n  
writer having to work within r ig id ly  ordered lim itations. It is  to say that i t s  
crea tive  perspective  was lim ited and p a rtia l, that science fic t io n  was, by i t s  
nature, myopic and, worse than th at, cyclop ic. And I want to deal with science 
f ic tio n  as i t  was f ifte en  years ago because in many respects the genre has 
divided in two since that time, such that a simple argtmient about the nature of 
the genre is  no longer possib le — and that we now have two d istin c t and d iffe r 
ing forms masquerading under the same lab el. And what brought about th is  inner 
schism? To mymind it  was occasioned by the entry of self-consciousness — of 
c r it ic a l values themselves — into a previously unconscious genre. Before the 
early s ix t ie s  science f ic t io n  was a literature of escap ist entertainment with a 
vague d idactic and socially-prophetic role (or so , at le a s t , i t  v isualised  
i t s e l f ) .  The soc ia l conditions of the s ix t ie s  changed th is d rastica lly : outer 
space was replaced by inner space in the imaginations of a whole new generation 
of w riters and readers. But th is  was not a metamorphosis; i t  was merely the 
birth  o f a new form of SF alongside the old . The old fonn persevered, and 
perseveres even now. It was easy for Kingsley Amis to write a c r it ic a l book 
about science f ic t io n  in 1961 anJ knot.’ what he was talking about. Then, he was 
the unaffected eye looking in . New Maps Of H ell, surely one of the major pre
cursors of our modern heritage o f SF cr itic ism  (and a lso  a cause of so many of
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our problens of de fin itio n , i f  you accept my argument re  consciousness in the 
genre), began with science fic tio n  as an ’addiction’ contracted, ra ther like acne, 
in  one’s adolescence, but then proceeded ttf argue why i t  nonetheless had value — 
meh as Lawrence in h is Studies In Classic American Literature sought to liberate  
Hawthorne, M elville and Twain from th e ir  sta tu s as ch ildren 's l i te ra tu re  and 
re in sta te  them as a d iffe ren t form of adult l i te ra tu re ,

It Is hard to hear a new voice, as hard as it is to listen to an unknown 
language. We just don't listen. There is a new voice in the old American 
classics. The world has declined to hear it, and has babbled about 
children's stories. (S)

I f  we substitu te  'science f ic tio n ' fo r 'th e  old American c la ss ic s ' we have Amis's 
c r i t ic a l  stance in  1961. But such a stance, w hilst the correct one to  adopt, is 
no longer so easy to  take. Can we any longer recognise SF as a d is tin c t and neu 
voice? Hasn't i t  now merged into the soft mnnur of o lder, more fam iliar voices? 
What was d is t in c t ,  i f  lim ited, has become more vague, fa r more d if f ic u lt  to 
evaluate, in  extending i t s e l f .  We could s t i l l  blinker ourselves and deal with 
a small section of science f ic tio n  — tha t which now a ttra c ts  the labels 't r a d i
t io n a l ' or 'c la s s ic ' science fic tio n  - -  and pretend that that is  a ll  of science 
fic tio n . But i f  we choose to  do th is , we are in danger of emitting the majority 
of w riters who would readily admit to  the science fic tio n  label, but who would 
not wish to  be confined by the old lim itations — Le Guin, Compton, A ldiss, 
Crowley, Bishop, Disch, Roberts, Lon and Delany. Indeed, turning to  the last of 
these w rite rs , Delany, we might look a t his essay "C ritical Methods/Speculative 
Fiction" as the second of our examples.

As any other area of art Is judged by its finest examples, and not by 
the oceans of mediocrity that these high points rise above, this is the 
way SF must be judged. (9)

Again th is  is  an approach that has much to conmend i t s e l f ,  and we are inc lined 
to agree. But can we readily  judge science f ic t io n  by i t s  fin est examples? 
Surely the most immediate, the most evident factor about SF's finest examples 
is  tha t they transcend those old lim itations and become sui generis. They 
become something more than, something other than science f ic tio n . The close- 
minded lite ra lism  and the fa ilu re  to use the imagination of so much trad itio n a l 
science f ic tio n  — the fa ilu re  to create Lawrence's 'sense of wonder' — is 
rea lly  the true science f ic tio n . I t  is  the 's c i - f i '  we see in the cinema and 
on te lev ision . I t  is  the science fic tio n  rack in W H Smith's (with a rare few 
exceptions, placed there in error because of the covers on the books). I t  is  
the popular image fo isted  upon the m illions, of rockets, robots, clones, 
monster-aliens and fan tastic  fu tures. And th is , I in s is t ,  is  the true science 
f ic tio n , from which a l l  that is  of value in  the genre escapes in transcending 
that close-minded lite ra lism . Let us c a ll  upon Delany again,

It is just this basic concern with thingyness that makes me insist that 
the initial impulse behind SF, despite the primitive and vulgar verbal 
trappings, was closer to the impulse behind poetry them it was to the 
impulse behind ordinary narrative fiction. (10)

This is  a frequently heard argument from advocates of the value of science 
f ic tio n . Delany pursues i t  in his a r t ic le  and in s is ts  tha t any singular reading 
of the SF genre undervalues i t s  worth. This seems fine . But what of h is thingy- 
ness — how does that manifest i t s e l f  in the genre other than as literalism ? 
I ' l l  readily admit a rich  use of metaphor in the b e tte r w rite rs, but the 'wonder' 
of Ringworld and Rama — things i f  ever there were things'. — is  not a genuine 
'sense of wonder'; i t  is  only a simple, m ateria lis tic  response to  bigness. I t  
is  the respect we show to a m illionaire for amassing so much wealth so quickly. 
I t  is  the respect we show H itle r for taking France in five weeks. I t  is  an 
inhuman thing, and the trad itio n a l science f ic tio n  genre thrives upon i t .  This 
i s n 't  poetry a t a l l ,  unless you re la te  i t  to  the worst excesses of jingoism.

Delany is wrong, in as much as he is  refering to the finest examples of science 
fic tion  and poetry, for in the former th is  trad itional aspect of thingyness is 
transcended. Were he talking of Melville and Hawthorne he would be much nearer 
the mark, but when he draws th is  sim ilarity  and rests  his case upon thingyness, 
then he is  simply lazing in the deep mud at the bottom of his oceans of mediocri
ty . The finest examples of the genre surely don't rely upon thingyness. They 
are (and i t  is no surprise that one of the very finest of these rare works is 
Le Guin's novel) dispossessed, and th e ir  connection to  poetry — i f  i t  exists — 
resides in a rich and imaginative use of metaphor (read Cowper or I.e Guin and 
th is  becomes inmediatcly apparent). Indeed, i t  would be valuable, at th is  stage 
of the argument, to  proceed to  Le Guin and her a r tic le  "Science Fiction And Mrs 
Brown" for a d ifferen t perspective from within the modern genre — something to 
counterbalance Delany's insistence upon thingyness:

What good are all the objects in the universe, if there is no subject? It 
isn't that mankind is all that Important. I don't think that Man is the 
measure of all things, or even of very many things. I don't think Man is 
the end or culmination of anything, and certainly not the centre of any
thing. What we are, who we are, and where we are going, I do not know, 
nor do I believe anybody who says he knows, except, possibly, Beethoven, 
in the last movement of the last symphony. All I know is that we are here, 
and that we are aware of the fact, and that it behoves us to be aware —  
to pay heed. For we are not objects. That is essential. We are subjects, 
and whoever amongst us treats us as objects is acting inhumanly, wrongly, 
against nature. (11)

In her essay Le Guin asks not only whether a science fic tion  w riter can produce 
a novel — having at i t s  core a genuine 'secondary c rea tion ', a character — 
but also whether i t  is  desirable. Her answer is  a resounding 'yes' on both 
counts, and yet again I wonder whether in describing the kind of science fic tio n  
she would like to  see she is  not once again transcending a genre and talking of 
what any lite ra ry  a rt form strives for: stressing once again that f i r s t  part of 
A ldiss's defin ition  of science fic tion :

The writers' Interest is no longer really in the gadget, or the size of 
the universe, or the laws of robotics, or the destiny of social classes, 
or anything describable in quantitative, or mechanical, or objective terms. 
They are not interested in what things do, but in how things are. Their 
subject is the subject, that which cannot be other than subject: ourselves. 
Human beings. (12)

But th is subject becomes something that lie s  outside of the trad itional concerns 
of science fic tio n . Le Guin in her essay — as much as Delany — dismisses 
the Utopian?Dystop!an ro le of SF, undermines SF's value as a text book for 
sociologists and condemns i t s  lite ra lism . But in doing a ll of th is  — in 
stressing the Human Being a t the centre of a l l  — she is pointing not to an 
element confined to  science fic tio n  and produced solely  by i t ,  but to  that 
'mystery' which Lawrence saw as concomitant to a l l  genuine creative ac tiv ity . 
Yet there is another aspect of science fic tio n  which Le Guin mentions only cur
sorily  and disparagingly, as i f  she had forgotten that i t  were not simple 
f ic tio n :  i t  is  that important part of A ldiss's defin ition  which reads 'in  our 
advanced but confused sta te  of knowledge (sc ience)'. One thing Delany is care
ful to do in his essay is  to  note the vascilla ting  nature of Man's 'truths^ — 
tha t social custom and behaviour is  a thing of time and place. Le Guin's is a 
b e lie f in constant human nature and thus eternal tru ths a t the bottom of a l l .  
Somewhere in between tr ip s  Lawrence, our fourth example, with his essay, "S pirit 
Of Place" with a d ifferen t kind of 't r u th ':

Art—speech is the only truth. An artist is usually a damned liar, but his 
art, if it be art, will tell you the truth of his day. And that is all 
that matters. Awat with eternal truth. Truth lives from day to day, and 
the marvellous Plato of yesterday is chiefly bosh today. (13)

25
24



And i f  there is  a tru th  of the day, then that suggests also a form of a rt that 
w ill best express that tru th ; one that would re fle c t the nature of that day's 
society best. Thus the po lite  and mannered Augustan lite ra tu re  of the age of 
Queen Ann and Alexander Pope, thus the wild flux and assertion of the individual 
and the nation of the Romantics in the age of the Industrial Revolution, thus 
the whole Modernist movement in the early years of th is  century in the face of 
re la tiv ity  and the ex isten tia l abyss. What then would su it an age of high 
Technology that both praised and queried the resu lts of that Technological 
drive? What would su it an age facing the Apocalypse? What su it an age that 
paradoxically looked nostalgically  at the future? I t  need not be said. The 
art-speech of our day would seem, naturally , to  seek i ts  most perfect form in 
science f ic tio n . Hence Doris Lessing's recent excursions; hence the in te re st of 
Golding, Fowles, Burgess in  SF. I t  would seem tha t the very nature of the meta
phors science fic tio n  u ti l is e s  are the things which make i t  a special case, but 
also that they are unimportant in themselves: th e ir  importance lie s  in that they 
allow us to  focus upon the tru th  of the age; upon the specific nature of the 
human condition as i t  exists here and now. Thus Le Guin is  p a rtia lly  correct 
when she says,

...when science fiction uses its limitless range of symbol and metaphor 
novelistically, with the subject at the centre, it can show us who we 
are, and where we are, and what choices face us, with unsurpassed clarity, 
and with a great and troubling beauty. (74)

Where I feel she is  wrong is  that i t  is  not a 'l im itle s s ' range, but a quite 
specific one, and where i t  ceases to  becane 're le v a n t', there i t  d r if ts  into 
power-fantasy, wish-fulfilment and other forms of simple escapism. I t  seems 
that the c r i t i c 's  job, then, as Leavis noted, is  to  recognise the 'relevance ', 
and thus to recognise and identify  for us the 'art-speech ' of our time, wherein 
lie s  the tru th  of our age.

We begin, a t la s t ,  to  glimpse an area in  which science fic tio n  is  d is tin c t from 
the general run of l i te ra tu re , yet there is  the irony that i f  we recognise th is  
d istinc tion  i t  is  only fa ir  that we should also assert tha t science fic tio n  is  
the lite ra tu re  of the age, and that what we term the 'mainstream' is  in fact a 
tribu tary , a cul-de-sac which fa ils  to  recognise the social movements of con
temporary society. In doing so we would not necessarily be se tting  up a d is tin c t 
form of li te ra ry  critic ism  for science f ic tio n , but simply creating the circum
stances in which the 'new voice' of the genre could be recognised as the voice 
of modem lite ra tu re . To any lite ra ry  c r i t ic  outside of the genre th is  would 
seem perverse, and indeed, I would agree with them. Yet there is  an element off 
tru th  in the idea of SF as the art-speech of today. Science fic tio n  does seem 
to be the most pertinent and relevant form in which to express modem tru th s, 
and yet — as I have tr ie d  to  demonstrate — the true science fic tio n  is  a banal, 
l i t e r a l ,  l ife le ss  thing. The thing of value — the thing produced frtm within 
the genre — has as yet no proper, sa tisfactory  name. I t  is  in , but not o f  the 
world of science f ic tio n , and u n til  i t  creates for i t s e l f  a c learer, more solid 
form, recognisably d iffe ren t from SF, we must begin with the stumbling, question
ing process that most a r tic le s  like  th is  begin with, and end in a sim ilar fa ilu re  
to properly identify . Faced with such a vague area of achievement, and having 
no alternative  as honest c r i t ic s  than to  re jec t present reasons for dealing with 
SF as a special case, we must handle i t  as a hybrid of the old forms — treating  
i t  by the wider rules of general critic ism  — and try  to ignore the disturbing 
idiosyncracies. I t  is  my contention, however, tha t th is  is  only a temporary 
measure, and that within the next few decades th is new form, growing from the 
side of the older, truer form, w ill become a lucid, separate form, with a separ
ate name. I t  w ill no longer be science f ic tio n . Nor w ill i t  be that form known 
to sone as 'a r t i f ic t io n '.  What i t  w ill be I am not certa in , but I am sure i t  
w ill become the recognised 'art-speech ' not merely of an eccentric minority, but 
of the greater majority. But for now, we must deal with i t  — unsatisfactorily  
perhaps — within the wider context, and my la s t two examples w ill perhaps show 
how th is  can most comfortably be achieved.

