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The Best of CyberCozen, May 1993 — September 1994

Selected by Eli Eshed
(which is why there are no articles here by Eli Eshed)

May 1993:

Questions about the Big Bang by Aharon Sheer

Everybody nowadays knows there was a Big Bang. That's how the Universe
was created. After all, it's described in detail in the Holy Torah, so it must be true.

Nevertheless, there are a few (very few) people who are not completely
convinced (probably anti-semites). Here are a couple of these no-goods:

Karl Popper. Best known for his book The Logic of Scientific Discovery
(1934), he is today professor emeritus at the London School of Economics. The
following is quoted from Scientific American, November 1992 (interview by John
Horgan): "The growing subsidization of science by the public since World War II has
led to 'a certain corruption,' [Popper] says. 'Scientists are not as critical as they should
be."... Popper is particularly dismayed at the way modern cosmologists cling to the
big bang theory and 'trample down' alternatives. He was thrilled by the expansionary
universe model when it was first proposed in its simplest form more than half a
century ago. 'But then came the difficulties, and lots of additional hypotheses were
needed,' he says. Today, he adds, 'the critical attitude in this field is very rare."

Geoffrey Burbidge. Professor of physics at the University of California, San
Diego, and former director of the Kitt Peak National Observatory. Quoted in
Scientific American, February 1992:

"Big bang cosmology is probably as widely believed as has been any theory
of the universe in the history of Western civilization. It rests, however, on many
untested, and in some cases untestable, assumptions. Indeed, big bang cosmology has
become a bandwagon of thought that reflects faith as much as objective truth....

"Normally, new ideas in a field of science are advanced by young scientists,
who often take a contrary approach. But younger cosmologists are even more
intolerant of departures from the big bang faith than their more senior colleagues are.
Worst of all, astronomical textbooks no longer treat cosmology as an open subject.
Instead the authors take the attitude that the correct theory has been found.

"Powerful mechanisms encourage this conformity....

"It is extraordinarily difficult to get financial support or viewing time on a
telescope unless one writes a proposal that follows the party line.... Unorthodox
papers often are denied publication for years or are blocked by referees. The same
attitude applies to academic positions....

"Why ... has the big bang become so deeply entrenched in modern thought?

Everything evolves as a function of time except for the laws of physics.
Hence, there are two immutables: the act of creation and the laws of physics, which
spring forth fully fashioned from that act. The big bang ultimately reflects some
cosmologists' search for creation and for a beginning. That search properly lies in the
realm of metaphysics, not science."

What is the TRUTH about the Big Bang? It comes, as might be expected,
from Science Fiction writer Larry Niven, who answered the question conclusively in
his short story "The Borderland of Sol" (1975) from Tales of Known Space. First his
physicist Carlos Wu says, "Now that we know what the quasars are, everyone seems
to like the Steady State Hypothesis. You know how that works: the tension in

The Best of CyberCozen, May 1993 — September 1994 1



702

completely empty space produces more hydrogen atoms, forever. The universe has
no beginning and no end." So the Steady State Hypothesis will be the accepted theory
800 years from now. But physicist Julian Forward then discovers a quantum black
hole! As he explains, "You know that a black hole may form from the collapse of a
massive star? Good. And you know that it takes a body of at least five solar
masses.... But at less than five solar masses the collapse would stop at the neutron
star state.... In all the history of the universe, there has been one moment at which
smaller black holes might have been formed. That moment was the explosion of the
monoblock, the cosmic egg that once contained all the matter in the universe." In
other words, by finding a quantum black hole, that is, one which is really small,
Forward has proven the Big Bang Hypothesis, once and for all! Thanks, Larry
Niven!

June 1993

Commentary: Is Hard Science Fiction Dead? by Aharon Sheer

At one of our meetings not long ago, Sara Svetitsky (Ph.D. in Astrophysics)
suggested that one reason so little hard SF is being written these days is that science
has become so complicated that in order to speculate on it well you have to have a
Ph.D. Then I read David Brin (Ph.D. in Astrophysics)'s book Earth. Brin speculates
charmingly and well (I thought) on future developments in Ecology, Law, Computer
Networks, Social Psychology, Economics, Animal Husbandry, etc. Part of his story
plays with ideas in Astrophysics, but I for one didn't find that part of the book very
convincing. Curiously, David Brin does not have a Ph.D. in most of these subjects,
yet I think the book could still be called hard SF even if you threw out the
Astrophysical jokes and replaced them with something else.

