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ColinSteelreportson the currentboomin
sciencefictionpublishingand writing.

The
Bloomsbury

GoodReading
Guideto ScienceFiction& Fantasy

by M. H. Zool
(Bloomsbury $12.95)pro-

videsa pointof
reference

to an
overview

of the
plethora

of
science fiction being

releasedby the major
publishers, notably

Gollancz,which reflects,the continued

boom in the genre.

WhileSF readers traditionally

beginat
an earlyage,it is

fascinating

thatrecent

studies
of the

readership

of Analogand
Isaac Asimov's magazines revealed the
median

ageof their readers

to be 41.4,

withmostbeingcollege
graduates

with
an averagehousehold incomeof
A$66,000.

Mostof thesereaderswouldnot re-
quireZool's

Bloomsbury
Good Reading

Guide, whichis a basicbutsound listing

of leadingSF
authors,

and theirmost
importantworks.Experienced

fan'spre-
fer more

extensive sourcessuchas Bar-
ron'sAnatomyof Wonder(Bowker)and
Aldissand Wingrove's Trillion Year
Spree (Gollancz).

Science fictionbeganin the
twentieth

centuryin pulp
magazines

suchas As-
tounding. ArthurC. Clarkein Astound-

ing Days
(Gollancz $29.95)baseshis

recollections

of his childhood and ado-
lescence,beforehe became"TheProphet

of theSpaceAge",aroundtheearlyis
sues of

Astounding.

Clarke's capacityto evokea
scientific

senseof wonderare
encapsulated

in such
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worksas 2001 (1968)and Rendevous

withRama(1973), whichis chosenby
Zoolas the bestexample of

Clarke's

work.

This
portrayal

of an alien spaceship

worldentering
our solarsystem, and the

wonderof subsequent scientific discov-

erythat
ensued,

is now
diluted

by a se-
quel,Rama 2 (Gollancz$29.95),which
Clarkeco-wrote with NASA scientist

GentryLee.Clarkestatesin a
postscript

that
"collaboration

is a riskybusiness"

and clearly believeshe has
overcome

it.
On the

evidence

of Rama2,
however,

and his first
collaboration

withLee,Cra-
dle

(1988),

it is
Clarke's reputation,

if not
bank

balance,
thatwillsuner.The scient-

ific
exploration

of this secondRama
spacehas moreto do withhuman activi-

tiessuchas sex,religion

andthepowerof
the mediathatany senseof alien wonder.

Giventhe hugeshockof the knowl-

edgeof the
existence

of othercivilisa-

tionsbroughtaboutby
Rendezvous

with
Rama,humanity seemsto have pro-
gressedlittleas the

cosmonautssquabble

on familiar1990 lines.
Cradlealsoshared

elements
of soap

opera,but at leastthiswas
explainable

giventhatit was
originally written

as a
film script. Clarke

hassaidthatthe
pleth-

||
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ArthurC. Clarke:One of the
original science-fictioncreators.

|| oraof
underwater movies thenin pro-

ductionburied Cradle's subsequent
filming.

The biggest of thesein
financial

terms,Abyss,was released in
Australia

at
theendof 1989.

The storyof an
underwater explora-

tionteamtryingto
recover

a lostnuclear

submarineoff the CaymanTrenchand
encounteringalienshas been termed
"CloseEncountersof the WateryKind".

The novelof Abyssby Orson ScottCord
(Legend$9.95)provides more back-

grounddetail,and is
preferable

to the
movieversion.The fictionaldepictionof
alienshas

fluctuated

overthe
decades.

In
the 1950salienswere

generally represent-

ed as
hostile, reflectingunderlyingAmer-

ican concernswith UFOs,radiationand
the threatof

communism.

In the 1980s,

alienswerefar more
benevolent

or neu-
trallydepicted.

OctaviaButler's Xenogenesistrilogy
has now been

successfullycompleted

with Imago
Xenogenesis

Three(Gol-
lancz $32.95)

in whichan alien race,the
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Oankali, interbreed"to save"the rem-
nantsof humanity.Butler,throughthis
trilogy, also reflects today'sdifferences

and whatthey, mean,thatis, racialand
physical differences

and
differences

in
intelligence.