In Brian A ldiss's essay "Science Fiction As Science Fiction", he proposes that 
SF is :

...the ideal negotiator between the two hemispheres of the brain, the 
rational cognitive —  i.e. scientific —  left, aad the intuitive —  i.e. 
literary artistic —  right; so its proper function is to cleave closely 
neither to science not literature. (15)

As Aldiss points out, the very term 'science f ic tio n ' i l lu s tra te s  the straddling 
of these two hemispheres, the un ification  of two different parts of the person
a li ty . Science fic tio n  is  therefore, by th is  defin ition , centrally  concerned 
with Man and his inner division, and not with simple thingyness. Aldiss is 
perhaps closest to Pope in his demand for a balance between head and heart 
( in te lle c t and emotion) which avoids excess but yet recognises the two extremes 
of Man's nature; he, like  Le Guin, also echoes Pope's words that the proper 
subject of Man's study is  Man. This must, I fee l, be borne in mind when c r i t i 
cising work produced within the genre. I t  is  not enough to focus upon the 
ideative content, for th is  is  to emphasise the dominance of the head, of the 
le f t  hemisphere. Neither is  i t  righ t to demand that character be a ll  in science 
f ic tio n , because once again we are creating an imbalance, th is time for the 
heart, for the righ t hemisphere. A ldiss's a r tic le  is  valuable in that i t  once 
again illuminates tha t area which the c r i t ic  of science fic tio n  ought to focus 
upon, and lay emphasis upon, in his c r i t ic a l  writings — that bridge of imagina
tion  straddling head and heart and uniting the in te llec tu a l and in tu itive  facul
t ie s .  That bridge is  nothing more than the 'sense of wonder' we began with: 
the v ita l , creative principle i t s e l f .  And as we have seen, such a principle is 
not confined to science f ic tio n  alone, but re la tes to a ll  tru ly  creative activ 
i t i e s .  We must use general standards of c ritic ism . When Aldiss says, "SF is  a 
Sense of Wonder" (25) and claims th is  to be the most durable defin ition  for the 
fans of science f ic tio n , he is  adding nothing that is  genuinely useful, but when 
he s ta tes la te r  on in the essay,

So one returns to SF as a principle, as imagination, rather than as 
subject. (77)

and talks of i t  transcending i t s e l f ,  he is  recognising that there is  th is  other 
'th ing of v a lu e ', th is new, as-yet-unnamed genre emerging from within science 
f ic tio n  — a genre of balance, of imagination, of true creative v i ta l i ty :  's ix th  
sense f ic tio n ' we might ca ll i t .  And he also recognises that most true SF is 
unimaginative in saying of i t s  w riters,

In rebelling against the mundane, they too frequently use the weapons 
of the mundane. (25)

So what have we? From Aldiss we glimpse that what the SF c r i t ic  must be 
emphasising in any work is  how successfully i t  achieves th is  'balance' between 
idea and emotion by use of the imaginative faculty . And we shall be condemning 
books for a fa ilu re  to achieve such a balance. Does th is  seem too defin ite  an 
aim? Should criticism  even profess an aim?

Criticism...must always profess an end in view, which, roughly speaking, 
appears to be the elucidation of works of art and the correction of taste.

(2S)

We might well query the second part of th is  — bearing in mind the fluctuating 
nature of ta s te  and tru th  — yet i f  we substitu te  'imbalance' for 't a s te ' in 
E lio t 's  assertion we come close to  a genuine c r i t ic a l  standard: one that is 
f i t t in g  to the 'art-speech ' of our time. Yet even in se tting  up a standard of 
'in te rp re ta tio n ', E lio t in 1923 was conscious of the problem of subjectivity 
in the c r i t ic :
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It is difficult to confirm the 'interpretation' by external evidence. 
To anyone who is skilled in fact on this level there will be evidence 
enough. But who is to prove his own skill? And for every success in 
this type of writing there are thousands of Impostures. Instead of 
insight, you get a fiction. Your test is to apply it again and again 
to the original, with your view of the original to guarantee your 
competence, and once again we find ourselves in a dilemma. (20)

Which echoes succinctly what I said earlier in this article about opinion and 
emphasises the necessity of checking sources. Unsupported assertion —  and I 
have been far from free of such in this article —  is perhaps the most eloquent 
but ultimately least convincing part of criticism. Yet there is a need for an 
intuitive, unsupported element in 'interpretation' to prevent it from beccming 
simple dissection. Eliot puts it well:

Comparison and analysis need only the cadavers on the table; but inter
pretation is always producing parts of the body from its pockets, and 
fixing them in place. (21)

The critic, as well as the writer of fiction, must ultimately be a creative 
writer (and here I run contrary to Eliot) if he is to accurately capture the 
'sense of wonder' inherent in the fiction. An uncreative, functional critic 
will never see it: he will see only the factual 'lies' (see Lawrence, quote (13)) 
and complain that the structure is unrealistic. Such a person has no business 
being a critic, and I make no distinctions here between science fiction and 
the wider field of literature.

In this article I have given vague glimpses —  vague because the things glimpsed 
are vague —  of the potential differences embodies in a small proportion of the 
work emanating frcrn the general mass of true science fiction. It is with this 
small minority of accomplished, imaginative works that the genre's critics -- by 
necessity versed in both the nature of the true, unimaginative and literal 
science fiction, and the nature of the true creative vitality behind all great 
works of literary art —  must deal. It seems to me that they must deal with the 
vital results of the genre and not its dead processes. And in doing so they 
must bear in mind the widest perspectives of art, the aforementioned need for 
balance, and the particular element of 'art-speech'. And there is one further 
thing the critic has to do. Again it is a general rule, and again there is a 
far better writer than I who has expressed it succinctly. I leave it therefore 
to Lawrence to have the last word, as he had the first:

Truly art is a sort of subterfuge. But thank God for it, we can see 
through the subterfuge if we choose. Art has two great functions. First, 
it provides an emotional experience. And then, if we have the courage of 
our own feelings, it becomes a mine of practical truth. We have had the 
feelings ad nauseam. But we've never dared to dig the actual trdth out of 
them, the truth that concerns us, whether it concerns our grandchildren 
or not.
The artist usually sets out —  or used to —  to point a moral and adorn a 
tale. The tale, however, points the other way, as a rule. Two blankly 
opposing morals, the artist's and the tale's. Never trust the artist. 
Trust the tale. The proper function of a critic is to save the tale from 
the artist who created it. (22)

* * * * *
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EDITORIAL (continued from p5)
And now I am in a position to answer Chris Priest's question about 'types’ of 
books (see 'Letters' this issue): "Is The Left Hand Of Darkness the same 'type' 
of book as Star Smashers Of The Galaxy Rangers'!" The answer is "no". The 
former is a dramatic novel, the latter a (comic) novel of action. Overall, we 
now have a basis for comparison of books —  of fiction books —  which is not 
dependent on their genre, but rather on their structure. And I am keeping David 
Penn happy, so far, by staying with traditional literary virtues.

I still haven't shown how to make the comparisons, but because of the letters I 
received after Vector 100 I felt it more important to discuss types of novel this 
time. Without an appreciation of types of novels it is obviously impossible to 
make proper comparisons of them. The structure of a novel is formed by the 
relationship between plot and character. The quality of a novel is based on the 
quality of its plot and characters, and also on its use of language, style and 
—  dare I say it? —  ideas. More next time.

N E X T  I S S U E

ARTICLES —  by people who write articles.
REVIEWS —  by lots of reviewers, including a nunber that were ready for this 

issue, but for which there just wasn't room.
STANDPOINTS —  if anyone writes any and sends them to me.
LEITERS —  from hordes of you, surely.
EDITORIALS —  dozens of them, a whole issue full of editorials, all mine!
COVERS —  two, one at each end.

I'd be an idiot to risk competing with Deety's teats.
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Ian Watson and Michael Bishop - UNDER HEAVEN'S BRIDGE (Gollancz, 159pp, £6.95)

Reviewed by Dave Langford
"It is better to travel hopefully than to arrive." It was fascinating to Imagine 
what Ian Watson and Michael Bishop might produce between them: could Bishop's 
warmly living characters have prevented Miracle Visitors from vanishing up its 
own metaphysical orifice? Could Watson’s ingenuity have made the sealed city of 
Catacomb Years a logical necessity rather than the unconvincingly arbitrary no
tion it is? Might Watson’s intellectual strengths combine with Bishop’s emotion
al drive and imagery to produce a true "landmark of the science fiction field" 
(to quote the blurb)? Well... it might yet happen, but for the present we have 
Under Heaven’s Bridge. It’s a slim book, and a relatively slight one, once or 
twice it had me expecting an impressive, climactic bang, but somehow it never 
quite reached critical mass.

What defuses the book? For a reader familiar with both authors' other work, the 
very sense of familiarity doesn’t help: here, after all, are BisImp'R aliens fr<»m 
A Little Knowledge and parts of Catacomb Years, familiar down to the I a M  hour 
glass eyeball and tatter of loose flesh. Here too is a dollop of re<'o<jnt rat I y 
Watsonesque metaphysics (he said, sticking his neck out), the expounding whi-’h 
occupies the climactic scenes, and which aS is customary gives the ultimate 
answer to life, the universe and everything as, approximately, a l«on. 1 
exaggerate: this part is really rather interesting, with a cybernetic religion 
which deduces an external Programmer for the universe, and which the h<-rol nr 
arbitrarily refuses to accept because her Oriental nature revels against a god 
external to humanity (though not, and here’s the novelty, necessarily external 
to the alien Kybers)... Yes, this is the sort of stuff which would make a 
damned good short story in the Borges or for that matter the Watson manner.

r 
Which brings us to the key phrase: a short story. This book, thin as it is, 
feels as if it would be happier as a long short or a novelette. One can hear 
the creaky machinery of delay, of authors playing for time... for example, the 
sun Dextro is g<_ ing to go nova, and -

'The big man hunched his shoulders and nodded at the vibrant, falling 
sun. "Provided Dextro doesn’t..," 
’"Doesn’t what?" Sixkiller prodded him.
’"Captain Hsi wants to talk to me," Craig said...*

- and the rev slation gets pushed back fifteen pages (think of it as 10% of the 
book). Similarly, the aliens enigmatically decline to reveal their secrets 
until Chapter 16, and the Earth expedition spends the interim arguing, making 
love and lecturing each other on what they Intuit about the aliens: ’The Kybers 
may have Incorporated extrasomatlc data - facts, if you like - into their cellu
lar physiology... Kybertrance is probably the biological agency of the transfer,' 
etc. Most of the book's pacing problem seems attributable to the authors’ 
efforts to insert quantities of such background material in digestible form. 
There’s a whole lot of intuiting in this area: one character Intuits that the 
cyborglsh Kybers are mere machines, and anti-life, and generally despicable;
another Intuits that they have great secrets to tell, and hands down such pronoun

cements as, ’Their sleep is literally death, and their dreams are profound but 
inaccessible kyberthoughts, ’ (a jolly good intuition about what on the face of it 
is but an extreme case of hibernation) or, ’Their lateral pupils are their death
eyes. Thanatoscopes, call them. Instruments for perceiving life-in-death and 
death-in-life.’ Personally I cannot intuit why one should have external, 
physical organs to perceive the metaphysical worlds but practically all the 
intuitions in the book prove to be correct... well, it’s a convenient way of 
introducing far-out concepts, though not wholly worthy of these particular 
authors. Nor, from Bishop and Watson, would I have expected the goshwowery 
whereby the expedition arrives just before its target planet's once-every-few- 
millennia orbital transfer between the suns of Dextro and Laevo, which itself 
happens just before Dextro goes nova: gosh' wowJ

In due course the book winds down. One character travels spiritually towards the 
Kyber 'god', never to return; the expedition leaves with ample safety margin, 
taking just six of the Kybers; the others stay home and may or may not have 
escaped the holocaust thanks to their pull with the Cosmic Programmer; apparently 
they're also moving into a new evolutionary phase; it is intuited that the six on 
Earth will not emerge from their current 'death*; they do not, at least not before 
the end of the book a few pages and decades later; the closing scene artfully (a 
little too artfully) comes full circle to an early and recurring image of a Japan
ese temple of gilded statues; the now-aged heroine confronts a possibly dead Kyber 
currently on display there (in a temple? really?) and finds in its immobility the 
promise that it’ll wake up some day. This sort of summary can't really do justice 
to a book; you'll have to take my word for it that there’s a sort of emotional 
rightness about most of this, but at the same time a disappointing number of 
Intellectual loose ends.

The writing is pretty good, with some evocative descriptions of the icy planet 
Onogoro and of the Kybers in their windy, roofless labyrinths. There are telling 
moments, as when the heroine makes love to the man who’s obsessed with (and later 
succumbs to) the Kybers, and for an instant she feels him as a machine, his flesh 
warm metal... Alas, a few hoary phrases do creep in ('Humanity was heading out 
to the stars from Luna Base*), and likewise some nasty neologisms - surfaceside, 
inflatadorro, dormicles. (And if the word 'gyzym' is what I think it is, one of 
the authors must use a funny dictionary.) That such routine coinages stand out 
as blemishes is itself something of a tribute to the writing. Also there are 
signs of Trying Too Hard To Be Poetic: 'She felt her heart stagger in her breast 
like a great scarlet butterfly in a high wind.’ Ugh.

In summary... an intellectually provocative book, even if it only provokes you to 
query the peculair definition of death implied by certain quotations above; an 
interesting and readable book, but one which never quite seems to jell. In partic
ular, the emotional conflicts and the intellectual exposition don’t mirror and 
support one another as we’d hope. The characters could be arguing about any old 
situation; the expositions could be made to any old characters. Even the heroine's 
key rejection of the machine deity comes over as a suddenly-adopted pose rather 
than an inevitable result of her beliefs. Deeper resonances and echoes seem to 
be lacking; such contrived neatness as the reiterated gilded-statue image doesn’t 
really satisfy. This is the sort of criticism which would be worthless if 
directed at, say, another Larry Niven space opera; Watson and Bishop have set 
their sights a bit higher and demand to be judged by higher standards, and I'm 
afraid they ultimately fail. It may be that their very different approaches to 
writing will ensure that any ambitious joint project must fail... though perhaps, 
just perhaps, this will be proved false when we see another book by this "promising 
new author".
My darling keeps her feelings out of her face* mostly 9 but those pretty pink 
spigots are barometers of her morale.

