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Almost every Friday evening a small group of SF fans, friends
and family meet for dinner at Ciao Restaurant in downtown
Melbourne. Elaine Cochrane joins the group whenever possi-
ble, and a few months ago sent me the following email:

At Ciao last night, Vida (Yvonne Rousseau’s mathematician daughter)
said she’d been trying to puzzle out a reflection problem.

If you stood at the centre of a (regular) pentagonal room with
mirrored walls, how would your reflection(s) appear?

She says she’s been in a equilateral triangle room and the effect
is of being in a kaleidoscope.

Is this the sort of thing that Vue’s ray-tracing ability could model?

The ‘Vue’ to which Elaine refers is a world-3D-modelling software
package from E-on Software (http://www.e-onsoftware.com/), and
which is available in a multiplicity of forms, ranging from free to
US$2290. The version which I have is way down the ladder at
US$600, and since it was an upgrade, cost a mere US$200. It does
more than I really need, and produces images which I am more than
happy with. From my experience with the software, it seemed quite
certain that my Vue 8 Complete would do the job, and likely would
not force me to exercise my wits too greatly — as I have said before,
I enjoy a challenge and tend to respond (provided, of course, that I
think the task will be successfully completed — easily, if possible).

The first graphic was a simple triagonal vertical tube of three mirrors,
with mirrors for the base and top. For a focal point of interest, I
situated a spaceman in this chamber. A point light (essentially a
naked bulb) was placed just below the ceiling; a spotlight played on
the human; there was a light mist in the tube; and the camera was

placed either at the centre of a wall, or at a wall join — and it used
a very wide angle lens: 12 mm. The resulting image was surprisingly
pleasing, and I sent Bill Wright a copy. He asked for it to be the next
Interstellar Ramjet Scoop cover (his fanzine), and you can find this
at: http://efanzines.com/IRS/index.htm: it’s the June 2010 issue.

I emailed the triagonal image to Vida, together with an alternate
version in which I replaced the human with an alien spacefarer. Vida
responded with two wonderful comments. She felt that the geometry,
the architecture of the chamber would be greatly enhanced if the
joins of the walls could be delineated. She also — bless her —
preferred the alien to the human.

I say ‘bless her’ because the alien was an idiosyncratic tribute on my
part to Murray Leinster, who wrote one of my favorite SF stories —
and one which I consider to be canonical — ‘First Contact’. As David
Drake, Eric Flint and Jim Baen point out in their anthology The World
Turned Upside Down, Leinster wrote other stories on the ‘first contact’
theme, and they printed his ‘The Aliens’. The aliens were called
plumies due a feathery-appendaged head, and lived on a methane-
hydrogen planet circling a star of vastly different temperature, and
knew only of bronze or light metals, not iron or steel. An unfortunate
accident brings humans and plumies in contact with each other —
literally when their two spaceships touch and fuse together. How the
ships are separated, and how a mutual acceptance of each other is
effected, is the thrust of the story. If you look carefully at the cover
graphic you might be able to see the feathered helmet of the alien.

The Vue working window is effectively divided into four sub-windows
(there are menu rows above, and a ‘catalog list’ on the right), but
these windows are the main work areas. There is a view from above

‘The Alien’: the cover graphic        DITMAR (DICK JENSSEN)

5



the ‘world’, one from the side, and one from the front. The fourth
area gives a very-low-resolution image of what the camera ‘sees’. A
click of the mouse, however, gives a much higher resolution image
— still small — in a minute or so inside this fourth window.

As an example, the view from the top of the world setup for the cover
graphic is given below. The alien is inside an octahedral chamber —
although it is relatively easy to construct such an enclosure in Vue,
I made sure that the angles of the walls would be exact by importing
the Platonic Octahedral Solid from Mathematica 7, as a three-

dimensional object, into Vue’s world. (It also saved some time ...)
The octahedron was then given a mirror surface. Fortunately the
Mathematica model is not solid, so the camera and the alien could
be placed inside it.

Because I have a warped outlook on the world, I had the alien doing
a hand-stand. A point light was placed at the apex of the octahedron,
and three spotlights were aimed at the alien to bathe him in as
uniform a light as possible.

Some mist was added. The main work involved was in making the
wall joins obvious. For this, twelve, long cylinders were placed at
every join. Not a difficult task inasmuch as Vue makes exact place-
ment and exact slopes a relatively easy task.

The diagram should make things a bit clearer — the camera is not
easily seen because it’s partly hidden by one of the horizontal wall
join cylinders.

Finally just a word or two about what might be the story of the image.
The Plumie is undergoing astronaut training in a zero-gravity cham-
ber. His ‘hand-stand’ is an exercise to test both his agility and his
ability to retain a stable view of his surrounds — how susceptible is
his equilibrium to a rapidly distorting environment. He sees the
universe as much bluer and brighter than we do, and because of this
the chamber is a much harsher, more inimical confine than the
graphic would suggest (we see it with our eyes, of course). Well,
that’s the story rationalisation of why blue predominates — the truth
is that Bruce Gillespie has a weakness for blue (ever since he saw
Hitchcock’s The Birds), and I never dispute the wishes of anyone who
is generous enough to use my graphics.

— Dick Jenssen, July 2010
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original and vivid, and the characters have a sit-up-and-take-notice-
of-me quality which is unusual for this sort of narrative. In a far-future
Australia, people have rebuilt a non-electronic civilisation, despite the
difficulties of working with such technology and the fact that they are
confined to the interior of the Australian continent. This is a story of
a society in change, but I liked best the accounts of the society before
it began to change.

BRITISH SCIENCE FICTION

THE HITCH HIKER’S GUIDE TO THE GALAXY by Douglas Adams
(1994 (1979); Millennium 1-85798-201-0; 178 pp.; £4.99)

THE RESTAURANT AT THE END OF THE UNIVERSE by Douglas Adams
(1994 (1980); Millennium 1-85798-208-0; 196 pp.; £4.99)

LIFE, THE UNIVERSE AND EVERYTHING by Douglas Adams
(1994 (1982); Millennium 1-85798-209-6; 184 pp.; £4.99)

‘Space is big. Really big. You just won’t believe how vastly hugely
mindbogglingly big it is. I mean you may think it’s a long way down
the road to the chemist, but that’s just peanuts to space.’ Douglas
Adams is as now as much part of the language as Shakespeare and
Lewis Carroll. Open up these presentation editions (smaller-than-
paperback hardbacks) of the ‘Hitch Hikers Guide’ series and you find
one of your favourite quotes — whether you heard it first during the
radio series, saw it on TV, or read it in earlier editions of the books.