The December 1992 issue of The New York Review of Science Fiction
(whose writers live in places like Reading England, Strafford Pennsylvania, Silver
Spring Maryland, London England, and even ..gasp... Brooklyn) has some
illuminating comments on the death of hard SF:

"There hasn't been enough science fiction in the science fiction field this
year. If you look at [The Year's Best Science Fiction: Ninth Annual Collection by
Gardner Dozois, 1992] ..., you'll see that even that book isn't all sf, and if not there,
where? There's a minority of sf writers in the SF(F)WA [Science Fiction (and
Fantasy) Writers of America]. ... We still think that there are things that science
fiction can do as a genre that can result in the kind of intellectual excitement that can
change the world one blown mind at a time...

"Hard science fiction writers, at least since the late 1970s, have begun to
think of themselves as a minority, although it is an accepted fact of marketing that
they sell well. When you look back, it turns out that the category of hard science
fiction was invented in the mid-sixties to refer to what we all used to think of as plain
ordinary sf, under pressure from that new generation of writers who gathered under
the New Wave rubric. Somehow, over the next decade or so, it became a sub-
category of the larger body of literature that emerged as the sf of today -- some of
which isn't science fiction by any rational approach to literary consideration.

"That is really a good thing for many of our excellent writers for whom
thinking about science is about as easy as holding a handful of water but who write
beautifully. They can make a living. But it is not so good for the genre, which
coheres only as a conversation among texts and writers who speak a common dialect.
This is ordinary literary evolution, but the loss of the common dialect is leading
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toward the loss of the common culture. Science fiction could end this decade. Maybe
it will. Maybe it has. And that would be a shame."

Yes, that would be a shame. But in truth SF has simply been replaced as a
mind blower by the futurist writers. One example: Alvin Toffler's books, from
Future Shock to his recent (1990) Powershift, have done for many people since the
60s what SF did in the 30s 40s and 50s.

There are hundreds of scientists writing speculative articles and books on
where their fields will be in the next ten/fifty/five hundred years. At last month's
panel discussion on methods of settling outer space, Bill Silverman mentioned Gerald
K. O'Neill's book The High Frontier (1970s). This is a fine example of what I mean.

SF wraps a story around the futurism, thus attracting the teenage reader.
Mature readers don't need the wrapping, and too many disdain it. They can find (SF)
ideas presented with flare and enthusiasm by people who (unlike Alvin Toffler) write
very well indeed.

September 1993

Commentary: This Dull Boring Paradise by Leonid Resnick

There is a short story by the famous Japanese writer Akutagawa, "Sweet
Potato Porridge". For his whole life a poor man dreamt of eating sweet potato
porridge to his heart's content. A great wizard called in fox-werewolves, and they
brought a lot of sweet potatoes. They began cooking. At last, the best sweet potato
porridge in the world was ready. But the hero no longer had any appetite for sweet
potato porridge; he could hardly eat any at all. This short story is one among many
illustrations of an obvious truth: The realized dream loses its sweetness!

Communism was the official dream of the deeply ideologized Soviet Empire.
Soviet SF writers could earn money and privileges by representing a future
world of communism. But they describe such a future in less than one percent of their
writing.
Why? Was it a silent resistance to the regime? No. They were loyal citizens,
a lot of them members of the Communist Party. Yet only two fairly well written
Soviet SF books fulfill the following requirements:
a) They show a society based on communist ideas.
b) Their heroes spend a considerable part of their time on communist Earth.
These books are Mistyment of Andromeda by 1. Efremov and The Noon,
XXII Century; The Return by A. and B. Strugatskie.
I. Efremov's novel, written in the early 50's, was widely read, and translated
into almost every language. This book, presenting a bright and colorful picture of a
peaceful Earth without money, crime or exploitation, fascinated millions of people all
over the world. Today the charm is gone. Mannequin-like heroes quoting from
philosophical works can't hold the reader's interest for a long time, unless the reader is
fanatically ideologized.
Nearly ten years later, the Strugatskie brothers' book The Noon... was written.
Its heroes are more human and arouse more sympathy. It's a pity that the book was
not as popular as Efremov's. People of the 60s knew the real price of communism
much better than people of the 50s. Maybe that turned off the potential readers of this
well written book?
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But there is a more interesting question: Why did so few authors write about a
communist future world? Why did this article begin by retelling a story about sweet
potato porridge? Writers realized (on paper) dreams about a communist society, but
what did they have to write about apart from the realization itself? It may be
interesting to read how people live without money, enmity and wars, but not after the
first or second time. What is there to write about? That's the biggest problem of
communism's troubadours. Conflict is the heart of a work of fiction. The terrible
absence of conflict paralyses writing. What conflicts can there be in paradise? A
conflict between the good and the better or the better against the best? Oh, this great
quantity of sweet potato porridge...