Her face remained calm but the light went out —  and her nipples went down.
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John Sladek —  RODERICK (Granada, 348pp, £6.95)

Reviewed by Ian Watson

Roderick is a young robot, initially no more than an erasable computer program 
at the third-rate University of Minnetonka. The U of M has been given a grant 
to secretly develop artificial intelligence by a crooked employee of NASA, who 
is in fact creaming off most of the cash to buy and support his private fleet of 
vintage aircraft; and he chose the U of M because he knew for sure thay they 
couldn't possibly come up with anything. But despite his skillful laundering of 
NASA's auditing computer, the dire truth comes out and the project at Minnetonka 
is zapped on the head. Thus young Roderick (for genius has Indeed invented him 
in the unlikeliest of places, midway between courses on Contempt Humanities and 
projects on telepathy in pigeons) is thrust out into the uncomprehending and 
incomprehensible world, encased in something like a trundling toy tank to 
preserve him. And just as well, since a real Think Tank out in the desert is 
hiring hoodlums to bump off anyone who looks like coming up with machine intelli
gence. Pursued by hoodlums, kidnapped by gypsies, sold into slavery as a for
tune-telling machine, and adopted by Ma and Pa (into whose true roles I dare not 
even start to go here) Roderick grows from robot babyhood, attends school (mis
taken for a severely handicapped child) and then a Catholic institution, and 
eventually graduates into a more passably humanoid body —  though since he paints 
his blank metal face black in mourning for Pa he gets lynched as a negro...

This book is a m jst wonderful bundle of zany absurdities developed with snappy, 
witty, slangy panache; it's a novel to burst out laughing over, time and again. 
It does, too, manage to shoot out tendrils into almost everything connected with 
artificial intelligence, from the logic of thought and paradoxes, through Great 
Automata of History, to what the Sages have speculated about machine minds —  
picking up along the way on all our neuroses and misconceptions about our rela
tionship with machines.

The real irony of Roderick, of course, is that amidst this contemporary America/. 
Dickens-gallery of caricatures (perfectly believable as people -- G»«1 help u« 
yet like many of Dickens's best characters, in the final analysis magnificent 
caricatures) it is the robot who is the adaptable person whi le flip p**”ple, with 
all their fleshly fulminations, quirks, obsessions, tics and traits, are mostly 
robots acting out self-written jargon programs of delicious sj^ontaneity yet 
inflexibility.

'In the final analysis' is, of course, another programmed jargon phrase which 
'springs to the lips’.

When one has stopped laughing, one can start worrying.

Ursula K LeGuin & Virginia Kidd (eds.) - INTERFACES (Ace Books, JlOpp, $5.59 Ige 
format, $2.50 mass-market)

Reviewed by Cy Chauvin

This is the first anthology edited by Ursula K LeGuin. She says it began by her 
reading other anthologies and thinking, "Why did they put this marvel and this 
trash together? ...now if £  ever did it..." Maybe she found the answer to that 
question, but I can't say that any anthology which includes a story like "Hunger 
And The Computer" by Gary Weimburg (44 pages of a man starving in outer space 
with only his computer to keep him company and of course he is having delusions) 
has eliminated the trash and kept only the marvels, but it does contain some 
exceptional stories.

The most outstanding is James Tiptree Jnr's "Slow Music"; it is the longest, 
and develops its situation the most fully. The Earth is deserted, its inhabi
tants drawn away to the mysterious Rivers that course across its surface, making 

them immortal and taking their transformed Intellects on a journey across the 
stars. One woman, Peachthief, remains; she wants to raise a family, to be self- 
sufficient, and not give up her Earth life for the immortality of the River. She 
meets Jakko on his journey to the River and tries to change his mind - or at least 
have him impregnate her.

It is an aching story because it pulls the reader between two basic desires: that 
of the family (motherhood, creation, all that our culture on Earth means) and 
that of immortality - a concrete escape from death. Its two protagonists are 
stumbling innocents, not fully aware of sex or death ("He had never seen a dead 
body before, nobody had..."), and this gives them an amusing perspective - one 
that Tiptree has always been very skillful at portraying - which makes the 
ending, when it arrives, that much more poignant.

LeGuin's anthopological interests are represented by two of the stories - Robert 
Holdstock's "Earth And Stone" and Phillipa C Maddern’s "The Pastseer".
Holdstock's is the most original: a time traveller to the Boyne Valley in the 
Ireland of the New Stone Age finds a graveyard of sorts where the tribespeople 
bury themselves alive on the command of teh gods. They have intercourse with 
the Earth, and arise filled with a vision; the result is roost portentous. 
Maddern's story is simpler: a tribe depends on a woman who has second sight to 
lead them to new hunting grounds by finding and following the trail of past 
adventurers. But then she has a sight of the future and is shocked into immo
bility. The story is not exceptional in itself, but Maddern seems the sort of 
writer whose power would accumulate in say, a novel or a novella, each incident 
bringing us deeper into her characters and society.

"The Reason For The Visit", by John Crowley, is a delightful conceit about a 
visit to the author's apartment by Virginia Woolf. Crowley knows how to preserve 
the magic (he never mentions her by name) and some of the story’s touches are 
marvellous ("I squeezed lemon juice into the tea from a plastic lemon. The 
plastic lemon she found enormously witty.") but the point of the ending is elusive. 
Nevertheless, 1 liked it.

The introduction to Vonda McIntyre's "Shadows, Moving" says that "There is perhaps 
no other young artist so committed to SF as a career and lifework, so~ purely, so 
triumphantly..." Nor any other so overrated so early or so deadly dull. This 
pretentious story contains paragraph after paragraph on the order of "1 feel 
lonely. It's a different kind of loneliness than in my dark rooms. It's the 
loneliness of solitude, instead of the loneliness of desertion, and the pain is 
not so great. It is as if I were not really alone." This is what passes for 
insight and emotional revelation in McIntyre’s work, and I think SF can do with
out it.

"A Criminal Proceedings", by Gene Wolfe, is a droll but dull parody of the 
American judicial system. Wolfe is usually a much more ambitious writer; this 
story fulfills the goals he set for it, but he just didn't set them very high. 
Michael Bishop's "A Short History Of The Bicycle: 401 BC TO 2677 AD" I read 
first, expecting another clever morsel similar to his earlier "Rogue Tomato", 
but it just doesn't hold up. It is two sorts of stories chopped up and put 
together like a layered sandwich: an exaggerated, pseudo-academic history of the 
bicycle, which is unfunny, and a story told by the historian of an encounter on 
an alien planet with herds of wild bicycles, which is also unfunny.

Hilary Bailey's "Everything Blowing Up: An Adventure Of Una Persson, Heroine Of 
Time And Space" is a chaotic, swinging sixties style of story, similar to the 
others she wrote about Una Persson for New Worlds. Like Crowley's, its point 
is elusive; but unlike his, its atmosphere is uninteresting. "The New Zombies" 
by Avram Davidson and Grania Davis, comes as a relief after Bailey's - it is a 
model of clarity - but it has nothing more marvellous to convey than the idea 
that all those burnt-out bums on the street corner are the result of a sinister 
organisation's having tapped them for an immortality serum. (In their defence.
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I  m u st a d m it  t h a t  th e  a u t h o r s  do p la y  i t  f o r  l a u g h s ; b u t  i t  i s  v e r y  h ard  t o  w r i t e  
t r u e  h u m o u r .) " H ou seh o ld  G ods" , by  Daphne C a s t e l l ,  i s  a c t u a l l y  m ore a m u sin g , 
b e c a u s e  i t s  a tm o sp h e r e  i s  m ore u n u s u a l:  th e  a l i e n s  h a v e  in v a d e d  and h a v e  ta k e n  
n e a r ly  e v e r y t h in g  ( in c l u d in g  h o u s e h o ld  f u r n i s h i n g s ) ,  ig n o r in g  th e  n a t iv e  p o p u la 
t i o n .  B u t o n e  v e r y  p r o p e r  o l d  la d y  who h a s  m anaged t o  r e t a i n  h e r  h o u se  g o e s  on  
h a v in g  p a r t i e s .

D G C om p ton 's "B en d er , F e n u g r e e k , S la t t e n n a n  & Mupp" i s  a r a t h e r  r o u t in e  s h o c k e r  
s e t  i n  o n e  o f  t h o s e  d r u g g e d  and r i g i d l y  c o n t r o l l e d  u t o p ia s :  th e  o ld  boy w a n ts  to  
ch op  o f f  b o th  h i s  h a n d s , b u t  "No o n e  c o u ld -  He n e e d  d o u b t no l o n g e r .  I t  r e a l l y  
was t r u e  -  t h e y  r e a l l y  d id  know w h at w as good  f o r  h im ."  Of c o u r s e ,  he c o u l d n ' t  
g e t  i t  up f o r  y e a r s .  " P r e c e s s io n s " ,  by Edward B r y a n t , i s  a s t o r y  o f  l o v e  and 
s h i f t i n g  r e a l i t i e s ;  " 'T h e  l a k e , ’ I s a i d ,  ' I t  lo o k s  l i k e  a goddam ned b r a i n . ' " ,  
o n ly  B r y a n t i s n ' t  p la y i n g  i t  f o r  la u g h s .  M ic h a e l G C o n e y 's  "H ie Summer S w e e t , 
The W in ter  M ild"  i s  a much b e t t e r  s t o r y  a b o u t  an e n c o u n te r  b e tw e e n  a h e r d  o f  
c a r ib o u  and a man and h i s  w i f e  i n  C anada, o n ly  th e  w o r ld  h a s  ch a n g ed : a l l  th e  
a n im a ls  and human b e in g s  ca n  no f e e l  w h at h a p p en s when th e y  k i l l  a n o th e r  and t h i s  
h a s ,  q u i t e  n a t u r a l l y ,  r e s u l t e d  i n  th e  d o w n f a l l  o f  c i v i l i s a t i o n .  A c o u p le  o f  th e  
s c e n e s  i n  t h i s  s t o r y ,  t h o s e  w h ere  C oney a t t e m p ts  to  d e s c r ib e  t h i s  f e e l i n g ,  a r e  
q u i t e  e x c e l l e n t .

F i n a l l y ,  J e a n  F e n d in g 's  "For Whom A re T h o se  S e r p e n t s  W h is t l in g  O verhead?"  i s  an 
e n e r g e t i c  s t o r y  a b o u t  a w in g e d  b i r d - b e a s t  t h a t  in v a d e s  th e  l i f e  o f  a m a r r ie d  
woman named M iranda; a f t e r  i t  c r a s h e s  th r o u g h  h e r  o f f i c e  w indow , s h e  d e v e lo p s  an 
a t ta c h m e n t  f o r  i t .  F e n d in g * s  p r o s e  and o b s e r v a t io n  make th e  s t o r y  a b s o r b in g  e v e n  
th o u g h  th e  s i t u a t i o n  see m s som ew hat f a m i l i a r ;  i t ' s  th e  s o r t  o f  s t o r y  o n c e  conrnon 
i n  F & S F .

I n d e e d , th e  o v e r a l l  q u a l i t y  o f  th e  a n t h o lo g y  i s  r a t h e r  l i k e  t h a t  o f  an a v e r a g e  
I s s u e  o r  tw o o f  F & SF; t h e r e  a r e  o n ly  o n e  o r  tw o b on a f i d e  " m a r v e ls " , th e  
T ip t r e e  an d , p e r h a p s , th e  H o ld s to c k .  N o t a l l  th e  r e s t  i s  t r a s h ,  o f  c o u r s e  
(a lt h o u g h  Ferman w ou ld  n e v e r  h a v e  p u b l is h e d  "Hunger And The C o m p u te r" ), b u t i s  

m e r e ly  c o m p e te n t .  I t  i s  n o t  t h a t  th e  w r i t in g  i s  s o  m e d io c r e , b u t  t h a t  th e  
p o i n t s ,  th e  e m o tio n s  and th e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  s o  s l i g h t ;  o n ly  C r o w le y ’ s and 
T i p t r e e ' s  s t o r i e s  c o u ld  do w it h o u t  e x p a n s io n .  K idd and LeG uin seem  no b e t t e r  a s  
a n t h o l o g i s t s  th a n  T er r y  C arr and Don W ollh eim  (b u t  c o u ld  b e  f o l l o w i n g  i n  t h e i r  
f o o t s t e p s :  P o c k e t  B ooks h a s  j u s t  r e l e a s e d  The E dge, a n o th e r  j o i n t l y - e d i t e d  
a n t h o lo g y  w h ic h  c o u ld  w e l l  be com posed o f  l e f t o v e r s  from  t h i s  o n e ) .  B ut i t  w ou ld  
be b e t t e r  f o r  L eG u in , a t  l e a s t ,  t o  go  back  t o  c r e a t i n g  h e r  own s t o r i e s ;  o t h e r s  
ca n  e d i t  a n t h o l o g i e s  a s  w e l l  a s  s h e ,  b u t  non e can  c r e a t e  h e r  m a r v e ls .
------------------------------- :------ ---- -----------------------------------------------------------------r
J e s s i c a  Amanda S a lm on son  (Ed) -  AMAZONS! (Daw, 2O6pp, $ 2 .2 5 )

J o s e p h in e  S a x to n  -  THE TRAVAILS OF JANE SAINT (V ir g in  B o o k s, 1 2 8 p p , E l . 9 5 )

R ev iew ed  by Mary G e n t le

W e've come a lo n g  way from  J i r e l  o f  J o i r y .

B e in g  w hat i t  i s ,  Am azons! d an an d s t o  b e  c o n s id e r e d  from  tw o v i e w p o in t s ,  th e  f a n t a 
s t i c  and th e  f e m i n i s t ,  b u t  no o n e  s h o u ld  b e  s c a r e d  o f f  by t h a t .  H ere a r e  some good  
and bad s t o r i e s  -  d o n ' t  b e  a f r a i d  to  r e a d  i t  and f in d  o u t  w h ich  i s  w h ic h .