‘What are you supposed to do,’ says Marvin, ‘if you are a manically
depressed robot?’ Go to the end of the universe, then back again,
guided by the Junior Woodchucks’ Manual to Eternity, the Hitch
Hikers’ Guide to the Universe. Are these books science fiction? They
owe much to a whole fleet of SF writers, especially Robert Sheckley.
Are they fantasy? Only in a most philosophical and speculative way.
Are they still fun? Yes, although they were much more fun when I
first heard them on radio more than 15 years ago.

NEW WORLDS 4
edited by David Garnett
(1994; Gollancz 0-575-05147-7; 223 pp.; $A19.95)

Garnett does much beating of breast in introducing this, the last of
the current series of New Worlds, complaining of the failure of the
public to support noble enterprises. The trouble with this argument
is that Garnett has a keen eye for the concrete-booted story: drop it
in front of us and it sinks without trace. Only one story here, Lisa
Tuttle’s ‘And the Poor Get Children’, has much going for it, unless you
count Elizabeth Sourbut’s ‘The Last Phallic Symbol’, a raspberry to
what many men see as the feminist movement. Most of the other
stories are unreadable British attempts at cyberpunk.

BRITISH FANTASY

GOING INTO A DARK HOUSE by Jane Gardam
Abacus 0-349-10661-4; 1994; 183 pp.)

MISSING THE MIDNIGHT by Jane Gardam
(Abacus 0-349- 11017-4; 1997; 181 pp.)

I can’t describe how good these stories are, or how finely pitched is
Jane Gardam’s style. She’s one of those great authors who leaves
out everything but the essentials, then leaves out some of the
essentials, or at least enough to make stories intriguing and uncom-
fortable in their implications. The best story in both volumes is
‘Zoo-Zoo’ (from Going into a Dark House), an anarchic trip with an
old nun who meets a lion, and much else besides. This story includes
some of the best-written paragraphs I’ve ever read. Gardam is
particularly good at ghost stories that are not quite ghost stories,
such as ‘Old Filth’, ‘Dead Children’ and ‘The Meeting House’.
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BRITISH GRAPHIC NOVELS

THE TRAGICAL COMEDY OR COMICAL TRAGEDY OF MR PUNCH: A
ROMANCE by Neil Gaiman and Dave McKean
(1994; VG Graphics 0-575-05318-6; unnumbered pages; £8.99)

TRAPPED by Dean Koontz, Anthony Bilau and Edward Gorman
(1992; EclipseGraphicNovels 0-586-21753-3; unnumbered pages;
$A16.95)

MIRACLEMAN: THE GOLDEN AGE by Neil Gaiman and Mark Buckingham
(1993; EclipseGraphicNovels 0-586-21754-1; 158 pp.; $A19.95)

DRAGONFLIGHT by Anne McCaffrey, Lela Dowling, Cynthia Martin,
Fred Von Tobel and Brynne Stephens
(1993; EclipseGraphicNovels 0-586-21752-5; unnumbered pages;
$A17.95)

I felt deeply guilty when I received these ‘graphic novels’ for review.
I stopped reading comic books when I was twelve, and I’ve never
started again. I don’t have much eye for artwork. I really would much
rather read these stories as bunches of words — except for Dragon-
flight, which I suspect I once did attempt to read.

These books do start out as pieces of conventional fiction. In Neil
Gaiman’s case, he starts them out as very good pieces of fiction.
What happens to them at graphic novel level can vary. Mr Punch is
a highly experimental art item, full of photographs, collage, and
wonderfully Gothic up-to-date colour panels. It’s a pity that the
graphic novel version is a bit too wordy; Dave McKean is an artist
who should have been allowed to carry a lot more of Gaiman’s
meaning.

I don’t even know where the graphic novel phenomenon started. I
received only one of Gollancz’s series before the firm cut me from its
review copy list. I received three from HarperCollins. I suspect that

HarperCollins’s ‘EclipseGraphicNovels’ series started the British trend
and Gollancz followed with its decidedly upmarket books.

The artwork in the three books from EclipseGraphicNovels looks much
more like conventional comics art than that in Mr Punch.

Mark Buckingham’s work for Miracleman: The Golden Age has
some fine pages, and is even experimental within the rigid confines
of the comic book’s visual grammar. But grammar rules.

The artwork for Trapped and Dragonflight is just conventional: well
enough coloured and executed, but adding nothing to the original
stories.

About the only conclusion I can make after looking at these books is
that if you’re not at least as good an artist as Dave McKean, don’t
muck around with good fiction. Why stop here? Publish ‘graphic
novels’ as £50 art objects with embossed gold leaf covers and make
some money on them. Maybe somebody’s already done this.

BRITISH NON-FICTION

THE BOOK ON THE EDGE OF FOREVER
by Christopher Priest
(1994; Fantagraphics; 56 pp.; $A12.95)

I read the first version of Christopher Priest’s enquiry into the
non-appearance of Harlan Ellison’s anthology The Last Dangerous
Visions in the last issue of Priest’s fanzine Deadloss (1987). When
that fanzine went on line, its story gradually became the text of this
book-length edition, handsomely produced by Fantagraphics Books
of Seattle.

Christopher Priest has proved to be a polemicist of ‘Swiftian restraint’
(Brian Aldiss, quoted on p. 49) and deadliness, taking his cues from
Harlan Ellison’s sometimes violent over-reactions to (a) authors
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removing their stories from The Last Dangerous Visions (its first
stories bought over 40 years ago; more than 25 of its contributors
have died); and (b) people such as Priest who question Ellison’s
locking up of a vast store of unpublished stories. A rich vein of
straight-faced humour underlies many of these pages, which are
strengthened by Priest’s remorseless research and willingness to
engage with the underlying issues behind Ellison’s actions.

In the end, however, Christopher Priest and his correspondents have
not been able to shift the mountain of Ellison’s real psychological
difficulties. There has even been a cessation of the perennial
announcement of The Last Dangerous Visions being sold to yet
another publisher. Ellison and Priest may have suffered in quite
different ways (according to rumour, several American authors have
been ordered by Ellison to attack Priest physically), but in the end
the permanent losers are the authors, the contributors to LDV who
have seen examples of their work lie mouldering in a file somewhere
for decade upon decade.