But Soviet writers found a way "to make money and to save their virginity
too". Ideological virginity, I mean... Their heroes live in a future world of
communism, but they prefer to make their adventures:

a) on other planets
b) in the past

¢) in parallel worlds
d) etc.

A. and B. Strugatskie even did a cycle about so-called "progressors",
professional keepers of progress for backward human planets. The progressor is a
hybrid of KGBman and Jesus Christ (with miracles of future technology up his
sleeve)... The hero of It's Difficult to be the God works in a society reminiscent of
the middle ages. Heroes of other books work closer to twentieth century society.
Even in the last two books in the "progressor" cycle (The Beetle in the Anthill and
The Waves Put Out the Wind), the Strugatskie brothers avoid writing of the realities
of the communist world, although their heroes spend a large part of their time on the
communist Earth. The Godfather of the communist paradise, I. Efremov, sends his
heroes from comfy Earth to a cruel and tragical world (The Hour of the Bull). V.
Michailov found a more complicated way in his dilogy: people of the future gather
people from different times in the past and send them to save backward worlds.

Communism in Russia has failed. The doctrine that was born to produce a lot
of SF books about itself has done nothing in this field. Maybe that's the most evident
fact that the baby was stillborn.

By the way, now that the peoples of the former Soviet Union can realize their

dreams about freedom and democracy, they look even more unhappy than they were.
It's so dangerous to play with dreams! Oh! This eternal sweet potato porridge...

December 1993

Hyperion and Fall of Hyperion by Dan Simmons
Reviewer: Elliot Lazerowitz

Dan Simmon's pair of novels Hyperion (Bantam, 1990) and Fall of Hyperion
(Bantam, 1991) are a tour-de-force in which the author demonstrates his mastery of a
number of different genres.

These two books are also a theological statement in which Simmons blends
religious philosophy with horror to make an original and surprisingly optimistic
comment on the place of God in the cosmos and in our everyday lives.
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This said, I now wish to confess my ignorance of the cyberpunk genre, as a
result of which this review will not compare Hyperion and Fall of Hyperion with
other cyberpunk novels.

The works in question are an arching saga, combining in the tradition of epic
SF literature (and epic literature in general) the small details that make us human with
sweeping events, decisions and politics on an interstellar scale.

Do you lack the stomach for graphic, bloody violence? If so, avoid these
books. Simmons has the paradoxical style of combining an empathy for human
foibles and nuances with the most horrific and heartless destruction and mutilation of
human flesh. From shunts sunken into disembodied human brains, cut out of their
bodies as a means of interrogating prisoners of war, to a crucifixion lasting literally
years, to the machine-man-monster called the Shrike, who gets his digital kicks by
shredding the living bodies of his willing victims and then impaling them on a tree of
metal thorns -- horror fans will find plenty of gore to feast on.

Simmons does in his characters with gleeful abandon -- and then, in the best
comic-book tradition, resurrects them to continue their part in the drama. The man
seems to have a yen for crucifixions: The eternal electrified crucifixion of Father Paul
Dure leads to the unholy immortalizing DNA crucifixes sunk into the chests of the
Shrike's cult members, and from there to their everlasting impalement on the thorn
tree.

Indeed, theology and metaphysics inform the series of books, and this aspect
will be the topic of what remains of this review. For space's sake, I will neglect the
technological, political, sociological and military facets of Simmons' diamond crystal
of a series. What follows is the gospel according to Dan Simmons. At first reading, it
seems as though Satan rules Simmons' universe. The Shrike, that jagged metal golem
which holds the key to Time, beams across the ages and light-years to call on Sol
Weintraub, an aging Jewish scholar who teaches on the outback world settled by Jews
after the destruction of Old Earth. Sol dreams the sacrifice of his only daughter,
Rachel, on the Shrike's altar. Dream becomes reality and circumstances whirl and
converge until Sol, years later on the wasted world of Hyperion, lays his "ungrown",
again infant daughter, in the Shrike's outstretched metal arms.

Is this a "deus ex machina", a soulless machine charged by superconductors
and solar energy to wipe out Mankind? We are even shown a vision of an
underground future Purgatory, where mankind's surviving billions, left after the
treacherous attack by the computer-intelligence Technocore, lay supine in rows, kept
alive only by the evil DNA crucifixes on their chests, their minds serving as sheer
brainpower for the Core. Later we are told of a world-shattering battle in the far
future between the immortal human-origin God and the immortal artificial-
intelligence-origin God (or Satan). The human God, loathe to wipe out the AI Satan
in cold blood, retreats down the ages and hides out in the mind of a cybrid (computer-
created living being) in the persona of the poet John Keats. From there, Simmons
spins plots within plots, wheels within wheels in a complex scenario that can serve as
the topic of another review.