B e s id e s  t h i r t e e n  s t o r i e s ,  t h e r e  i s  an in t r o d u c t io n  w h ich  i s  i n  i t s e l f  w o rth  th e  
c o v e r  p r i c e .  Salm onson  c h o o s e s  to  d e a l  w ith  h i s t o r i c a l  e x a m p le s  o f  women who 
o v e rc a m e  c u l t u r a l  c o n d i t i o n s  to  becom e f i g h t e r s  and a d v e n t u r e r s ,  r a t h e r  th a n  th e  
f i c t i o n a l  a n c e s t o r s  o f  Amazons.’ -  Eowyn, o r  J i r e l  -  w h ich  you m ig h t im a g in e  more 
b ecom in g  f o r  a c o l l e c t i o n  o f  a m a z o n - fa n ta s y  s t o r i e s .  The r e a s o n  f o r  t h i s ,  I  t h in k ,  
i s  t h a t  i t  b r in g s  to  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  how u n r e l i a b l e  h i s t o r y  i s .  (P er h a p s  b e c a u s e  
h i s t o r y  i s  h i s - s t o r y  and n o t  h e r - s t o r y . ) I f  c o n d i t i o n s  i n  t h e  p a s t  w e r e  d i f f e r e n t  
from  th e  p r e s e n t ,  th e n  th e y  may be d i f f e r e n t  a g a in  in  t h e  f u t u r e :  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
a r e  o p e n e d  up . As S a lm on son  s a y s ,  i t ' s  a s  d a n g e r o u s  t o  i n t e r p r e t  myth a s  h i s t o r y  

a s  i t  i s  t o  i n t e r p r e t  h i s t o r y  a s  f a c t .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h i s  i n t r o d u c t io n  s h o u ld  be 
r e q u ir e d  r e a d in g  f o r  a n y o n e  u n d er  th e  im p r e s s io n  t h a t  am azons a r e  e i t h e r  f e m i n i s t  
m yth s o r  G reek  l a d i e s  w it h  o n e  t i t  m is s in g .

I n e v i t a b l y ,  t h e s e  a r e  s t o r i e s  a b o u t  o u t s i d e r s .  M ost o f  th e  s o c i e t i e s  p o r tr a y e d  a r e  
p a t r i a r c h a l  -  t h e r e  i s  a S h a ro n e  amazon e m p ir e , b u t  i t ' s  o f f - s t a g e .  The woman
w a r r io r  o r  w itc h  i s  a lo n e r  by  n a t u r e ,  so m e tim e s  com ing  to  te r m s w ith  s o c i e t y ,  m o st 
o f t e n  n o t .  T J M o rg a n 's  ’ Woman o f  th e  W h ite  W aste ' h a s  h e r  g a n g -r a p e d  h e r o in e  
w r ea k in g  b lo o d y  v e n g e n c e  on  an army o f  o c c u p a t io n ,  w it h  th e  a id  o f  a s h e -b e a r  
G o d d ess  and m a g ic  sw o r d , and th e n  r id in g  o f f  a lo n e .  'A g b e w e 's  Sword* a l s o  h as  
G od d ess  and sw ord and woman a lo n e ,  l e a v in g  h e r  s o c i e t y ;  th ou gh  h e r e  C h a r le s  R 
S a u n d e r s  g i v e s  u s  a h i s t o r i c a l l y - b a s e d  A fr ic a n  c u l t u r e ,  and a s e e d  o f  h op e  a t  th e  
e n d . (You m ig h t a lm o s t  s a y  he w r i t e s  a s  good  a s  a w om an.) Joan n a  RusS e d i t s  a 
fr a g m e n t o f  B n i ly  B r o n t e ' s  G ond al s a g a ,  B r o n te  h e r s e l f  an o u t s id e r ;  and i n  J a n e t  
F o x 's  'M o r r te n 's  B i t c h '  th e  h e r o in e  i s  t h i e v i n g  and m a n eu v er in g  on s o c i e t y ' s  e d g e , 
r e t i r i n g  in t o  o b s c u r i t y  a f t e r  h a v in g  e n g in e e r e d  th e  h e r o ' s  cou p  d ' e t a t  f o r  him .

S u r p r i s i n g l y ,  th e r e  a r e  a number o f  p a s s i v e  fe m a le  c h a r a c t e r s  in  th e  b o o k . A ndre 
Nor r on  ’ s  'F a l  co n  B lood *  e v o k e s  th e  s p e c t r e  o f  w ic k e t  m a t r ia r c h y ,  w h ic h  i s  d e s t r o y e d  
n o t by an a c t  o f  h e r  h e r o in e  b u t by h e r  r e f u s a l  to  a c t .  M a rg a r e t S t  C l a i r ' s  'H ie  
S o rro w s o f  W itc h e s '  h a s  an o m n ip o te n t  w itc h - q u e e n  who i s  n e v e r t h e l e s s  a f r a i d  o f  th e  
' s t i f f - n e c k e d  and n arrow -m in d ed  s o c i e t y ’ t h a t  s h e  r u l e s .  Even C J C h erryh  c a n ' t  
come up w ith  a n y t h in g  m ore c o n v in c in g  th an  'H ie  D r e a m sto n e ', a f a m ila r  a r ra n g em en t 
o f  E aldw ood and h a r p e r s  and c o ld  ir o n  t h a t  p o s s i b l y  g o t  f r o n t  p o s i t i o n  i n  th e  book  
so  a s  n o t to  f r i g h t e n  o f f  n e r v o u s  r e a d e r s .

I t ' s  p o s s i b l e  f o r  f a n t a s y  and fe m in ism  to  e n h a n ce  e a c h  o t h e r .  'B on es  f o r  D u la th ' 
u s e s  th e  m o n ste r  and q u e s t  them e t o  e x p lo r e  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw e e n  Ki and 
V a n d ie n , b o th  f i g h t e r s ,  l o v e r s  and f r i e n d s .  Megan L in d h o lm 's  s t o r y  may n o t  be 
f a n t a s y  a s  s u c h , th e  m o s te r  i s  n o t  s u p e r n a t u r a l .  T h is  i s  i n  th e  c l a s s  o f  h i s t o r y 
chat -n e v e r  -h a p p e n e d , w h ich  i s  a l s o  r e p r e s e n t e d  by T a n ith  L e e ' s  'N o r th e r n  C h e s s ' ,  
s e t  in  m e d ie v a l F r a n c e . Her s e l f - p o s s e s s e d  h e r o in e  h a s  barb ed  w i t  and a q u i e t  b u t  
i n f l e x i b l e  w i l l ,  and i s  r e a d y  t o  ta k e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  th e  e f f e c t  t h i s  h a s  on 
o t h e r  p e o p le .  The e n d in g  b o d es  i l l  f o r  many p r o p h e c ie s .  J a n r a e  Frank a l s o  d e a l s  
w ith  th e  p r o b le m s o f  a w om an -w arrior  i n  a p a t r ia r c h a l  w o r ld . Chim quar o f  th e  
S h a ro n e  amazon e m p ir e , d i s g u i s e d  and t r a v e l l i n g  th r o u g h  m a le -d o m in a te d  c o u n t r y , 
i s  condem ned b o th  by h er e n e m ie s  and h e r  own p e o p le ;  n o t  e v e n  a b le  to  te a c h  h er  
ward to  be a w a r r io r  f o r  f e a r  o f  m aking th e  g i r l  an o u t c a s t .

N ot o n ly  d id  th e  Amazons.* a n t h o lo g y  w in  th e  19 8 0  W orld F a n ta s y  Award, o n e  o f  th e  
s t o r i e s  t i e d  f o r  f i r s t  p la c e  a s  b e s t  f a n t a s y  s h o r t  s t o r y :  E l i z a b e t h  L y n n 's  'T he 
Woman Who L oved The M oon*. B a se d  o n  O r ie n t a l  m yth and h i s t o r y ,  i t  i s  th e  s t o r y  
o f  t h r e e  w o m e n -w a r r lo r s , and th e  o n e  who lo v e d  a s i s t e r - s l a y i n g  moon e l e m e n t a l .  
T h ere  a r e  o ld  th em es  w e l l  h a n d le d : women c a l l e d  m ore b e a u t i f u l  th a n  g o d d e s s e s ,  
d i v i n e  w r a th , t i m e l e s s  l o v e  i n  a d im e n s io n  b eyon d  t im e ,  and a r e t u r n  t o  f i n d  t h a t  
th e  w o r ld  h a s  moved o n .  I t ’ s  a l y r i c a l  s t o r y ,  b u t i t  la c k s  th e  a b r a s iv e  q u a l i t y  
o f  o t h e r s  i n  th e  b ook .

'T h e  Rape P a t r o l ’ i s  a b r a s i v e ,  c o n t r o v e r s i a l ,  and f a n t a s t i c  o n ly  by i n c l u s i o n  o f  
a s m a ll  e le m e n t  o f  v o o d o o . M ic h e le  S e l l i n g ' s  v i g i l a n t e  g ro u p  h a v e  an an sw er to  
th e  prob lem  o f  r a p e , hxit i t ' s  an an sw er  t h a t  many w i l l  d i s a g r e e  w i t h .  I s  th e r e  an 
a l t e r n a t i v e ?  ’L ove him* s a y s  o n e  o f  th e  women h e r e ;  and p e r h a p s  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  to  
l o v e  th e  c r i m in a l  and h a te  th e  c r im e .

A ls o  in c lu d e d  in  Am azons! i s  a s e c t i o n  from  J o s e p h in e  S a x t o n 's  The T r a v a i l s  o f  J a n e  
S a in t ,  a s t o r y  t h a t  i s  p u r e  a l l e g o r y .  The book i s  a t r i p  th ro u g h  v a r io u s  r e g io n s  
o f  th e  c o l l e c t i v e  u n c o n s c io u s ,  and i s  p e r h a p s  l e s s  a n o v e l  th an  a map -  a map t h a t  
w i l l  b e  c l e a r  o r  u n c le a r  d e p e n d in g  on  t h a t  a r e a  o f  th e  c o l l e c t i v e  u n c o n s c io u s  
h o u se d  i n  you r  own s k u l l .

A l l  o f  w h ich  so u n d s  unccromonly s e r i o u s ,  and d o e s n ' t  ta k e  i n t o  a c c o u n t  S a x t o n 's  le a n  
and l i v e l y  s t y l e ,  s t r o n g  s t o r y - l i n e ,  and f l a s h e s  o f  b a ro q u e  hum our. H ere fo r
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example I s  Jane S a in t  in  th a t p a r t o f  the  u n con sciou s th a t  m a n ife sts  i t s e l f  a s  a 
g o l f  course:

’ Suddenly and w ith  g r e a t  fo r ce  whe was p ro jec ted  in to  another s t a t e  o f  c o n sc io u s 
n ess . The g o l f b a l l  had h i t  her head and knocked o u t o u t sto n e  c o ld .

■A l i t t l e  dog came s n u f f l in g  over the g r a ss  and found Jane S a in t , v ic t im  o f  a h i t  
and run d r i v e r . ’

Her a s tr a l  body s e t  fr e e  w h ile  her p h y s ica l body undergoes brainwashing and sensory  
d e p r iv a tio n , Jane S a in t q u es ts  through stra n g e  reg io n s  -  though memory o f  the nature 
o f  her g u e st i s  l o s t  a t  th e  very  beg in n in g . Most p eop le  w i l l  r ec o g n ize  the 
a t t i t u d e s  and o p in io n s  encountered h ere . I t ’ s a fe m in is t  book but not a fe m in is t  
tr a c t:  h ere in  are m others, g o d d esses, c h a u v in is t  men and c h a u v in is t  women, fr ie n d s , 
lo v e r s  and husbands, g o ld -fe a th e r e d  demons and p h ilo so p h ic a l dogs. The end o f  i t  -  
w ith the q u est accom plished , and Jane S a in t back in  her p h y s ica l body -  may, 
according to your mood and in c l in a t io n ,  make you cheer or c u t  you to p ie c e s .

There are  remarks throughout the  book, both  funny and se r io u s ,  th a t cry o u t  to  be 
quoted . One w i l l  serv e  to  dem onstrate the  depth o f  S a x to n 's  reasoning:

’ "Womankind i s  fr ee r  than mankind a lrea d y , l i t t l e  one. We have the power o f  
c r e a t io n , the hand th a t  rocks the cra d le  and so  o n . . ."

'"Oh no, not th a t ,"  moaned Jane d e sp e r a te ly , having heard i t  a l l  too o f te n . Use 
your charm, m anipulate men, g e t  power by s t e a l t h  -  i t  was a way to su rv iv e  and 
e x e r t  in f lu e n c e  but i t  was a ls o  en forced  d ish o n e sty , and i t  ru led  out fr ie n d sh ip  
w ith  m en.'

Many fe m in is t  u to p ia s  have the  unspoken a t t l t u t d e  th a t i f  o n ly  a l l  the men could  
be done away w ith , the world would be r o se s . (A s im ila r  a t t i t u d e  spawned Helmen.) 
A side from being im p r a c tic a l, i t ’s a lso  untrue. Jane S a in t ’s r e a l i s a t io n  i s  that 
to fr e e  women you m ust, a s  w e ll as humanising women th em se lv es, humanise men: 
th ere  i s  o n ly  one race  here -  human.

But in e v ita b ly  the  book s u f fe r s  the  same f a t e  a s Amazons.’ , th a t o f  g h e tto  p u b lish 
in g . Genre c o v er s , genre m arketing -  a s  femme fa n ta sy , perhaps, or women's l ib  
l it e r a tu r e ?  -  ensu res th a t th ose  who m ight b e n e f i t  most from reading the books 
never do. In th e  f in a l  accou nting  i t  may be th a t  n o v e ls  w ith  a stron g  p r o -fe m in is t  
a t t i tu d e  s a f e ly  con cea led  in s id e  the  o v ers -  D elany’s T a les o f  Neveryon, for 
example -  have a g r e a te r  e f f e c t  than anything o v e r t ly  la b e l le d  fe m in is t;  and th^t 
both Amazons! and The T r a v a ils  o f  Jane S a in t su f fe r  from the in e v it a b le  Catch-22: 
preaching to the  con verted .

P h ilip  Jose  Farmer -  DARK IS THE SUN (Granada, 4OOpp, EG.95)

Reviewed by C hris Morgan

Do you ranember Brian A ld ls s ' s  nove l Hothouse , in  which hum anity's far d escend
e n ts  engate in  a s tr u g g le  for  su r v iv a l -  and a search  fo r  knowledge -  on a dying 
Earth? P h ilip  Jose  Farmer o b v io u s ly  remembers i t ,  because he has taken the idea 
aS th e  b a s is  fo r  h is  l a t e s t  n o v e l, Dark i s  the  Sun. Not th a t  I ’m accu sing  
Farmer o f  p lag iarism ; he has developed  i t  in  h is  own fa sh io n  and, la ck in g  
A ld ls s ' s  depth , f in e s s e  and o r ig in a l i t y ,  has made i t  in to  an adventure s to r y  
which i s  broad and long  but sh a llo w . I would h e s i t a t e  in  c a l l in g  i t  a novel 
because i t  i s  more a s e r ie s  o f  adventures and d is c o v e r ie s ,  fo llo w in g  a group o f  
humans and non-humans for  se v e r a l yea rs as they tr a v e l  around Earth upon more 
than one q u est.