AMERICAN FANTASY

FROM THE TEETH OF ANGELS by Jonathan Carroll
(1994; Doubleday 0-385-46841-5; 212 pp.; $US22/$A32.95)

From the Teeth of Angels is Jonathan Carroll’s best novel since The
Land of Laughs, his first novel. It has a modest structure that works
much better than the baroque castles of many of his recent novels.
A person suffers from a mysterious fate, one that will certainly kill
him. A woman meets the love of her life, and finds out the terrifying
truth about her lover. In the process they, the readers, and, I suspect,
Carroll discover something about Life that they had never before
suspected. From what seems a gloomy tale one carries away an
unexpectedly elated feeling. Not that there’s much reassurance; it’s
just Jonathan Carroll telling us again that the world is much stranger
that we can ever imagine.

AMERICAN HORROR

LITTLE DEATHS: 24 TALES OF HORROR AND SEX
edited by Ellen Datlow
(1994; hb Millennium 1-85798-014-X; 454 pp.; £16.99/$A39.95
pb 1994; Millennium 1-85798-254-1; 454 pp.; £5.99?$A12.95)

I’ve met Ellen Datlow. She doesn’t seem to be a genius. Just your
ordinary average American bright cookie who does deals and pro-
motes fabulously successful anthologies.

But it takes some sort of genius to extract from authors the stories
that Ellen Datlow receives for her anthologies. I can’t even guess
what kind of proposal she put to the people who appear in Little
Deaths. Given the slightest chance, most SF authors will plump for
the fattest, most obvious cliché and hit it until they’ve beaten the
pulp out of it. Not so in Little Deaths. It’s almost as if the only note
that Datlow gave these people was ‘Be original, you bastards, be
original!’

The connection between the horror story and the erotic story is so
obvious that there have been umpteen collections of sexy horror
stories (or horrible sex stories). But in most of the other collections
sex = violence = horror = death. Datlow has persuaded her authors
to delete the violence. In most of the Little Deaths stories, the
connections are tenuous and bent, and so are the stories.

In her Introduction, Datlow claims Stephen Dedman’s ‘The Lady of
Situations’, the first story in the book ‘is erotic and deeply disturbing
yet has no onstage violence’. But Dedman’s story, which is memo-
rable, is also the least accessible metaphor in the book. I still don’t
know what he’s on about, except that this is a brilliant extrapolation
of an old SF idea: what would it be like to have total eidetic memory?
(Oliver Sacks speculates about problems like this, but he doesn’t
come up with Dedman’s solution.)
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Lucy Taylor’s ‘Hungry Skin’ is a great story because its central
metaphor (a frigid woman’s fascination for a sexy statue) works in
an intricate way, and because the main character can in no way be
described as the innocent sufferer of unwarranted torture. (Which is,
after all, what most pot-boiler horror is about: torturing innocent
people.) The main character welcomes her fate; we accede in this
welcoming process, even while guessing her fate. Lucy Taylor is
Someone To Watch.

Nicola Griffith’s ‘Yaguara’ is a homoerotic tale about two women
trying to survive in the Central American jungle, but that doesn’t
make any the less jungly or erotic. On the other hand, M. John
Harrison’s hetero tale ‘Isabel Avens Returns to Stepney in the Spring’
is so twisted and offbeat that you wonder what it’s doing here at all.
Great story; but what did Ellen Datlow say to her authors to garner
pieces as diverse as ‘Yaguara’ and ‘Isabel Avens’?

Lucius Shepard’s ‘The Last Time’ seems to include everything that’s
luscious about the best of the rest of the stories, yet has a mad magic
of its own. There have been plenty of stories and novels about sexual
obsession, but Shepard finds an image that distils the experience of
sexual obsession. (Most Western fiction assumes that a person could
not get worked up about sex itself, and therefore sexual obsession
must be about something else.)

Don’t buy the American edition in preference to the UK edition. Locus
reports that several of the best stories, including the Shepard, have
been dropped, and only one (a new Simmons) added.

1995

AUSTRALIAN SCIENCE FICTION

AXIOMATIC by Greg Egan
(1995; Millennium 1-85798- 281-9; 289 pp.;
$A34.95 hb/$A19.95 pb)

For more than twenty years science fiction has broadly been divided
between ‘speculative fables’, well written but a bit wispy in content,
and ‘hard SF stories’, which have some scientific basis but are usually
atrociously written. In his first short- story collection, Axiomatic, Greg
Egan plants two giant fictional feet between these groups. His stories
are based on the most interesting current scientific notions, and they
are very well written.

Not that Egan adopts the fancier curlicues of literary style that we
find in the work of, say, Ursula Le Guin or Thomas Disch. His style is
blunt and unadorned, but he scorns the forest of technical over-
writing that spoils the work of people such as Greg Bear and Greg
Benford. He puts no obstacles between the reader and the story; one
can only hope that his style sets an example for many followers.

Not that Egan’s style would be of interest unless he had something
to tell us. Here’s a writer whose whole life and energy are devoted
to ideas and an adequate method of setting them down on paper.
They start out as scientific ideas, often those discussed last week in
New Scientist. But a scientific idea always transmutes into ideas about
his characters, about us the readers, about us the world society.

Take ‘Axiomatic’, the title story of this collection. Egan begins with
the same idea with which he began his novel Quarantine. Soon we
will be able to buy software brain implants as a direct form of virtual
reality. When installed, the ideas or impressions implanted in our
minds will become part of our personalities. In turn, this will invalidate
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many of our current notions of ‘personality’. The protagonist implants
himself with the ability to override all moral guilt. We watch as he
watches himself, not only waiting for the moment when the implant
works, but waiting to see whether or not he can detect whether it
has worked. Mystery within mystery, giving the story enormous
tension.

Similar ideas are explored in some other stories in the collection. ‘I
was six years old when my parents told me that there was a small,
dark jewel inside my skull, learning to be me.’ In this fable (‘Learning
To Be Me’), beginning just off the edge of current technology, an
artificial brain inside one’s skull takes over all functions of a person,
and gives that person effective immortality. But what is actually made
immortal? One’s original personality, or a personality that steadily
diverges from the original? You’ll wake up in the middle of the night
trying to solve the corollaries of this story.

Egan’s mind is so fertile that sometimes it seems as scary as an
overgrown jungle. In ‘A Kidnapping’, a man’s wife is not kidnapped,
but a virtual reality simulacrum of his wife. Despite the fact that the
crime is not, according to today’s standards, a real crime, Egan takes
us inexorably on a path that shows us the reality of the crime. And
all in 15 pages!