It is made quite clear that the human God has one up on the machine God --
he possesses the unpredictable, unquantifiable quality of compassion. Befuddling the
Al Satan, Good in the end triumphs over Evil.

Sol Weintraub, the star-Jew, wages a long, bitter series of dream dialogues
with the Deus ex Machina, in which he protests the basic moral injustice of the
Akeda, the Biblical God's order to Abraham to sacrifice his only son Isaac on the
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altar, pleasing some mad Divine whim. "Enough blood, enough sacrifice," Weintraub
appeals to reason. Does Simmons concur?

Fall of Hyperion concludes Sol and Rachel's grim odyssey with the
revelation that Satan is not God; rather, God=Love=Universe. To quote a central
passage near the end of Fall of Hyperion:

"The Void Which Binds, the subquantum impossibility that carried
information from photon to photon, was nothing more than love.... Love was as hard-
wired into the structure of the universe as matter/antimatter.... There was room for
some sort of God ... in the very warp and woof of things." (pp. 492-493).

And so Simmons the heretic ("The Computer Satan Runs the Show"),
achieves catharsis through his frail and all-to-human (and too-machine) characters,
turns things topsy-turvy, and arrives at an (Al-forbid) optimistic concluding note to
this bloody saga: God is Love, and God rules all.

Short Review: by Aharon Sheer

Doomsday Book by Connie Willis (1992). Recommended by Sara Svetitsky. This
tied for the 1993 Hugo award with Vernor Vinge's The Fire Upon the Deep. This is
one of the best books I've every read. Perhaps what I liked about it was it's Politically
Incorrect moral, which seems to be that the world is getting better all of the time,
today is better than a hundred years ago, and vastly better than five hundred years
ago. The heroine is a historian sent back to the 1300's to study the Middle Ages, who,
as a result of a technical error, finds herself at the time of a terrible plague from which
almost everyone is dying. (She, however, has been inoculated, and is in no danger.)
At the same time, in the present from which she has come, a new and terrible disease
appears, extremely contagious, and with a very high mortality rate. While her
surroundings in the Middle Ages are fighting their disease, her compatriots in her own
time are fighting too. Connie Willis portrays both the people of the past and the
people of our near future very well. The same mix of bad versus good, foolish versus
thoughtful, petty and self-righteous versus decent and self-sacrificing, exists both then
and now, but technology has improved and we today are vastly better equipped to
deal with new problems.

January 1994
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March 1994

Ed. Note: In February 1994, CyberCozen printed a satirical piece about the proposed
adoption of phonetic English by the European Economic Community. As each part of
the proposal was explained, the spelling of the continuation of the text was modified
accordingly, until the complete version of phonetic English was used to finish the
item. It was hilarious!

Letter to the Readers from Bill Silverman:

An article, ostensibly by Steve Hoffman, appeared in the February issue of
CyberCozen, which reminded me of a short piece which I had read many years ago.
I mentioned this to CyberUncle Sheer, who soon rematerialized, clutching The
Astounding Science Fiction Anthology, 1952, Simon and Schuster. There, on page
247, attributed to Dolton Edwards (possibly a pseudonym of Phillip Klass) is the short
piece, MEIHEM IN CE KLASRUM 1. A careful perusal demonstrated that it was
structurally identical to Hoffman's screed, with several almost identical sentences and
simple rephrasings. Well, to steal a phrase, "Plagiarism is the most sincere resort of
envy."

But I had forgotten an important aspect of Edwards' contribution. It was a
satiric tribute to George Bernard Shaw's campaign for a phonetic alphabet.
(Interested readers are directed to The Shaw Alphabet Edition of Androcles and the
Lion, 1962, Penguin Books.) This of course brought to mind GBS's many
contributions to the field of Science Fiction.

It is not generally remembered that Shaw and a famous contemporary
George, Herbert George Wells, were both Fabian Socialists. Of course Wells'
contributions to Science Fiction are widely recognized, but Shaw's are less well
known.

Foremost among them is his play, Man and Superman, in which he
brilliantly elucidates the idea of the Superman, from his philosophical inception by
Nietsche to his ultimate realization as a result of Creative Evolution ("The Life
Force", as Shaw personifies it). He dealt again with evolution in its Darwinian form
in Back to Methuselah which spans the entirety of human development from the
Adamic myth to "As far as thought can reach".