In both books mankind has l o s t  a l l  te c h n o lo g ic a l e x p e r t is e  and rev erted  to a 
p r im it iv e  barbarism , and i t  i s  a more r e c e n t ly  evolved  s e n t ie n t  race  which i s  
a c tin g  as a r e p o s ito r y  and d issem in ator  o f  a l l  knowledge ( in  Hothouse th is  i s  

a morel fun gus- in  Dark i s  the  Sun i t  i s  a h a lf - p la n t  h a lf-a n im a l crea tu re; 
both are good c h a r a c te r s ) . In  both books th ere  are  warring t r ib e s  o f  mankind 
and numerous animal and v e g e ta b le  dangers to  be  contended w ith . Farmer shows 
h is  fu tu re  Earth not sim ply  dying p e a c e fu lly  but go ing  through c o n v u ls io n s , 
w ith  ever-w orsen ing  earthquakes rec u r r in g  whenever th e  a c t io n  seems a b i t  slow .
I must g iv e  Farmer h i s  due: he i s  never a t  a l o s s  fo r  another e v e n t , be i t  a 
c a la m ity , a d isc o v e ry  or an a tta c k  by a noxious b e a s t ie .

I t  i s  Farm er's i n a b i l i t y  to  f in d  a c r e d ib le  p lo t  which i s  the  b ook 's w eakest 
a sp e c t . He p la y s  god, push ing h i s  c h a r a c te r s  from p i l l a r  to  p o s t  w ith ou t adequate 
e x p la n a tio n , em ploying extrem e c o in c id e n c e s  and h a ir 's -b r e a d th  escap es as a m atter 
o f  co u rse . He a llo w s h i s  group o f  t r a v e l le r s  to  become la r g e r  by adding v a r io u s 
s p e a r -c a r r ie r s ,  w ith  the s o le  in te n t io n  o f  k i l l i n g  them o f f  a few ch a p ters L ater. 
T his i s  to  dem onstrate th e  g r e a t  dangers encountered w ith ou t k i l l in g  o f f  any o f  
the  major p a r t ic ip a n ts .

I w on 't d e t a i l  the p lo t .  T h ere's a l o t  o f  in c id e n t ,  a l o t  o f  a r t i f i c i a l l y  
generated  ex c item en t, and a l o t  o f  to in g  and fr o in g  in  search  o f  p eo p le , p la c e s  
or th in g s . The human c h a r a c te r s  lea rn  a l o t ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  how to be B e tter  
P eop le . As in  se v e r a l o th er  Farmer books, th e  Mighty Being Who C on tro ls The 
U n iverse  makes a b r ie f ,  u n in sp ir in g  appearance. The ending i s  l e s s  f in a l  than 
one m ight e x p ect, g iv in g  scope (I warn you now) fo r  a s e q u e l . I f  you enjoyed  
Farm er's The Green Odyssey and h i s  "World o f  the  T iers"  s e r i e s ,  y o u ’l l  enjoy  t h i s ,  
though i t  la c k s  the  o r ig in a l i t y  o f ,  sa y , John V a r le y 's  n o v e ls  T itan  and Wizard 
(which are  a ls o  about humans and a l ie n s  In d u lg in g  in  h e r o ic  a d v en tu re ).

I must m ention the poor packaging o f  Dark i s  the  Sun: a b lack  d u stja c k e t  covered  
by la rg e  l e t t e r in g  i s  not th e  id e a l inducement to  th e  rea d er . I t ' s  a p i ty  
Granada d id n 't  make use o f  the accu ra te  p ic t o r ia l  cover by D arrel Sweet which 
adorned the US hardcover e d it io n .

Alexander R e lia ev  -  PROFESSOR DOWELL'S HEAD (M acmillan, 158pp, E5.95)

Reviewed by Andy Sawyer

B a lla e v , born 1984, i s  d escr ib ed  here as "the roost popular o f  a l l  Russian SF 
w r ite r s ."  Apart from the f a c t  th a t  he f lo u r ish e d  in  th e  ' 2Os and *30s, and the  
t i t l e s  o f  some o f  h is  o th er  n o v e ls , th a t i s  a l l  the in form ation  we are g i v e n . . .  
but more o f  th a t  la t e r .

This s to r y  i s  an extrem ely  com petent s c i e n t i f i c  sh ock er. Marie Laurent a p p lie s  
fo r  a job w ith  Kern, a s c i e n t i s t ,  and i s  sworn to  se c re cy  w ith  some n o n -to o -su b tle  
h in ts  about what m ight happen i f  she  r e v e a ls  what she m ight s e e .  I t  turns o u t 
th a t Kern has been working w ith  the  l a t e  P ro fesso r  Dowell to  keep the heads o f  
anim als a l iv e  a f t e r  b o d ily  d ea th , and has murdered the P ro fe sso r , keeping a l iv e  
h ts  head in  order to  use h is  knowledge and pass i t  o f f  as h is  own. M arie's duty 
i s  to a tten d  to  P ro fe sso r  D ow ell’ s head, and th o se  o f  two o th e r  people who are  
l a t e r  'rea n im a ted ', Thomas, a la b o u rer , and B r ig i t t e ,  a c a fe  s in g e r . The second 
s ta g e  o f  the experim ent comes when B r ig i t t e  i s  g iv en  a new body, th a t o f 
A n g e llic a  Gal, p e r fe c t  in  every way ex cep t for  a minor in ju ry  to  the  fo o t  caused 
in  the a c c id e n t which k i l l e d  h er . Ms Gai was, by some stra n g e  c o in c id e n c e , the 
lo v e r  o f  Armand, a fr ie n d  o f  Arthur D ow ell, son o f  the P ro fe sso r . Overwhelmed 
by being  g iv en  a second chance to l i v e  a f u l l  p h y s ic a l l i f e ,  B r ig i t t e  esca p es, 
to  be  sp o tted  in  a c a s in o  by Armand, who i s  stru ch  by her s im i la r i t y  to  
A n g e llic a .

Got that?  Things g e t  b e t t e r . . .

M arie, more and more shocked a t  what i s  go ing  on, i s  im prisoned in  a lu n a tic  
asylum to keep her q u ie t .  Kern goes on w ith  p la n s to  announce 'h i s '  d is c o v e r ie s  
p u b lic ly .  B r ig i t t e ,  having s p i l l e d  the beans to  Armand and Arthur, d evelop s 
gangrene in  her fo o t  from the in ju ry  su ffe r e d  by A n g e ll ic a 'a  body. She retu rn s
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to Kern, but too late: he can do nothing and her body (or her head, depending 
on which way you look at It) has to be amputated.
Marie is rescued by Arthur and promptly falls for him. Kern publicly announces 
the result of his experiments, using Brigitte's severed head as example. At his 
lecture, Marie denounces Kern, who managers to pass her accusations off as the 
ravings of someone unhinged by observing the macabre (but perfectly ethical.) 
processes involved in his scientific work. He is set up to take all the credit 
himself when Arthur Dowell persuades the police to act and the head of Professor 
Dowell is discovered. Unmasked for the rogue he is, Kern shoots himself.

PROFESSOR DOWELL'S HEAD Is a book to puzzle over. The main puzzle is why 
Macmillan's have chosen to reprint this particular title. It is a melodrama of 
the highest degree, highly enjoyable if you're In that sort of mood: it races 
along entirely at the surface and if you look below you start floundering. 
Inconsistencies abound. Do we really believe that Kern would wait for the police 
to come and discover Professor Dowell's head sitting clumsily disguised in his 
laboratory? Beliaev is too much indebted to coincidence and the conventions of 
melodrama to write a novel which can stand up to anything in the way of serious 
literary analysis. Characterisation? very much stock figures - the mad scientist, 
the beautiful heroine, dashing hero, etc. Yet there is a power to be detected In 
the book; ironically, it's saved from being total hokum by the fact that similar 
experiments have been carried out on animals (since reading the book I cannot get 
out of my mlrri a terrible picture the Dally Mirror published some years ago of a 
severed monkey's head kept alive by 'scientists') and by the recent TV preoccupa
tion with the question of transplants and when the donor's death actually occurs. 
There are no characters, merely types, nor is there a genuine feel of place - 
very little even of a 'Russian' flavour (whatever that is) to ft, with its 
studding of Anglo-Saxon and French names and Parisian setting, and even that is 
perfunctory - but image carries it through. Just.
Theodore Sturgeon makes the most of these points in his lntroductu<J ion; largely 
a useful comparison between the Weird Tales magazine and Beliaev which ruminates 
about how SF writers in both the US and USSR seemed to be using the Verne/Wells 
tradition in similar ways. PROFESSOR DOWELL'S HEAD could have come straight 
from the pages of Weird Tales, yet we are told there was no connection; 
presumably we are faced with the stereotype of the Russian SF scene being more 
faithful to the hard-science aspect of SF because of the difficulty of sociological 
dissent, or even literary experiment, in a totalitarian society.
Yet how far can we rely on this? I would have liked more Information on, if not 
Soviet SF (which is obviously a big subject and is touched on in further books in 
this series), Beliaev himself. Why was he so popular? Was he aware of what was 
being done in the US? Is this a typical book by him? Are his books still popular 
in the USSR? What was the reaction to certain aspects of this book, ‘such as the 
Catholicism of the female characters? Books, of course, must stand on their own, 
but the rationalisation behind this series must be that these books have an 
interesting background. It's no good presenting a book which assumes that every
one knows all about Alexander Beliaev.
Soviet SF is unknown territory to most people in this country. The translated 
works of one or two authors are changing this, and Macmillan are to be congratu
lated in their brave attempt to add to this change by devoting a series of novels, 
twelve so far, including five by the Strugatskys, to the works of Soviet authors. 
This series should be a valuable addition to published SF - but it would be 
interesting to note just why Macmillan think it will be valuable. For literary 
purposes? Then PROFESSOR DOWELL'S HEAD kept me amused for a couple of hours, 
harrowed for longer, and if you feel the same way I do about Gothic-type 
melodramas and vivisection I can recommend it — but that's about all. For 
historical purposes? Then the lack of serious information is, I'm afraid, pretty 
inexcusable.

Edmund Cooper - A WORLD OF DIFFERENCE (Robert Hale, 191pp, £5.75)

Reviewed by Ian Williams

Aha, I said to myself on opening the book, a collection of fantasy stories. This 
ought to make a pleasant change from Cooper's SF novels of fascist Ubermenschen 
and their devoted, dumb sex-objects - you know, women, all tits and no brain.

Well, I was half-right: it was a change.

The most interesting and revealing part of the book was the two page introduction 
from which I extract the following quotations. 'There is another literary genre 
which is almost the antithesis of science fiction: it is fantasy. Good SF 
attempts to deal with the affairs of imaginary people in a potentially real world. 
Fantasy draws upon symbols and dreams and psychological archetypes for its 
literary potency.' If he'd began that last sentence with the word "some" his 
ignorance of fantasy might not have been so obvious. Cooper concludes: 'I do 
not think I shall write any more fantasy. You know what you are doing with 
science fiction, but not with fantasy. At least, I don't. And that makes me 
just a little afraid...' My response to the first sentence was a sigh of relief 
and to the third, one of total agreanent. Cooper does not know what he is 
doing.

Four of the six stories can be said to deal with mysticism - the relationship 
between individual experience and higher realities. In the 24 page "Jahweh", God 
is a super robot designed to stimulate primitive intelligences and would have been 
rejected by a fiction fanzine - it's that crude are! trite. Equally as bad and in 
a similar vein, only slightly longer, is "The Snow Crystals": God and the Devil, 
two super intelligences, give fragments of comford to selected individuals. Main 
story in the book is the ninety page novella "The Firebird" '...first published in 
the USA where it was well-received' in a collection edited by Lin Carter. The 
story. Cooper says, was derived from a dram and virtually wrote iteself. This is 
all too evident. It languidly details the adventures of the youth Dominic who 
follows the magical Firebird into a strange world. In this land it is the worst 
form of heresy to claim to have seen the Firebird and Dominic is alternately 
helped and hindered by a variety of characters who appear to have symbolic purpose. 
At the end Dominic is revealed to be a dying old man. On one level it seems that 
the story is an allegory of life. I say segns because Cooper cannot handle symbol
ism and indeed implies in his introduction that he didn't know what the story was 
about. It's flat, slow and boring.

As an example of how limited and cliched Cooper's vision is. I'll quote from the 
endings of four stories. 'And then there was nothing but the darkness of night, 
the renote compassion of the start.' 'Again there was a burst of laughter.// 
Laughter among the stars!' 'And then there was nothing but the renote constella
tions, the far dusty patterns of a thousand million suns.' 'Suddently there was 
nothing... Not even the darkness of space or the fixed brilliance of the stars.// 
Nothing but the strange, Inexorable light of Resurrection...'

There are also two feeble jokey stories, one about a dragon, the other a ghost. 
But why go on. Had these stories been published under a pseudonym I'd have suspec
ted the author to be a fumbling teenager. As it stands, calling them abysmally 
mediocre is praise.

If Mr Cooper goes back on his word about not writing any more fantasy, then I 
suggest he try sword and sorcery; the limited imagination and sexist characters 
of his science fiction would go well there. At least it would be more entertaining 
than this dreck.

My nipples popped out; I  grinned and stuck out my tongue a t them. They stayed 
up; I  was happy.
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Richard Cowper —  A DREAM OF KINSHIP (Gollancz, 239pp, E5.95)

Reviewed by Roz Kaveney
Richard Cowper writes quietly and elegantly, hia work has a certain atmosphere 
of hush and stillness no matter how violent the events portrayed. Bis vision of 
the universe and of his characters and scenes is clear-edgedly precise but a 
little pastel-coloured and, while it would be wrong to say that his work is two 
dimensional, there is a certain sense in which the third dimension doesn’t 
actually go back all that far, a certain sense in which what has looked like 
reality is an artifice kept convincing by the sheer niceness of the auctorial 
personality. On the whole, I prefer his shorter fiction merely because in it he 
seems to make fewer misjudgements and those he does make do not have to be lived 
with for so many pages. In short, it is possible to love his work as a whole yet 
be deeply unhappy about many aspects of each Individual example of it.