Egan is, on the surface, showing us something simple: that because
of the rapidly changing nature of electronic information, we will
shortly not know who we are. This is not just a metaphysical problem,
but a rigidly practical problem that will drive us all crazy. Yet Egan
never says anything as simplistic as this; he expresses his ideas in
strictly fictional ideas, and leaves those little fictions to go off like
bombs inside our minds.

Egan does not always stick to feasible notions. He makes mincemeat
of some wonderfully over-the-top notions. In ‘The Safe-Deposit Box’,
my favourite story, a man wakes up every day in the body of a
different person. He has done this all his life. Fortunately, most of
the people who unwittingly play host to him live within one city. By
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accident, the man discovers a sort of explanation for his plight, but
the explanation is more bizarre than the plight itself.

In ‘The Infinite Assassin’, the main character can flicker between
alternate realities. An old science fiction idea, but Egan’s presentation
of it is original. The same can be said for ‘Into Darkness’. Old idea:
an alien artifact appears at random on earth, playing havoc with
human society. Egan’s approach is original, as he shows his main
character trying to survive within one of the artifacts.

Axiomatic is a satisfying meal for anyone who loves ideas for their
own sake. We are the victims of the ideas we take for granted. In
Axiomatic’s stories, Greg Egan takes nothing for granted.

OUR LADY OF CHERNOBYL by Greg Egan
(1995: MirrorDanse 0-646-23230-4; 111 pp.; $A9.95)

Our Lady of Chernobyl is a well-produced chapbook of four more
Greg Egan stories for those of us who believe that Axiomatic should
have been much heftier. ‘Our Lady of Chernobyl’ is the best of the
four. Where, still, is ‘The Extra’, or ‘Dust’?

SHE’S FANTASTICAL
edited by Lucy Sussex and Judith Raphael Buckrich
(1995; Sybylla 0-708205-12-0; 260 pp.; $A22.95)

She’s Fantastical is subtitled ‘The First Anthology of Australian
Women’s Speculative Fiction, Magical Realism and Fantasy’. Why the
need for an anthology of the particular contributions of women to
these fields? Surely most of the best Australian SF and fantasy short
stories of the last twenty years have been written by women?

That’s what I thought. Unfortunately, a recent anthology of Australian
science fiction contained only one woman author! Another giant
anthology contained only a few women contributors. Here’s one field
where a bit of evening-up is in order.

38



Not that Lucy Sussex and Judith Raphael Buckrich are mere ‘even-
ers-up’. Each is a noted author and editor. They’ve put together an
anthology that works completely as an entity, rather than merely as
an example of something-or-other.

From the striking, iconic cover to the high-quality paper and distinc-
tive typefaces, She’s Fantastical sets a standard that other antholo-
gies will be struggling to match. It is a collection of stories and poems
newly written, plus a small selection of earlier pieces (three from late
last century and two from mid-century). Ursula Le Guin writes the
Foreword, concentrating on the similarity between science fiction and
women’s fiction as ‘outcast genres’, ‘a rebel’s mode’.

From a collection of major accomplishments I can merely choose
favourite items.

Philippa C. Maddern, for instance, has been a dazzling figure in the
Australian SF and fantasy field ever since her debut in 1976, but she’s
had little time to write during recent years. Full marks to the editors
for persuading her to contribute ‘Not With Love’, a tense thriller that
suggests, through the experiences of a small number of characters
trapped on a space station, enormous changes happening to the
Earth to which they are marginally connected. Who are these people?
Which of them is male and which female? (Maddern destroys that
distinction without reducing their vividness as characters.) During a
visit from Earth, the main character is given only a few minutes to
find out the real nature of his (or her?) existence.

Aching ambiguity is the theme of two of my other favourite stories
in the collection.

In Yvonne Rousseau’s ‘Possum Lover’ the main character tells us she
is a were-possum, and unravels just how difficult that situation might
make life for someone.

In Petrina Smith’s ‘Angel Thing’, the inhabitants of a remote farm
must come to terms with a visitor who might be an ‘angel thing’ or

(perhaps) an alien landed on earth or (more probably) a failed
experiment from a research establishment. It matters not. The angel
is the true human; its persecutors become the aliens. Tense story-
telling from from one of my favourite writers.

Whoever your favourite Australian female writer, she’s likely to be in
here somewhere. Contributions from Carmel Bird, Isobelle Carmody,
Maurilia Meehan and Alison Goodman seem well done but a bit
quixotic for my taste. Ania Walwicz (‘Flight’) is almost incomprehen-
sible when read, but when she performed her poem at the book’s
launch I found it very effective.

The most surprising item is a small section from the beginning of M.
Barnard Eldershaw’s 1947 novel Tomorrow and Tomorrow and To-
morrow. I’ve had this book on the shelf ever since Britain’s Virago
Press issued it a few years ago in the first complete edition. She’s
Fantastical sent me straight to the shelf. Thanks, Lucy Sussex and
Judith Buckrich, for alerting me to one of the great Australian novels.

More favourites? I’m not sure whether Nadia Wheatley’s ‘Widow
Wilberforce and the Lyrebird’ is a complete success, but it contains
the finest prose in the book (‘At night, bushrats came into the
pantry ... and every morning there’d be a trail of crumbs and havoc’).
Sue Isle, by comparison, is a writer of plain prose but an excellent
story-teller. If you like a memorable tale, read ‘A Sky Full of Ravens’.

Editor Lucy Sussex reserves the best joke for herself. After Henrietta
Dugdale’s nineteenth-century piece of prophecy ‘A Few Hours in a
Far-off Age’ she includes her own ‘A Tour Guide in Utopia’ about a
nineteenth-century Australian woman writer who actually gains a
glimpse of the late twentieth century.

I hope that Sussex and Buckrich can go on to other anthologies: a
giant compendium of all the major SF and fantasy stories by Austra-
lian women writers, for instance, or an annual She’s Fantastical. Able
writers are out there waiting for recognition.
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DISTRESS by Greg Egan
(1995; Millennium 1-85798-286-X; 343 pp.; $A32.95)

Distress should have won the Arthur Clarke Award, but wasn’t
nominated. It is a series of dramatic metaphors loosely connected by
a plot. The first metaphor in the novel is that of the man who dies,
is revived very briefly, and in that moment realises the full horror of
his own mortality. The book’s other vivid metaphor is that of the
island that is made of living matter; the main character descends
through the middle of the island, as it dissolves into its constituent
living particles. The Theory of Everything, which seems to be the main
point of the novel, is shown to be a McGuffin; the main character’s
experiences during his stay on the mid-Indian Ocean island give him
a small key to understanding. A novel that carries echoes of Benford
and Bear proves to be a refutation of everything they stand for.