PhilipK. Dick,whodiedin 1982,was
anotherto providesocialcommentaries

throughhis
fiction.

The thirdin the se-
ries of his

collected shortfiction The
Father-Thing(Gollancz$35) includes 23
shortstories,largelywrittenin 1953-4.

Foster,You'reDead evokesthe nuclear

war
hysteria

of the early1950sas con-
sumersvieto buythe latest fall-out shel-

ter.In The GoldenMan,the
evolution

of
a superhuman foreshadows the end of
humanity

as we knowit.
Dr Gregory Benford's bleakview of

humanity

in the far futurebeganin The
GreatSky River(1987)and

continues

in
The Tidesof Light (Gollancz$29.95).

Humanity fleesfromplanetto planetto
escapethe machineintelligence

that
dominatesthe galaxy.
In the latestnovel,a

temporaryalli-

ancewithhumancyborgsallowsthe
questfor

sanctuary
to

continue.Benford,

like his American contemporary,

Greg
Bear,weaves

contemporary
"hardsci-

ence"into some
enthralling fictions.

Bear'sEon was a global bestseller,

and
its

successor, Eternity (Gollancz $15.95),

is equallybreathtaking,

with concepts

thatowemuchto the
writings

of theearly

Clarkeand Olaf
Stapledon.

Bear'sshortstories collectedin Tan-
gents(Gollancz $29.95)are equallyin-
ventive,notably"BloodMusic"in which
bio-chip engineering transformsthe hu-
man race.

Another scientist recentlyto breaksuc-
cessfully

intothe SF fieldis
biologist

Dr
Paul McAulayof OxfordUniversity
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whosefirstnovelFour HundredBillion

Stars(1988)sharedthe PhilipK. Dick
award.

His secondnovel,SecretHarmonies

(Gollancz$32.95),has eighteenthcentu-

ry
Australianaffinities.

A remotecolony,
reliant on earthfor

supplies
and

scientific

knowledge,

and witha local
"aboriginal"

population,

is cut off and localwarfare

erupts.McAulayhere
effectively

con-
traststhe evolutionof societies.

M. H. Zoolstatesof
BritishwriterBob

Shawthathis main
interest

is in the
human

ramifications

of unusualsciences

as in Other Days, OtherEyes(1912),

but
Shaw'stwo latestnovelsKillerPlanet
(Gollancz $19.95)and The Fugitive

Worlds(Gollancz$29.95)are weakin
this respect.

Shaw'sfirststoryfor
children, Killer

Planet,is purepulpfictionwithcard-

board characters, notablyadolescents

who confrontand defeatan alienmon-
steron a distantplanetand findeach
other.

Shaw's"Ragged Astronaut"series,
whichbeganin 1986,hasalsofallenaway
badlyfromits

promisingbeginning
of

twin planetsbetweenwhich
"astronauts"

floatedand battledin hot-airballoons.

The latest volumeof the seriesThe
Fugitive Worlds,however,lacks invent-
ivenessand,far from

completing

the tri-
logy,seemsto leavethewayopenfor,
futurestories.

Hugeairshipsalsofeaturein Austra-

lianwriterJohn
Brosnan's

War of the
Sky Lords(Gollancz$29.95),a readable
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yet
repellent

sagain whichmale
chauvin-

ists
ruthlessly subordinate

the remnants.
of humanity,notablyfemales,from the
skiesof a future devastated earth.

The female revolt,begunin TheSky
Lords(1989),

is
continued

withthe hope
of a Utopian Shrangi-larevealed

at the
endof thismiddle volumeof the

trilogy.

Far more realisticis William Gibson's

cyberpunk futureof Mona Lisa Over-
drive(Grafton$10.95) begunin the
award-winningNeuromancer (1984)and
continued

in CountZero (1986).

Gibson's
worklies

squarely
in the best

traditions

of science fiction,
thatis, to

extrapolate

fromtodayto providea real-
isticvisionof, and for,

tomorrow—

Gibson's futureimageslingeron thereti-

na of the
reader's imagination.