A Dream O f K znehip is a sequel to The Road To C o r la y , which was itself a successor 
to the novelette “The Piper At The Gates Of Dawn". All three are, as most of you 
will know, set in a pseudo-mediaeval British Isles a millenium after our century 
ends in catastrophic melting of the polar ice-cap. The parts of England not 
under water are independent island kingdoms held together by loose trading and 
political ties and by the power of the Catholic Church, which h« suppressed most 
of what was left of 2oth century technology and preaches submission to God’s Law 
and the whim of your bishop. In the original novelette, a split-tongued boy 
piper preached visions of cosmic harmony and brotherly love, made especially 
convincing by his mutant mindpowers, before the Church, which saw him as a threat 
that could be controlled, had him martyred and canonised. In the first of the 
two novels Cowper has written so far with this background —  at least one more 
is implied —  the Church decides to crack down on the Boy’s followers and, in 
spite of killing a lot of people, fails to smash the movement for spiritual re
newal which will, it is implied, bring a cultural and technological renaissance 
with it. This fairly standard plot was given more Interest and inmedlacy by the 
presence in the subconscious mind of one of its characters of a psychic inventi 
gator. Carver, from our time and the attempts of his colleagues to retrieve him.

The new book is back with the original story’s 1OO per cent concentration on the 
imaginary world of the future, and suffers from the usual problems of middle 
volumes of trilogies. Cowper has a fair idea of what he wanted to get done in 
this middle stretch and goes about doing it economically and effectively —  the 
Church overplays Its hand totally and the followers of the cult of Kinship win 
even more powerful converts. This creates an environment in which the son of 
the man who was briefly reanimated by the mindtravelling Carver, a boy who is 
possibly a reincarnation of the Boy Himself, can grow up, become a great compo
ser and learn that he is able to compel men’s minds with his piping. This boy, 
Tom, wins everyone's eternal gratitude by saving the Princess Alice from rape 
by a mummer dressed as a swan and then punishing her brother, the inconvenient 
Duke Arthur, who has set the situation up, with the madness on the brink of which 
he was already teetering. Tom is shown as a bright young man who will go far, 
and who as the book ends is about to travel around his world learning more about 
what’s going on.
All of this is entertaining enough, of course, done in very good taste and 
with very good manners, and if I seem a little churlish it is merely because I 
keep hoping that Cowper will do something a little less conventional with it. 
As the series has progressed the Cardinal, who is determined to destroy the cult 
of Kinship for the sake of the Church's authority, has become less rather than 
more convincing because the more you repeat the descriptions of his tight-drawn 
ascetic mouth and agonised brow the less one actually sees them, and the more 
you go on about his agonising over the fact that by the appointment of one of 
his bright young proteges to track down the cult he gave it its most effective 
leader the less his emotions seem real. Given that the Cardinal has thus become 
more of a cardboard villain, one cannot react as Cowper would wish to the dilemma 

of Richard, Marshal of the Church's private army, who Is Increasingly convinced 
that the Cardinal Is risking political disaster and destroying the Kingdoms of 
Britain to save the Churcht what we should see as a dilenmna comes to seem like 
a choice he has to make and the answer to which is obvious. His duty is plain 
and we cannot feel for his moral dithering.

Cowper's restatement of the paranormal mental powers of his characters and of 
their new religion is similarly hindered by a tendency to cliche. He has not 
tried to find new ways of describing these things and so we cannot react to them 
with the wonder that we would like to feel. The sermons are being written for 
us as much as for the characters and they don't make uo feel that we are being 
shown some great new truth, just more basic peace and love.

Briefly, then, this is an enjoyable enough way to pass the time but is not even 
as good a book as its predecessor. My own feelings are usually against series 
and sequels and I had some worries when Cowper wrote the first of these novelsj 
I felt that he was marking time in his career Instead of pushing through to a 
deeper, better kind of SF novel writing. Now it is clear that we are in for a 
trilogy and my worries are deepened, especially since this middle book is itself 
so much marking of time. The writing is as good as ever and the characters warm 
and plausible, but the longer this goes on the more we look at this pseudo- 
mediaeval world with its curiously high level of sanitation and the less I 
believe a word of it.

Clifford D Simak - THE VISITORS (Sidgwick & Jackson, 282pp, E7.95)

Reviewed by Ian Williams

In the not too distant past, a gentleman of this establishment said that the 
critic should identify his prejudices. Fair enough: I'm a Simak fan. There are 
very few Simak novels that I haven’t enjoyed to some degree and have found the 
recent trend towards Simak-bashing by trendy critics to be rather regretable. 
Out of twenty Simak novels on my bookshelf I could only find two I disliked. 
On the other hand I also noticed that I could remanber virtually nothing at all 
about any of his books published since 1969, with the single exception of 
Mastodonia (aka Catface), whilst the titles of several of his sixties novels 
evoked many pleasant memories.

If you think that this review is going to be of the "more in sorrow than in 
anger" type, you are perfectly correct.

The plot is fairly straightforward. Large slab-like aliens appear in our skies, 
land and begin munching their way through North American forests. Observing the 
laws of digestion they casually shit cubes of cellulose, then, shortly afterwards, 
begin budding baby slabs which eat the cellulose excreted by their parent. They 
are observed by Jerry, our hero, who gets scooped up briefly by a slab, and Kathy, 
our hero's journalist girlfriend. In Washington, a press secretary tries to 
pacify the public and the President. Lots of people discuss at length what is 
going on and try to build hypotheses. Meanwhile the aliens begin to bud sooper- 
dooper flying cars in huge quantities as a means of paying for the chomped up 
forests. lots of discussions over the implications of this take place. The 
conclusion is that it will wreck the American economy and that the rest of the 
world will need to help out. At the very end the aliens start budding houses - 
with, it is suggested, budded people inside them. But this, the most interesting 
development^ isn't followed up. So really this novel is the old chesnut of the 
enigmatic alien.

It's also the worst novel Simak has written in his life. Despite his attempt to 
create enigmatic aliens he’s unable to withhold his cutesy touches with the 
result that whilst the aliens may be puzzling they are neither impressive nor 
scary.
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Neither is there any pace to the story, no impetus and not much happening. 
People either stand around watching the aliens going about their business, or 
talk endlessly about what the aliens are doing and the implications of the alien 
activity. If the characters were interesting in themselves then this might have 
some point or entertainment value. But there are no characters in that sense, 
merely clumps of dialogue with people’s names attached. Now Simak was never 
much on characterisation, but in his better books the heroes always had an 
intensity about them, whether it was Blaine fleeing through a surreal landscape 
in Time Is The Simplest Thing,Sutton working out his predestined fate in Time And 
Again, or the isolated melancholy Enoch Wallace of Way Station; an intensity that 
made you care about them.
All right then, what about the pathos or the relaxed pastoral quality that set 
Simak's prose apart from any other writer? Sadly, it’s almost gone, to be 
replaced by leaden exposition. There are a couple of short chapters where lone 
man confronts alien, which hint of the old Simak but these are all too brief. 
It's as if Simak, an old roan, sat on his front porch in a rocking chair, and 
rested a hand on the electric typewriter at the table by his side and let his 
fingers do the walking while he dozed on a hazy mid-summer afternoon.

Twenty years ago he might have spent a couple of days on the idea contained in 
this novel and sent in the resulting short story to F & SF where it would have 
been printed and forgotten about. Now he pads it out to ten times its natural 
length and it is printed in hardback at the ludicrous price of E7.95.

This Is a dull, dull book and if it is now the best he can do then he should 
retire from writing rather than tarnish his reputation even further with tedious 
trivia like this.
ALSO RECEIVED♦ ... Reviewed by Joseph Nicholas
Charles Waugh, Martin Greenberg & Joseph Olander (eds.) - MYSTERIOUS VISIONS (Hale, 

516pp, £6.95)
A definite oddity, this: 26 fantasy stories by authors, like Agatha Christie, John 
D MacDonald and Mickey Spillane, normally noted for their crime ai>d mystery work. 
In his thoroughly dispensible introduction, Isaac Asimov babbles on about the 
"paradox" of his enjoying both the rational, problem-solving approach of the crime 
story (similar to SF, he claims) and the "irrational” fantasy story; not much of a 
paradox and not all interesting. The stories themselves vary widely in quality, 
from G K Chesterton's witty and bizarre "The Finger Of Stone", about the chemical 
properties of a stream which changes the living creatures who fall into It into stone replicas of themselves, to Melville Davisson Post’s hick Bible-punching ^The 
Angel Of The Lord", another of those tedious Devil-in-the-Old-West pieces which is 
incomprehensible to anyone who doesn't live there; the whole comes across as more 
of a grab-bag than a reasoned selection, although in his introduction Waugh attempts 
to impose order on it by dividing them up into categories ("Strange Phenomena", 
"Spectral Creatures", "Miracles And Magic", and the like): but his explanations are 
too short and superficial to be convincing, and by some quirk tend to hinder rather 
than help analytical thought.
Michael Moorcock - WARRIOR OF MARS (New English Library, 384pp, £7.95)
The first hardback, one-volume edition of Moorcock’s "Martian" trilogy - The City 
Of The Beast, Lord Of The Spiders and Masters Of The pit - written in homage to and 
as a pastiche of Edgar Rice Burroughs's "John Carter" novels; in terms of his total 
output, it’s pretty early and hence pretty crude and simplistic stuff, but has a 
certain naive vigour and colour which carries the action along at a fast enough 
pace for the reader not to care overmuch about its gross implausibilities and 
essentially wholesale silliness. In an introduction written especially for this 
edition. Moorcock details the various aspects of his life that went into the 
trilogy's genesis; I wouldn't for a moment claim that this is worth the price in 
itself, but it does shed some tangential light on his other heroic fantasy fiction, 
and is hence of some intrinsic interest.

Letters
FLIGHT FROM THE HEART OF BEING?
Iain R Byers The S in SF stands for schizoid, or so John Welsh says he
9 Shaftsebury believes (Vector loo). But like a p o litic ian , what he says he
Dundee believes and what he actually  believes are two d ifferen t things.
DD2 1LB The actual schizoid nature, or otherwise, of science fic tio n  is

of l i t t l e  importance to him, his ruling passion being the 'heart 
of being' or, more precisely, 'th e  female element'. Both of these quotations 
from Mr Welsh's "Standpoint", i t s e l f  t i t le d  "The Flight From The Heart Of Being", 
are themselves quotes from the book which has inspired him. Although he actually 
c red its  the theories of 'ob ject-re la tions psychology' with assisting  him in 
reaching his valuable insigh ts, h is exiguous knowledge of the subject would seem 
to be derived solely from th is book, namely Human Hope And The Death In stin c t. 
Certainly i t  is  the source of a l l  h is quotes.

As I have said, his real in te rests  l ie  not in the schizoid but in the 'female 
element' whose wond'rous qualitie s  consist of love, feeling, sensitiv ity  and 
crea tiv ity ; not to  mention sugar and spice and a l l  things nice. If  I may be 
permitted to quote a t length we w ill see just how much importance he places on 
th is : " . . . th e  essential value of w riters like Le Guin, Sturgeon, Ellison and 
Dick lie s  in the ir deeply in tu itive  insights into problems of illu sio n , re a lity , 
identity , e tc , insights which spring fran the profoundly important, creative 
'female clement' of 'being' in them. I t  can le t us see that these are w riters 
who often involve us in solutions to these problems of existence which are based 
on love and reparation rather than on hate." And on the other side of the coin: 
" . . . i t  can also le t  us see tha t w riters such as Silverberg, Heinlein, e tc , 
(whose work is so often deficient in  creative symbolism) equally often attempt 
to involve us in 'hate-solutions' which deny the 'female element'__ and encour
age the 'taboo on weakness'." Mr Welsh appears to be slave to an idea which 
goes at least as far back as the ancient Greeks. The b e lie f that there is  some 
kind of connection between crea tiv ity  ami femininity no doubt has i ts  roots in 
the concept of an Earth Mother, and has also been suggested by Jung in his idea 
of the anima. I t  i s ,  however, a b e lie f which is  en tire ly  fa llac ious/ a belief 
which completely ignores the importance of the male in the act of procreation. 
I f  female qualitie s  are so essen tia l to c rea tiv ity , then why is  i t  that there 
have been so few creative geniuses among the opposite sex? I t  is  the very 
aggressiveness of masculinity which provides the spur necessary to achieve any
thing in th is world. While not wanting to suggest that wanen are in any way 
inferior to men, I would like to point out that i t  is  nothing loss than feminism 
that endeavours to prove th e ir superiority . This applies as much to  the 'female 
element' as i t  does to women themselves.

And what of the value judgements im plicit in Mr Welsh's beliefs? All feminine 
qualities are associated with love, while a l l  male qua litie s  are associated with 
hate. This is  highly untenable by anyone's standards. Solutions which are 
based on love are necessarily rig h t, solutions based on hate wrong. Who is  Mr 
Welsh to  decide what is  right and what is  wrong? Surely the correctness or 
otherwise of a solution is something re la tive  to the society in which i t  is  to 
be applied. To be a l l  sweetness and ligh t in a society which is barbaric and 
violent w ill not get one very fa r, and many of the societies depicted in science 
fic tion  are barbaric. Our own society is  one which is  based on 'h a te ',  that i s ,  
i t  would be as defined by Mr Welsh, and the weak within i t  are only barely 
to lera ted , mainly because we consider ourselves to be c iv ilised  and feel bound 
to  behave in a manner befittin g  that c iv ilisa tio n . I t  is ,  however, only a facade.

Robert Silverberg. Another in teresting  thing in the a r t ic le  is Mr Welsh's 
a ttitude  to th is particu lar w rite r, singling him out for appraisal, i f  appraisal 
i t  can be called: "Silverberg, who is  a classic  example of a schizoid w riter 
within the science fic tion  f ie ld , is ,  I think, especially g u il ty .. .  a w riter
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whose grasp of emotional re a lity  is  so thin and whose feeling for experience is 
so anti-human and fu ll  of h a te . . . ’’ and, " . . . th e  very elements in Silverberg's 
work... also show him to be wrestling with deep intra-psychic con flic ts , and 
th is  deserves only our compassion, not our scorn." Mr Welsh then goes on to 
say th is  about someone who deserves only our compassion: "th is  is not to deni
grate these w riters as people; ...sim ply to point out that the solutions they 
offer to the problems of existence are false solutions based on hate and on a 
schizoid reversal of human values." For someone who is  not denigrating Silver- 
berg as a person, Mr Welsh is  expressing a very low opinion of the man, an opin
ion which, on the face of i t ,  would appear to  be based on h ie  and a schizoid 
reversal of human values.