THE MEMORY CATHEDRAL: A SECRET HISTORY OF LEONARDO DA
VINCI by Jack Dann
(1995; Bantam 0-553-09637-0; 487 pp.; $A32.95)

In writing a novel that seems to account for Leonardo da Vinci’s
adventures during four years that are lost to historians, Jack Dann
has avoided the temptation to write a Moorcock-style SF or fantasy
novel. Instead he has attempted to recreate the contradictory chaos
of Renaissance Italy, and later the sixteenth-century Ottoman and
Arab world.

We know that many of Leonardo’s inventions might have been built
if somebody had had the money and vision to do so. When Leonardo
falls foul of nearly everybody in Italy (this process is the most
interesting section of the novel) he finds himself whisked off to help
found a new empire based on his inventions. Most other SF writers
would have made this into a wish-dream narrative; instead Jack Dann
constructs an interpersonal labyrinth of betrayal and counter-
betrayal. Despite all the adventures and derring-do, The Memory
Cathedral is about trying to remain humane within a dehumanised
world. It’s a great yarn as well.

AUSTRALIAN FANTASY

DARK HOUSE edited by Gary Crew
(1995; Mammoth/Reed 1-86330-455-X; 264 pp.; $A9.95)

The weak stories in Dark House, which aimed at the young adult
market, stick too closely to the conventions of the horror or young
adult genres. Only Arnold Zable’s ‘Beyond Night’ escapes the limita-
tions altogether; it’s a major Australian short story. Other four-star
stories are David McRobbie’s ‘Album’, Jenny Pausacker’s ‘The Princess
in the Tower’, Carmel Bird’s ‘The Conservatory’ and Isobelle Car-
mody’s ‘A Splinter of Darkness’.

CROSSTOWN TRAFFIC
edited by Stuart Coupe, Julie Ogden and Robert Hood
(Five Islands Press/Mean Streets Magazine; 229 pages; $16.95)

Australian fiction publishing often seems like an inverted triangle:
heavyweight literary fiction at the top, trying to make ends meet by
balancing on the tiny tip of popular fiction at the bottom. In other
publishing centres, the triangle is the other way up: popular fiction
pays the bills while literary fiction provides the glamour.

Crosstown Traffic is a new anthology that thumbs its nose at the
old assumptions about Australian fiction. It is an enthusiastic cele-
bration of genre fiction, produced by the editors of the exciting Mean
Streets magazine.

Better still, it is a celebration of all types of genre fiction: mystery,
crime, romance, horror, fantasy, science fiction and the western. The
editors, Stuart Coupe, Julie Ogden and Robert Hood, asked their
authors to contribute short stories that combine two or more of the
popular genres. Since nobody in Australia has attempted this before,
I find it disappointing to report that the experiment does not work
consistently.
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Marele Day and Garry Disher, who open the anthology, do not quite
enter into its spirit. Day’s ‘The Kid and the Man from Pinkertons’ and
Disher’s ‘My Brother Jack’ are more post-modernist meditations on
genre fiction than genre stories in themselves. Day makes clever fun
of the western; Disher makes fun of Wyatt, his own gritty hero.
Entertaining but peripheral pieces.

Steve Wright’s ‘And Then She Kissed Him’ is a very crude combination
of Pix/People humour and a silly wish-fulfilment theme. Surely, I
thought, no editor in the 1990s would accept a story as rotten as this!

Dominic Cadden’s ‘The Big Fairy Tale Sleep’ is also crude humour,
but of the poorly made variety rather than the semi-pornographic.
Combine the crime story and the fairy tale, and you should get a
better story than this.

Fortunately I did not give up in despair before I discovered Robert
Wallace’s ‘Blue Groper’. This is one of the best Australian short stories
of the year. Wallace introduces his forger/criminal/adventurer hero
Essington Holt (To Catch a Forger and other crime novels) at the age
of ten. How did Holt become an attractively twisted human being? As
a child Holt is invited for summers at a secluded Portsea beach
frequented by his rich patrons, the Cassidys. Holt nearly drowns in a
rock pool, at the same time undergoes a visionary experience that
maims his spirit permanently. Later, one of his hosts dies near the
same pool. Wallace’s sinuous prose only helps to undermine Holt’s
and our assumptions about what ‘really’ happened to him. ‘Blue
Groper’ is a brilliant combination of mystery and literary fiction, with
just a hint of the supernatural.

If more of the stories had been as well made as Wallace’s, I would
have liked Crosstown Traffic better. Only Bill Congreve’s ‘I Am My
Father’s Daughter’, a vigorous and convincing Australian vampire
tale, has anything like the same passion.

But if some of the stories are limp, the anthology is splendidly
produced (if atrociously proofread) and the cover strikes just the right

balance between self-mockery and strut.

(Other contributors include Jean Bedford, Peter Corris, Terry Dowling,
Kerry Greenwood, Robert Hood, and Jan McKemmish.)

AUSTRALIAN NON-FICTION

THE SCIENCE FICTION FAN RESOURCE BOOK
edited by Ali Kayn
(1995; Ali Kayn & Associates; 180 pp.; $A14.95)

The beginning of 1995 was the most buoyant era in Australian fandom
since the early 1970s. Its buoyancy was best marked by Ian Gunn
and Kerri Valkova’s The 1995 Australian Fannish Diary: The most
massively useful thing a fan can carry . . . (long since sold out) and
Ali Kayn’s equally ambitious The Science Fiction Fan Resource
Book, which is still available.

Although Australian fandom has produced the occasional ambitious
book, such as John Bangsund’s John W. Campbell: An Australian
Tribute (1971), no previous books have summed up our fannish ethos
at a particular moment. I’m not sure whether the Diary and the Fan
Resource Book helped Australia win the 1999 Worldcon bid (since few
copies escaped the country), but they fact that they exist must have
helped the winning bid.

Ali Kayn’s book is A4-sized thick paperback, with lots of cartoons and
illustrations, and vast amounts of text describing every aspect of SF
and fannish activity in Australia at the end of 1994. If it’s been
outdated, it’s only because of the relative boom in local SF and fantasy
publishing since then.

Contributors of articles include Peter Nicholls, Terry Frost, Russell
Blackford, Ali Kayn herself, Sue Bursztynski, Wynne Whiteford, Ian
Gunn ... and that’s just a few names from the first page of the
Contents. Terry Pratchett is interviewed. Clubs contribute pieces.
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Kelly Hryckiewicz tells what it is like to have ‘A Fannish Childhood’.