He concludes by saying that he believes that a c r i t ic a l  approach using in te r
pretations from object-relations psychology would add to our understanding of 
science fic tio n . Would i t  really? Psychologists are notorious for th e ir  in
fighting, there being as many d ifferent theories as there are psychologists. 
Behaviourists scorn the analysts, the Freudians mock the Jungians, and so on ad 
infinitum. No theory has yet fu lly  explained the mechanics of human behaviour 
or the workings of the mind, and no theory ever w ill. True, many advances have 
been made, but none which would suggest that any one theory has any more credi
b i l i ty  than any other, and when one holds one theory over another i t  is  due 
more to personality than to objective assessment. Psychoanalysing authors on 
the strength of th e ir  works, whichever standpoint one takes, is  an amusing, 
sometimes informative, game, and nothing more. What a person writes and what 
the person is are intimately related but they are not the same. I t  is highly 
unfair to judge someone on the basis of th e ir  productions, and i t  is  patently 
foolish to generalise for an en tire  genre on account of any such judgements. 
Science fic tio n  w riters have only one thing in conmon: they a l l  w rite science 
fic tion .

I f  I have said very l i t t l e  concerning the schizoid or object-relations psychology 
i t  is  because I do not think having read one book or one hundred books on these 
subjects would qualify me to u tte r  anything other than opinion. Obviously 
John Welsh thinks d ifferen tly .

WHITE LIGHT
Maxim Jakubowski 
Managing Director 
Virgin Books Limited 
61-63 Portobello Hoad 
London, W11 3D

May I f i r s t  congratulate Vector for reaching such a ripe 
old age; at times I thought the dear thing would never 
make i t . . .  I'm also obviously very pleased by the cover
age given to (White Light by Rudy Rucker) and naturally ( agree wholeheartedly with Ian Watson's review. I fear, 
however, that I must comment on some of Paul Kincaid's

remarks, as I feel very close to BSFA members/readers having once been the Hon. 
Sec. god knows how many centuries ago, and wouldn't want BSFAites to see me as 
a rip -o ff a r t is t!

I do not agree that £1.95 for a book of 128 pages in a larger than usual paper
back format is  extortionate. In fact I would point out that the American Ace 
edition, by padding out the typeface, reaches 284 pages, although I do concede 
that the p rin t of our edition is  somewhat small. Our paperbacks are higher 
priced than most mass-market productions because we try  and provide original 
m aterial, not reprin ts, b e tte r quality and more lasting  paper, binding and covers. 
We also feel we give decent royalties to  authors. Most new hardcovers these days 
seldom go under £6.95 and get no promotion whatsoever, while White Light was 
advertised in the Bookseller, Paperback Buyer, NME, Time Out, Guardian, TLS, New 
Sc ien tis t, Cipher and a special badge was designed. All th is  costs money. So 
while we might be guilty  of being more expensive than the majority of shoddily- 
produced paperbacks, I feel th is  is  well ju s tif ie d  by the fact that we are 
offering the public quality s tu ff  and the author a bloody good deal in teams of 
pranotion. My case rests!

WHAT VECTOR IS FOB
David V Lewis 
1 Hornbeam Road 
Stowupland 
Stowmarket 
Suffolk

BSFA publications are primarily for providing members with 
information on SF and i ts  creation. Note I did not say 
w riting, as I include film ic, musical, a r t is t ic  and broadcast 
SF as well as the w ritten kind. You and your colleagues are 
fa iling  to do th is  since recent publications place more empha
sis  in providing SF fandom with information on SF fandom or 

riding a particu lar individual's hobbyhorse at our expense. This has simply got 
to  stop; e ither get on with the job or get out.

An example to  show what 1 mean. The recent BSFA mailing produced the following: 
Vector reviews - 16, Paperback Inferno reviews - 14. That equates to a mere 132 
books reviewed per year. Not much for £6, is  i t?  The recent Erg Quarterly 
(edited by Terry Jeeves) produced 47 books reviewed. That equates to  188 per 
year, 301 more than the BSFA and a l l  done by one elderly re tired  school teacher 
on a shoestring budget. Surely with the resources we the members provide you 
ought to be managing at least 50 book reviews a mailing. I also contend that 
anyone you use who cannot get i t  over in two paragraphs is a waste of space. 
Times are hard, boss; us folks need value for money, not long meaningless ego- 
tripping screeds.

I don't reckon much to your arithmetic, Dave. I make 16 x 4 + 14 x 6 = 140. 
Not to mention the fact that Vector 99 had 24 reviews... I can't agree that 
two paragraphs is an absolute maximum for a review. There's little you can 
say in two paragraphs about a good and Important new book, though it's 
quite enough for old rubbish. In any event, not everyone agrees with you 
about the purpose of Vectorz

Simon Bostock Quite a lo t of the issues of Vector haven't had a main,
18 Gallows Inn Close central a r tic le  — an interview the most likely  candidate.
Ilkeston  In the past you had them, and Vector wasn't the publica-
Derbyshire tion i t  is  now, so what's the problem? Reviews are OK,
DE7 4BW but surely Paperback Inferno caters for the fans who love

them. More Jim Barker a rt in Vector'. Lovely s tu ff.
Alan Borey's a r t ic le  was fan tastic  and very informative, as I haven't been 
following the BSFA for long and i t ' s  good to know what I missed. Rob Hansen's 
a rt book a rtic le s  were refreshing and reminded me that the BSFA is n 't  only in te r
ested in SF books.

** Why no interviews recently? No-one has sent me any, that's the problem.
COVERAGE OF TOLKIEN
Andrew Sutherland 
32 Hillview Terrace 
Cults
Aberdeen

Amidst the self-congratulating padding and nostalgic rem
iniscences, some of Vector 100 was actually worthwhile 
reading.
Several of the books reviewed in th is  issue could be c lassi-

AB1 9HJ fied as 'fan ta sy ', and nearly a l l  of these reviews contained
unfavourable comparisons with The Lord Of The Rings, un

doubtedly the greatest novel of th is  type ever w ritten. Why, then, did you not 
review Unfinished Tales, a volume actually w ritten by Tolkien, while wasting 
space on these in ferior imitations? Obviously Unfinished Tales is to some extent 
a barrel-scraping, but it s t i l l  exhibits Tolkien's tremendous lyrical power and 
the in trica te  d e ta ils  of his painstaking creation. I am certain that many BSFA 
members are interested in Tolkien's works, although maybe not enough so to join 
the Tolkien Society. Because of th is , limited Tolkien coverage would be much 
appreciated.

Again, the reason why we didn't have a review of Unfinished Tales is quits 
simple: the publishers didn't send ua a review copy. And after all our 
efforts to build a critical standard, too...
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CRITICAL STANDARDS
Chuck Connor 
Sildan House 
Chedieton Road 
Wissett 
Nr Halesworth 
Suffolk, IP19 ONE

would be amusing to

What worried me (in vector loo) were the comments on a 
'basic standard' that could --  should? — be used when re
viewing a book. It just cannot be created. With a 'basic ' 
standard' i t  would, theoretically , be possible to compare 
B allard 's High Rise to Edmond Hamilton's Starwolf series 
while using 5bea & Wilson's llluminatus as a side salad. 
It would, of course, be a f ru itle ss  exercise — though i t  
see someone try  and perform th is .

I t  is  even impossible to 'standardise' two books using the same reference point. 
For example, I 've  recently read The Long Walk by Richard Bachman, and The 
Feelies by Mick Farren. Both books deal with the pathetic 'Game Show C iv ilisa
tio n ’ that America h as /is , but Bachman's book deals with a marathon walk and 
Farren's with drug-aided preprogrammed fantasies. One is  extrovert-based, the 
other completely in trovert.

Surely the b e tte r (easier?) approach is to standardise the reviewer. Admittedly 
th is  is  a more 't r i a l  and e rro r' way, but i f  you know the way a reviewer w ill 
jump when a certain  'type ' of fic tion  is  presented to  him, you then have, basic
a lly , two choices: either buy the book because you enjoy the same tastes as the 
reviewer, or give i t  a wide berth because the reviewer can 't te l l  chalk from 
cheese — to put i t  mildly.

The argument about 'standardising the reviewer' is one often put forward, 
and it sounds plausible enough. The method, on the other hand, is totally 
unreliable. You can't rely on the reviewer until you've found out the hard 
way —  by buying trash —  how his views differ from your own. You can't 
rely on him even then, because he may review a type of book that is com
pletely new to you and him, and you're back to square one. For Vector rhe 
method is unworkable. The number of reviewers is large and constantly 
changing, and no-one appears often enough for anyone else to deduce his 
quirks and foibles. This is apart from the fundamental fact that a criti
cal standard can be used other than in reviews.

David Penn How far we are actually going to get along the road 'to -
23 Queen’s Approach wards a c r i t ic a l  standard' depends on whether we s ta rt in
Uckfield f i r s t  gear or reverse. A phrase Kevin Smith used in
Sussex answer to  my le tte r  in Vector 100 I think i l lu s tra te s  what
TN22 1RU is  wrong with a lo t of science fic tion  critic ism . Kevin

Smith and Joseph Nicholas agree that reviewers who are 
also fans are often strongly biased in the ir critic ism , yet Kevin displays a 
sim ilarly provincial a ttitude  when he w rites: "There is something about SF 
(don't ask me what) that the trad itional standard of 'l i te ra ry  excellence' can 't 
cope w ith ..."  He has not escaped from the root problem of fan critic ism . As 
long as 'c r i t i c s ' believe that there is an essence of science fiction  separate 
from the essence of ordinary lite ra tu re , they can 't expect to be capable of 
assessing what really  is  good about science fic tion . SF w ill continue to be an 
isolated area of fic tio n  with recourse to  i ts  own c r i t ic a l  standards and so no 
fundamental need to  stand the te s t  of broader lite ra ry  critic ism .

Behind the avowed desire of those who wish to tread on what Kevin ca lls  the 
'middle ground' to adopt wider li te ra ry  values is  a determination to have th e ir 
cake and eat i t :  they want th e ir  own standards recognised as the equal of wider 
li te ra ry  values while being separate from them. To actually in stitu tio n a lise  
bias by honouring the 'something about i t '  of science fic tion  is to involve a 
contradiction in our critic ism  from the s ta r t .  Kevin properly advises that the 
c r i t ic  should try  to  be aware of his prejudices, but a c r i t ic  who is  operating 
on the assumption that science fic tion  is  essen tia lly  d ifferen t from other 
li te ra tu re  has sublimated h is prejudices.
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This was a short extract from quite a long letter from David, the content 
of which I took note of in my editorial. Another long letter w riter la  
Arnold Akien, whose letter on Vector 99 became a whole short a r t ic le  in  th is  
issue, and who sent me, less than a week ago, an equally long l e t t e r  on 
issue 100. I hope you will forgive me, Arnold, if I only quote your b r ie f  
summing up of your views on critical standards.

Arnold Akien
6 Dunblane Road
Seabum
Sunderland
Tyne and Wear
SR6 8EV

My own view of a c r i t ic a l  standard s ta r ts  much as your own, 
with admission of subjective bias and a concept of fa irness, 
but emitting en tire ly  any attempt to type books in accordance 
with your f ru it  ju ice  metaphor ( f i t s  in ra ther well with 'pulp ' 
magazines, though, doesn 't it? ) and instead going d irec tly  to 
comparison with a l l  other books — bearing in  mind the various 
elements of a story and the c r i t i c 's  subjective view of those 
elements.

Chris Priest 
1 Ortygia House 
6 Lower Road 
Harrow 
Middlesex 
HA 2 ODA 

For me there is  a refreshing mood of iconoclasm in Vector these 
days, which must be healthy. The essence of c ritic ism  is  a 
questioning of standards, and for too long there has been an 
unwillingness throughout the science f ic tio n  world to question 
accepted values. I t 's  extremely welcome to see the ro tten  old 
statues in the torn square being hauled down and pissed upon. 
But I think you should guard against i t  going too fa r . No

poin t, but one or two of your contributors are nakedly anti-Ameri- 
Iconoclasm in SF is  not an American t r a i t  as far as I can see, so perhaps 
J * ,L "  • Even s o » i t  was in te re st-

names a t th is
can. I
i t  is ju s t a b it too easy to  turn against US w rite rs. I' , ' '
ing to note the difference in approach in , say, the le t te r  you published from 
Alex Eisenstein. His humble defence of a favourite novel was almost a period 
piece in i ts  wholesale acceptance of established values. His liking of Alfred 
Bester is echoed, incidentally , by people like  Mike Moorcock and Charles P la t t ,  
who both declare they never read SF (which is  probably true of Mike Moorcock) 
and yet who maintain tha t Bester is  comparable with authors of J  G B allard 's 
i lk . . .  thus revealing, inadvertently, tha t they probably haven't read B ester's 
jo u rn a lis tic  novels since they were teenagers. Such abandonment of c r i t ic a l  
standards is  presumably what you are getting a t in your ed ito ria lis in g .

To which I have to say: I can only agree with you some of the way. I don't 
accept your f i r s t  premise, for instance, tha t a c r i t ic  should be aware o f, and 
i f  possible declare, h is prejudices. This leads to  the hypocrisies of people 
like  Spider Robinson, who abdicate a l l  c r i t ic a l  responsib ility  in the name of 
honest sub jectiv ity . Robinson in particu lar adheres to the line tha t so long as 
he is  tru th fu l and subjective about the books he reviews, then in time the ordi
nary reader w ill learn his (Robinson's) likes and d islikes and so learn what 
books he (the reader) is likely  to  enjoy or not. The fraud in such an intent 
should be obvious: at best, such a line merely te l ls  us the likes and dislikes 
of Spider Robinson, and a t worst creates a p h ilis tin e  atmosphere for w riters to 
work in. In any one person you w ill find oddities and ancmalie: of opinion; i t  
is  no baseline for critic ism . Most people in the SF world have a genuine liking 
for tile work fo what we could ca ll good w r ite r s ... but at the same time they 
w ill also be able to enjoy what George Orwell once called good bad w riters. So 
someone like  Robinson can say in public, "I like Pangbom, Heinlein, Chalker 
and the Strugatski brothers," — and expect us to  make sane kind of sense of 
such inherent c r i t ic a l  contradictions.

Nor do I agree with your last two steps: comparisons (a) with other books of the 
same 'type ' and (b) with all other books. Is The L eft Hand Of Darkness the same 
'type ' of book as Star Smothers Of The Galaxy Rangers? Is e ither of them compa
rab le , in any r e a l is t ic  way, with a ll other books? With a biography, say? Or 
a crossword book? Or an algebra textbook?