Contributors of artwork include Ian Gunn, Phil Wlodarczyk, Betty
Franklin, Mary Stacey MacDonald, Salli Gilbert, and those ubiquitous
pensmiths, Corel Draw Clip Art and WordPerfect Clip Art.

Looking through The Science Fiction Fan Resource Book for the first
time in two years, I find that most of it is still accurate and relevant.
Any new edition would have to take into consideration (a) the SF and
fantasy boom; (b) That Damned Convention (the 1999 Worldcon);
(c) the growing importance of the Internet. Although only three years
old, the Fan Resource Book has almost no Net or Web addresses.

READING BY STARLIGHT: POSTMODERN SCIENCE FICTION
by Damien Broderick
(1995; Routledge 0-415-09789-4; 197 pp.; $A19.95)

If you can get past the postmodern argot that Broderick feels obliged
to use, you will probably find some useful insights into science fiction
— but I don’t wish on anybody the sheer labour of searching for them.
The most illuminating sections are detailed studies of Delany’s work
and Aldiss’s ‘Helliconia’ novels.

NEW ZEALAND SCIENCE FICTION

DEALERS IN LIGHT AND DARKNESS
by Cherry Wilder
(Edgewood Press 0-9629066-4-6; 1995; 166 pp.; US$9)

Cherry Wilder, the author we loved to claim as Australian, was
actually a New Zealander who lived in Germany from the 1970s until
her death several years ago. Her career began while she was living
in Australia, and this remains the country where readers appreciate
her. For all that, I did not know of the existence of this American-
published collection of Wilder’s short stories until Yvonne Rousseau
brought it back from overseas. This is a much-too-short collection

from a major SF writer. Wilder combines a quiet authority of experi-
ence and utterance with a style that most writers would kill for: apt,
compressed, allusive. Hence her stories are mysterious: strange
accretions of events that slowly reveal their truths.

In ‘Odd Man Search’ and ‘Something Coming Through’, the two best
stories in this collection, it takes most of the story to find out what
kind of a world we have entered, let alone make sense of the nature
of its people. As in the stories of Gene Wolfe, many characters are
not quite human, and many landscapes would be uninhabitable by
twentieth-century people. Yet, as in Wolfe’s work, all the clues are
here; they are presented so tersely, however, that reaching each
story feels like absorbing a novel.

Several of the stories, including ‘Odd Man Search’ and ‘The Dreamers
of Deliverance’, are set in the same post-holocaust world. ‘The Ballad
of Hilo Hill’ has connections with The Luck of Brin’s Five, Wilder’s
Ditmar-winning novel from the mid-1970s. Despite these connec-
tions, each story sets the reader adrift in new waters; exciting
experiences all.

BRITISH SCIENCE FICTION

THE FIRST MEN IN THE MOON
by H. G. Wells, edited by David Lake
(1995 (1901); Oxford University Press USA 0-19-282828-2; 229 +
xxxvii pp.; US$6.95)

THE INVISIBLE MAN: A GROTESQUE ROMANCE
by H. G. Wells, edited by Macdonald Daly
(1995 (1897); Everyman 0-460-87628-7; 181 + xli pp.; £4.99)

Here are two of my favourite H. G. Wells novels, put through the
bibliographic apparatus by two different editors, and accompanied by
scads of notes, introductions, bibliographies ... the lot. 
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We all know David Lake, science fiction author during the late 1970s
and early 1980s, and until he retired as Associate Professor of English
at the University of Queensland. His projected series of edited Wells
texts did not for some reason meet the requirements of the executors
of the Wells Estate, so The First Men in the Moon appears only
from OUP’s New York office.

Everyman Paperbacks must have received the blessing of the Wells
Estate. Macdonald Daly’s edition of The Invisible Man is part of a
complete set of Wells novels, including books that might not have
been around for awhile, such as The New Machiavelli and When the
Sleeper Awakes.

Since I’m not in the Wells industry myself, I cannot comment on the
quality of the new texts. Notes and other apparatus for each book
seem well written and helpful. More than anything, these are books
to replace one’s battered old editions.

THE PRESTIGE by Christopher Priest
(1995; Touchstone 0-671-71924-6; 404 pp.; $A34.95)

The Prestige is Christopher Priest’s best book since Inverted World.
Inverted World has one of the few original SF ideas since the heyday
of SF during the forties and fifties. The ideas in The Prestige are also
vivid, but they cannot be described without referring to the characters
and action of the book. It ties together so many wonderful notions
that I keep wondering which of them set Chris Priest off. In an
interview in an English magazine he says that he began with the idea
of twinness. He and his wife have twins. Presumably these twins, who
I haven’t met, show some of the uncanny aspects noted in some pairs
of twins, who seem to communicate by telepathy.

The main subject of The Prestige is magic and magicians. At first
sight, this might not seem overwhelmingly interesting. After all, a
magician does not do magic; he or she performs tricks. The novel
derives its name from the ‘prestige’, the essential trick itself that is
the heart of the magician’s act.
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The Prestige begins as Andrew Westley is invited to a country house
to receive the manuscript written by his great-grandfather, who had
been a famous magician at the beginning of the century. The person
who hands him the manuscript is the great-granddaughter of Rupert
Angier, a rival magician. We read two rival manuscripts, that of Alfred
Borden, Westley’s great-grandfather, and that of Angier. We are
invited to guess at the secrets of their magic.

What struck me is the parallel between the battle of the magicians
and the real-life battle in which Chris Priest has been involved for the
last ten years. During that time Chris, much like Borden, has become
so irritated by the practices of another writer, Harlan Ellison, that he
has snapped at his heels continually in print. In turn, Ellison has done
everything he can, albeit across the Atlantic Ocean, to throw off the
terrier. The chance of a reconciliation between them is zero. The
chances that Ellison will finally publish The Last Dangerous Visions,
the bone of contention between them, are equally small.

Given this parallel, Priest shows a remarkable willingness to laugh at
himself and the situation that has grown up between the two writers.
The parallels don’t hold up absolutely. Priest and Ellison do not have
equal status in the SF world: Priest is a good writer, for instance, and
Ellison is insufferably awful; Ellison is widely read in America, and
Priest is not. In the novel, the two magicians achieve roughly an equal
status, with one becoming pre-eminent for a time, and then the other,
until both disappear from public life in 1904.