This brings me, advertently, to Martin Perry 's le t te r ,  in which he takes me to
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task for supposing that the same standards should be applied to  a l l  SF books. 
What I think I sa id , in  any event what I meant, was that science f ic tio n  novels 
(particu larly) should be able to  survive the same standards of c ritic ism  that 
apply to  other books. Both in and out of the fie ld  you see repeated examples of 
the sort of critic ism  that s ta r ts ,  "This is  only science f ic tio n , but" or "and" 
or "however".. .  So tha t any particu la r t i t l e  is  judged within the imagined 
context (which might or might not be an informed judgement) of SF as a whole. 
Fran th is  you get such fa lse  ideas as tha t Alfred Bester is  a good novelist, say, 
or th a t F ritz  Leiber is  a s ty l i s t ,  or tha t Isaac Asimov is  a s to ry te lle r .

*J It had to be Chris Priest, of course, who caught me out in using sloppy 
terminology: I didn't mean 'algebra textbooks'. The next question, natu
rally, is, "why not?" The answer is left as an exercise for the reader.

REASONS FOR READING
Dorothy Davies F ir s t ,  a plea from the bottan of the exceptionally large 
3 Cadets Row Dorothy heart ( th is  has nothing to  do with physical s ize , I
Faringdon hasten to  add): stop f i l l i n g  pages with s i l l y  b its  from a book
Oxon. 99% o f people won't eVer bother to read — drives me completely

insane!
I read a book fo r one reason and one reason alone. To be entertained. I f  a 
book does not en terta in  me by the end of the second chapter, I might, i f  the re 's  
not much else  to  read, continue a b i t  longer; but more likely than not i t  goes 
back to  the lib rary  and I look for another author more likely  to  en terta in  me. 
I f  a book entertains me I do not seek i t s  flaws and gaping e rro rs, and then 
denigrate tha t book.

A THOUGHT
William Bains A thought occurred to  me as I sat and re-read Vector the 
182 Sedgemoor Road other day. Here am I ,  pontificating  happily about Art and
Coventry L iterature and other subjects I can scarcely sp e ll, insu-
CV3 '4DZ la ted  from the slings and arrows e tc . by the good 100 mi les

between your ed ito ria l offices and myself. Maybe the reason 
certain  BSFA reviews editors also become a l i t t l e  more heated about certain 
topics than is  called for by said topics is  that they, too, are protected from 
th e ir  readers' wrath and scorn by a typewriter and the depersonalising delays of 
the GPO. Maybe i f  a l l  reviews had to  be read out in public by the reviewer at 
the BSFA monthly meeting before they saw p r in t, there to  have scorn and rid icu le  
poured on the merest suggestion of hyperbole, we would get some balanced, inform
ative  reviewing published. I t ' s  only a thought.

P.S. Ra Ra Troglodytes'. Can you cap i t  in  V.101?

THE RELEVANCE OF SF
Andy Sawyer Well, th a t 's  100 issues over; new fo r the next hundred... 
59 Mallory Road Very good, a l l ,  especially Alan's survey of past issues, much 
Birkenhead of which was unknown te r r i to ry , I suspect, to  the majority of
Merseyside current members, and Dave Langford's piece on G K Chesterton,
L42 6QR who is  unclassifiable in  genre terms but what the h e ll — a

science fic tio n  journal has as naich right to run a r tic le s  
about him as any other.

Rod Jones sounds like  someone the BSFA needs and i t ’s a shame that he f e l t  he 
had to  go. I think he 's wrong; that there are ways 'science f ic tio n ' can be 
relevant to  our problems with the society we live in  (even i f  i t ' s  ju s t giving 
us 30 minutes recreation: but God, I hope i t ' s  more than that!) but h e 's  right 
in tha t these ways are becaning less and less in tr in s ic  in the 'SF' we see in 
most bookshops. I don't think 'hippie rev iva ls ' w ill o ffer much hope (I'm sure 
there w ill be one and i t  w ill la s t  about as long and be as effective as the mod 
revival — remember that?) but the hunanist vision of the original movement 

(stripped of i t s  pseudo-religious trappings) would offer a great benefit if  i t  
could be sparked o ff. SF claims a concern for the future: i f  so i t  could (that 
i s ,  w rite rs , readers and c r i t ic s  could) show more awareness of possible future 
a lte rna tives. We could have more discussion about possible fu tures, about 
social trends and the d irection  we're moving in . A few w riters — Brunner, 
Moorcock, e tc , — manage to  produce popular fic tio n  which poses these questions. 
The SF 'scene ', however, manages to  use a facade of dynamism and 'fu tu re  orie ta- 
tion ' to cloak a mass of decaying right-wing cliches and convention worship, and 
even i f  the next Vector is  fu ll  of le t te rs  agreeing with th is  point of view, 
th a t 's  not going to  change mich.

But I could be wrong...

Ian Goffin I ’m the same age as Rod Jones, but his le t te r  in Vector
19 Edgewell Crescent 100 confused me. I was d isillusioned with the world so
Foxhill I looked to  SF to take me away fran the same old every-
Sheffie ld  d&y l i f e  that was going on outside of my front door;
S6 1FG but he looks to  SF fo r re a lity . The only way h e 's  going

to be able to face the day is  i f  he puts a l l  the crud 
th a t 's  going on in the world out of his mind and the only sure way of doing th is 
is  to escape fran rea lity  with a very good (or, for that matter, very bad) SF 
book.

SF AWARDS
Mark Greener In Vector 100 Joe Nicholas said: ” . . .  but then, what do
2 White Hart Close awards mean these days?" 
Buntingford I hate to say th is , Joe, but they mean one hell of a lo t.
Herts I agree that the books or films which win the awards are
SG9 9DG usually a load of crap, but tha t is  ju s t our own subjective

opinion. Bar the Nebula and the Prix Apollo they are in 
the main voted for by yer average fan in  the s tre e t .  Take th is  year's  Hugos, 
for instance. Clarke's Fountains Of Paradise won best novel award. Joe himself 
called i t  'd u ll , d u ll, d u l l1 and I would tend to agree with him, yet the majority 
of people who bought i t  and who vote in the Hugos nust have enpyed i t  as i t  was 
so successful both in terns of awards and in terms of copies sold. ( I t  was one 
of the few SF books to get into the Sunday Times top ten paperbacks.) Thus as 
a measure of the fans appreciation of a book or film, an award is  a very good 
barometer.

Yet a book or film which is  enjoyable may not bo very good technically. For 
instance, I am a great fan of The Rocky Horror Picture Show yet I am aware that 
as a film i t  is  not very good. I t  cannot, for instance, stand up against the 
teclinical b rillian ce  of the work of Bergman, Gance, Godard, Kurosawa or Truffaut, 
but i t  is fun. The solution to th is  is simple. Why not s ta r t  a Prix Apollo of 
our own? Perhaps the BSFA could administer i t .  The object of the award would 
be to present a prize for the best (not necessarily the fans' favourite) book of 
that year. The panel must also have enough guts to  say that no book is good 
enough and not award the prize . The judging panel i t s e l f  would copsist of both 
fan and pro c r i t ic s ,  editors and, as SF cannot be taken in iso lation  from 'main
stream ', n couple of non-SF w rite rs. How does that sound, Joe?

** More th in g s  t'U poor Joo t o  do? As i f  running th e  BoSFA Award th a t  we 

a lr e a d y  have w om n 't enough! ( I  ten d  t o  th in k  o f  ou r award a s  th e  'BoSFA', 

d e s p i t e  1 ho d e e lu m n  taken  at an ACM to  c a l l  I t  'The C a r n e l l ' ;  I t  t r i p s  o i l  

th e  tongue mure n n w lly .)  There l a  a t i l l  tim e t o  v o te  In t h i s  y e a r ' s  Award, 

p a r t i c u la r ly  It you m o  g o in g  tn  Yorcon I I ,  so  p le a s e  make th e  e f f o r t  to  do 

s o .  S in c e  th e  Hmp> and ltu> N ebula  have become d ev a lu ed  in  r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  i t  

i s  n ic e  t o  have an aw m i that . unni at en t ly  p ic k s  th e  b e s t .  The n ovel 

w in n ers a re  obvlulrnIy p o p " In ti 'hwy have a l s o  bean  c r i t i c a l l y  a c c la im e d . 

You l o t  have good I n o lo ,

1')
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As for the reason why the Nebula, at least, has become devalued, witness 
the following letter from Dell, which has come into my possession.

Dell
DELL PUBLISHING CO., INC. • 1 DAG HAMMARSKJOLD PLAZA • east <7 street - NEW YORK, N.Y. 10017 ■ TEL (211

October 20, 1980

Dear SFWA Member:

Enclosed herewith is a copy of the Science Fiction Book Club edition 
of THE SNOW QUEEN by Joan D. Vinge. We are sending this to give you a 
chance to read it, and consider it for the Nebula Award. Unfortunately, our 
hardcover edition is out of stock, and the paperback won't be published 
until long after ballottlng has closed, hence the bookclub edition.

The last time we sent bookclub editions to SFWA members, it was copies 
of DREAMSNAKE by Vonda N. McIntyre. While THE SNOW QUEEN is quite a 
different book, we feel equally strongly about its quality, and hope 
that you will concur that it is worthy of the Nebula Award for Best 
Science Fiction novel of 1980.

Thank you for your consideration.

i u t s ,
!>

James R. Frenkel 
SF Editor

** I make no comment. You are perfectly free to do so, and I'd be pleased to 
see the result.

miffed is  Alan's evident belief that although 1 may not be old enough to have 
been a BSFA member In 1961, I am quite sufficiently advanced in years to have 
been an experienced fan in 1065! Sod i t ,  I was only IS in 1965.

Steve Higgins's reviews have generally struck me as in te lligen t and well-judged, 
but I'm bound to say that I fe lt he failed to do ju stice  to Timeaaape. He 
agrees with the blurb'-, i hum for the book ns "perhaps the most convincing por
trayal of working sc ien tis ts  to be found in modem fic tion" — no small achieve
ment, surely? -- yet ends up wondering why Benford writes the kind of SF he does. 
The answer is surely that Tim<ieaapa is the novel which Benford was almost uniquely 
qualified to w rite as, on the one hand, a practising sc ie n tis t of some repute 
and, on the other, a w riter whose in te re sts  (unusually for a 'hard SF' man) are 
in trad itional lite ra ry  v irtues rather than technological girrmickry. I thought 
it  made the practice of sc ie n tif ic  research - -  h itherto  an area of zero in te rest 
to  me - -  intensely exciting.

Minor points: Joseph's casual slagging of the la te s t Terry Carr anthology, with
out actually having read i t ,  s trik es  me as irresponsible. And M illington, not 
he, are right about the orig inal date of Into The Slave Nebula: a revised 
version published in 1968 of Brunner's e a r lie r  (1960) novel Slavers Of Space. 
TUff business, these fac ts . And, to  be boringly pedantic, Threshold, whatever 
i ts  merits or otherwise, was Ursula Le Guin's t i t l e  for her book: the Americans 
changed i t .

Are you sure the palindromic Mr Rafcam i s n 't  a genius in disguise? I f  "inc iting  
unnecessary pathos" i s n 't  an offence a t present i t  certa in ly  should be, while 
the idea of an explosive which leaves people e ffe te  is  novel and a ttrac tiv e . 
Now Lionel Fanthorpe has been rehab ilita ted  Rafcam nust be the next ta rge t.
I look forward to  his GoH speech at a future convention.

** Now, now, Malcolm) I can't let you get away with slagging Joseph In this 
fashion. He did read Terry Carr's Best SF 9, and I have proof of it. What 
he didn't read was Tersy Carr's Best SF 8.

M Al.l',0 HEARD FROM...
Sandy Brown (who caused th is issu e 's  cover to come into being), Paul Dembina 
(who seemed unduly impressed by the glossy blueness of the cover and the s tra igh t- 
ness of the ma rg i ns) , Pet e Lyon (who sent sane artwork, the final version of 
which I hope you 'll be able to  see soon), Keith Roberts (who only wanted me to 
forward a le t te r  to Paul Kincaid, but whose name is  a rather impressive thing to 
have in the WAHFs) and Ashley Walker (who also sent some artwork).

21 le tte rs : a defin ite  improvement, but don't le t  tha t make you complacent.. .

TUFF BUSINESS, THESE FACTS
Malcolm Eduards Finally received my copy of the December BSFA mating (they
28 Duckett Road made me renew my subscription f i r s t ) , so now I have the oppor-
London tunity  to  se t Alan Dorey stra igh t on a l i t t l e  matter of d e ta il
N4 IBM (though hundreds of others have doubtless already done so).

I t  was not I who wrote the "Behind The Scenes" colimn in 
Vector 38 e t seq: i t  was Peter Weston, who chose the pseudonym 'Malcolm Edwards' 
—so he la te r  assured me — because of i t s  extreme improbability as a name. I t  
was a great shock to  him when I appeared in  the flesh five years la te r , and the 
fact that I not only proceeded to follow a fam ish career which closely para
l le l le d  P e te r 's  in  many respects, but even went on to  ed it the magazine in  which 
he'd unleashed th is  pseudonym is  ju s t one of those curious coincidences which 
make Arthur Koestler happy. I think Peter s t i l l  nurses a suspicion that he 
somehow created me.

Actually, to  be perfectly  honest, the part of th is  which leaves me really
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VECTOR BACK ISSUES

A ll  the iaaues H ated  In  Vector 100 w ith  the exception o f numbers 93 ,92 , 
9 1 ,9 0 ,8 } and 79 ara SOI.D OUT. However, a past Vector e d ito r has unearthed 
a few copies ot issues 6 6 ,6 9 ,6 4 ,6 3 ,6 1 ,6 0  and 59. These h is to r ic  issues 
are also  a v a ila b le  tor 50p each including  postage.

FOCUS BACK U IV E t

No. 2, Spring 1910. Richard Cowper, Garry K llw o rth , e tc .
No. 3, Autumn 1910. Urian A ld in e , John Brunnor, Dave Langford, Dave G arn ett, 
Kevin Smith, e tc .

75p + 20p postage eauh.

cheques and Postal Orders should lie made payable to the B .s .F .A . and sent 
to : Ian Maule, 5 Beaconsfield Rd., Now Malden, Surrey, KT 3 )H>.
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PASSPORT
TO THE
FUTURE 

f  SUBSCRIBE! '
|  OMNI Subcription Department, 2 Bramber Road
_ London W149PB. I enclosefll.OOfora oneyear (12 issues)
I  introductory subscription to OMNI