The trick of presenting rival journals works well. Borden is a magician
who can’t bring himself to reveal the secret of his prestige, although
he published his monograph specifically as a book about magicians’
secrets. The careful reader will guess the secret easily enough. In
Borden’s narrative, Rupert Angier, the other magician, always seems
to be in the wrong. He begins his career by staging seances, indulges
in many minor tricks to upset Borden, and seeks out Borden’s secrets
by sending his mistress to seduce his rival.

When we read Angier’s narrative, we find that he is also in the right.

He cannot understand why Borden has made him into an enemy.
Some of Borden’s own tricks backfire so badly that they seem to have
a homicidal intention. However, in seeking out Borden’s greatest
trick, Angier seeks help from Tesla, the electrical scientist of the turn
of the century, and so comes into possession of a machine that, of
course, reminds us of H. G. Wells’s most famous devices. It would
be most unfair of me to describe this machine or its effects.

Borden’s famous act, which Angier seeks to replicate, sounds simple.
The magician steps into a circle at one point at a stage and, after the
usual magical brouhaha, appears to step out of a circle some distance
away, without having travelled the distance between them. The
obvious solution is that there are two Bordens, twins, but Angier can
find no evidence at all that there ever were twin Bordens, or that two
identical Bordens are currently living. Angier concludes that Borden
must have a machine that projects him instantaneously from one
place to another, and therefore sets out to find or invent a similar
machine. Which, of course, he does, much to the astonishment of
Borden, who had never considered such a machine possible.

So, although Borden and Angier are unrelated, they come across as
the true ‘twins’ of the novel, linked, yet always at war.

I hope I’ve suggested that any one of a multitude of images or ideas
might have led to the creation of this novel, but I’m left as amazed
as any audience member at the piece of magic that Priest creates out
of all this. In the framing story, the great-grandson, Andrew Westley,
has always believed that he must have a twin brother, although he
had no evidence that such a brother ever existed. When he reaches
the Angier traditional home, he comes to feel strongly that his twin
brother exists, and can be found somewhere on the property. The
finding of the secret of this brother ties together and explains every
other element in the novel, and provides a truly hair-raising last
scene.
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THE TIME SHIPS by Stephen Baxter
(1995; HarperCollins Voyager 0-00-648012-8; 630 pp.; $A12.95)

In deference to H. G Wells, to whose The Time Machine this is a
sequel, Stephen Baxter might well have made The Time Ships
slightly shorter. But given that he does go on and on, I found myself
romping through The Time Ships with a peculiar leaping speed. The
quality of Baxter’s prose does not emulate that of Wells, but Baxter
has an extraordinary ability to visualise the alternate futures and
pasts that he borrows from Wells and others. Reading this book is
like leafing through a book of ultra-realist paintings: everything is
clear, yet everything feels distorted because of the clarity.

THE SECRET OF THIS BOOK: 20-ODD STORIES
by Brian W. Aldiss
(HarperCollins 0-00-225364-X; 1995; 334 pp.)

I’ve put off reading this latest Aldiss collection for far too long.
Reading it immediately made me read his two previous collections.
Aldiss the writer gets younger all the time. At the age of seventy he
gives the impression of discovering the sheer joy of writing for the
first time. A Dionysian gusher of ideas and visions boils up from the
pages: from ‘A Dream of Antigone’ and ‘The God Who Slept With
Women’, new glittering fables based on ancient fables, to ‘The
Mistakes, Miseries and Misfortunes of Mankind’ and ‘Horse Meat’, dark
meditations on the bleeding sores at the heart of European culture.
Aldiss has not quite abandoned an earlier, less glittering style, but
he takes such pleasure in his new-found sense of fantasy that I can
overlook the few uninteresting stories in this collection.

CHAGA by Ian McDonald
(1995; Gollancz 0-575-06052- 2; 413 pp.; £16.99/$A49.95)

I liked the novella ‘Tendeléo’s Story’ (Futures, discussed below) so
much that I wanted to read McDonald’s novel Chaga. Sometime
during the least couple of years I had sold or given away my copy of

the novel without reading it, so I had to borrow it from Alan Stewart.
(Thanks, Alan.) That’ll teach me to get rid of any SF novel, no matter
how unlikely it is at the time that I will get around to reading it. Both
the novella and the novel are much more interesting than anything
else I’ve read by Ian McDonald. Both tell of the mysterious alien flora
that drops in pods on a number of landing spots situated across
tropical Africa, Asia and South America. The flora spreads outwards
from the spots, converting all terrestrial life into an alien equivalent.
The UN takes over Africa, and makes vast number of people into
refugees by moving them from the path of the expanding circles. In
both stories, the real subject of the story is Africans’ lives destroyed
and fractured by becoming refugees. In ‘Tendeléo’s Story’, the
protagonist is an African girl (then woman) Tendeléo. In Chaga, Gaby
McAslan, an Irish network journalist is the hero, covering the spread
of Chaga, then seeking a way to enter the alien areas. To me,
Tendeléo rings true as a character, but Gaby seems too much like a
romanticised superwoman (who of course falls for a romanticised
superman, Dr Shepard, a UN administrator). For its landscapes and
visions, Chaga is as enjoyable an SF romp as any I’ve read in recent
years.

BRITISH FANTASY

THE PENGUIN BOOK OF MODERN FANTASY BY WOMEN
edited by A. Susan Williams and Richard Glyn Jones
(Viking 0-670- 85907-9; 1995; 560 pp.)

I don’t usually buy ‘the Penguin Book of’ anything, but I thought I’d
better buy this one, as it includes a story by Lucy Sussex. Lucy is the
only Australian here, and is the youngest contributor. I didn’t like her
story, ‘Kay and Phil’, when I first read it, because I thought she was
being snide about one character at the expense of other. Rereading
the story, I like the way it shows two authors becoming so entangled
in their own fictions that each can introduce the other into his or her
world. It’s a celebration of the act of fictionalising. The collection
begins with Elizabeth Bowen’s ‘The Demon Lover’ (1941), proceeds
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quickly into the 1950s, and finds its main source of good stories in
the 1970s and 1980s. These people really know their genre SF and
fantasy as well as the mainstream of short-story writing. P. D. James
is here, with a deft future-detective story, ‘Murder, 1986’, but it is
followed by James Tiptree Jr’s ‘The Milk of Paradise’. Daphne du
Maurier’s ‘The Old Man’, a classic stinger-in-the-tail, might be ex-
pected in such a volume, but only people who know their stuff are
going to dig up Joanna Russ’s ‘The Second Inquisition’, which hit me
like a brick through the front window. This is a very great story, which
persuaded me to prepare a talk about Russ for a meeting of the Nova
Mob.

BRITISH HORROR

REQUIEM by Graham Joyce
(Signet Creed 0-451-18434- 3; 1995; 305 pp.; $A11.95)

After all the trouble I took to gain a copy of this book, I found it very
slightly disappointing. I can hardly fault the portrait of a man
possessed by the ghost (?) of his dead wife, but even by novel’s end
I was not sure that that is what happens to him. Links to Mary
Magdalene and yet another version of the Jesus Conspiracy are
fascinating, but again, I was never sure of their connection to the
main character. Ghostly apparitions and bumps in the night are
beautifully written, but in the end it’s all smoke. Some reader must
know what’s going on here; please tell me.

BRITISH NON-FICTION

THE DETACHED RETINA: ASPECTS OF SF AND FANTASY
by Brian W. Aldiss
(Liverpool University Press 0-85323-289-X; 1995; 224 pp.; £25)

In this book’s last paragraph, Aldiss quotes one of my favourite
writers, George Borrow: ‘There’s day and night, brother, both sweet
things; sun, moon, and stars, brother, all sweet things; there’s

likewise a wind on the heath. Life is very sweet, brother; who would
wish to die?’ The passage ends ‘A Personal Parabola’, a talk in which
Aldiss seeks to sum up Existence, Writing and the RIL (Repressed
Inner Life). Usually I flinch when Aldiss generalises, but I find in this
essay a valid faith in life — its power to change, to reveal new facets
of itself, to upwell into consciousness.

Reach back to the beginning of the book and you find Aldiss’s
ebullience flowing through an appreciation of Salvador Dali (‘Thanks
for Drowning the Ocelot’), the British New Wave (‘“A Robot Tended
Your Remains ...”’), Aldous Huxley (‘Between Privy and Universe’),
Olaf Stapledon (‘The Immanent Will Returns — 2’) and many more.
The endless questions and assertions flow through this book, but
Aldiss remains best when his eye is fixed on the works of individual
authors. The pieces on Huxley and Stapledon are valuable, but even
more so are remarkable readings of Orwell’s 1984 (‘The Downward
Journey’) and H. G. Wells, always Aldiss’s best subject (‘Wells and
the Leopard Lady’), and a tear-inspiring farewell to Theodore Stur-
geon (‘The Cruelty of the Gods’).

A VERY BRITISH GENRE by Paul Kincaid
(British Science Fiction Association 1-870824-37-7; 1995; 63 pp.;
$A10)

My first reaction to this book was ‘It’s a bit short, isn’t it? And it’s not
telling me things I don’t know already.’ Which, as I came to realise,
is the point of the book. Where else would anyone find a short history
of British science fiction and fantasy, with all the right people
mentioned in the right places and, despite the restrictions of length,
all the things said about each that should be said? In Trillion Year
Spree? No, because in that book it became too difficult to separate
the story of a national genre from that of the whole SF boom of the
1970s and 1980s. A Very British Genre even has room in its last
few pages for many authors whose books have never been distributed
in Australia: a neat must-buy list.

The book’s only fault springs from that tricky word ‘genre’. Here is
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the story of New Worlds in all its guises, but Kincaid makes no mention
of the role of the great post-War book publishers, especially Penguin
during the early sixties and Victor Gollancz’s ‘yellow jackets’. The
latter comprised almost the only SF read by Australian (and probably
British) library borrowers during the 1950s and 1960s. Next the BSFA
should advance Kincaid the money to write The Trillion Year British
Genre, a thousand pages long, studded with footnotes and
appendices.

AT THE CALIGULA HOTEL
by Brian Aldiss (Sinclair-Stevenson 1-85619-568-6; 1995; 99 pp.)

In the past I have never been impressed by Brian Aldiss’s poems
when they’ve appeared in his novels and anthologies. Nevertheless
At the Caligula Hotel is a very satisfying collection. Aldiss’s poetic
voice is heartwarming in a way that Philip Larkin’s never could be,
and in many poems just as musical and deft. Remarkably fine lyrics
include ‘Moonglow: For Margaret’ and ‘All Things Transfigure’, but my
favourites in the collection include funny-haha poems such as
‘Government’ and ‘Stoney Ground’ and funny-grimace pieces such as
‘Writer’s Life’.

AMERICAN SCIENCE FICTION

FOUR WAYS TO FORGIVENESS
by Ursula K. Le Guin
(HarperPrism 0-06-105234-5; 1995; 229 pp.; $A28.95)

These stories, which give flesh to references in earlier Hainish novels,
are really four episodes in a revolutionary war that affects two planets
for several hundred years. The four sections add up to a novel that
is more interesting than any particular story. Linked strands of the
conflict are revealed in the lives of individuals. A companion novel to
Le Guin’s 1970s novels of revolution (Malafrena and The Dispos-

sessed), except that in the 1990s most of Le Guin’s heroes are female.

FROM TIME TO TIME
by Jack Finney
(1995; Simon & Schuster 0-671-89884-1; 303 pp.; $A32.95)

I could hardly hope that this sequel would be as enjoyable as Time
and Again, Finney’s classic SF/fantasy novel, but it’s pretty good.
Given that we already know the gimmick (that time travellers
somehow pass from one era to another through any place that
remains exactly the same in each era), Finney rings some interesting
changes. Simon Morley, willing refugee in 1890s New York from our
era, is drafted back into service, and finds himself in a vividly
recreated New York of 1912. Can he change history or not? Who is
the mysterious gal who seems to pop up behind every lamp post?

ARCHANGEL
by Michael Conner (1995; Tor 0-312-85743-8; 350 pp.)

Thanks to Justin Ackroyd for recommending this ‘alternative past’
novel. What if the world had, during the 1930s, not been ravaged by
the Depression but by a virus, similar to the modern Ebola virus, that
kills most of the White population of the world and leaves alive most
other racial groups, especially Blacks? And what if a few thousand
average white people hole up in the ruins of a city that rather
resembles Minneapolis and pretend they can keep the traditional
midwestern lifestyle going? Archangel showly loses momentum after
a memorable beginning, although the fundamental situation remains
interesting. Conner’s characters are more interesting than the situ-
ation itself, and the situation is depicted rather better than the plot,
which creaks. There’s an awful lot of obvious heroes-and-villains stuff
at the end, which distracts the reader from the fact that the world
has just unravelled and can’t be put back together.
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