His interest in the field of medicine, and the ethical quandaries stemming
from modern developments, is boldly presented in The Doctor's Dilemma, as is his
fascination with revolution as displayed in The Devil's Disciple, ostensibly a
historical drama, but actually one of Shaw's thinly disguised tales of time travel; the
reader is also referred to Captain Brassbound's Conversion, Arms and the Man, and
Caesar and Cleopatra as examples of this form. In all of these plays, and in others
like them, Shaw injects a modern man with sophisticated Socialist views into a
historical milieu for dramatic and moral purposes.
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For the above reasons I suggest that George Bernard Shaw should be
included in the pantheon of "Unsung Heroes of Science Fiction". I'm sure that you
CyberNephews out there have your favorite nominations for this select congregation.
I suggest that you submit your favorites to CyberCozen for future publication by our
genial CyberUncle. I bashfully propose among possible candidates: John Milton,
M.C.Escher, Joseph Stalin, John Lennon, Ariel Sharon.

Bill Silverman

Dear Bill,
My own opinion is that Steve Hoffman's version is head and shoulders above
Dolton Edwards' "original". The problem with Edwards' is that his final
sentences are a truly phonetic version of English; just what G.B. Shaw had in mind.
It's only funny if you think that phonetic spelling for English is a joke. Steve's version
ends up with phonetic English with a French accent -- just what the French-speaking
bureaucrats in Brussels would like, even if they don't know it!

Short Review: by Aharon Sheer

Islands in the Net by Bruce Sterling (1988) 379712 9172 NR» A2792 2N

I liked it, I liked it. Actually it's a rather boring book, too long and too
draggy. The heroine suffers from a lack of strong human feelings (although this is
explained by the background of her childhood; or, alternatively, she's just a typical
American WASP, and I'd forgotten what they're like). So what's so good about the
book? It's a very persuasive description of our world in about fifty years (no exact
date given), a world in which atomic weapons have been Abolished (with a capital
"A"), worldwide communication is available to everyone in the developed world (via
one's wrist watch), and multinational corporations dominate world economics with a
style reminiscent of the good old days of the Japanese corporations. Most of the
world's work is done by people that in Israel today would be either in or near forced
retirement age; hardly anyone in the developed world has children.

Besides a nice description of a small community in Texas, we have a
description of the future in Grenada, Singapore, and Africa. I don't know anything
about Grenada, but the other places are persuasive. On the whole (except for Africa)
the book is optimistic (and I prefer optimistic books). I remarked in a December 1993
review that Bruce Sterling may have provided the delicacy and positive human feeling
that I found in Bruce Sterling and William Gibson's collaboration Difference Engine
as compared to William Gibson's book Mona Lisa Overdrive, and I think this book
illustrates that. While some of this book was hard for me to get through (it put me to
sleep), I'm glad I read it. By the way, it has been recently translated into Hebrew.

Note: I justread a passage in The New York Review of Science Fiction
which describes much of the environment of Sterling's Islands in the Net although it
is referring to another book entirely: "Ing's future world is easily recognizable to
anyone who's read any post-Gibsonian sf: violent and over-teched, starkly polarized
economically, dominated by exaggerated capitalist corporations, remarkably free of
traditional political forces (nominal nation-states wield virtually no power), at once
demeaning and super-empowering for individuals." (From a review of Hot Head by
Simon Ings, reviewed by Robert Killheffer, April 1993.)
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April 1994

Commentary: Why is Stanislaw Lem so little read by readers of conventional
SF? by Aharon Sheer (based on a short talk given in January 1994)

My own experience with Lem may be indicative: Many years ago a friend
recommended a book of his. Iread thirty pages and gave up. It was silly, tiresome
satire. After that, I avoided Lem.

What had happened?

The humor of Lem's works is Central European: farcical, satirical. Such
satire is not interesting to most readers of conventional SF. For example, if you read
The Cyberiad, you may well decide that Lem is not for you. Other books which you
might want to avoid are Fables for Robots, and Diaries of a Space Traveller. Lem's
opinion of himself as a writer of satire is clear: he compares himself to Jonathan
Swift and to Voltaire, saying that his books have "a touch of Swift and of dry,
mischievous Voltairean misanthropy." (All quotes here are from Microworlds, a
collection of essays on and by Stanislaw Lem, edited by Franz Rottensteiner, 1984.)

Lem has also written reviews of nonexistent books. A Perfect Vacuum, for
example, contains fifteen fictitious reviews of works to be published "sometime in the
future but that do not exist yet." Similarly a small book (Provocation) is "a review of
a fictitious two-volume tome ascribed to a nonexistent German historian" on the roots
of the Holocaust. (Lem is himself a Holocaust survivor.) Lem says that these reviews
are "a kind of science fiction".

Why did I start reading Lem?

Four years ago, in our club, Dr. Shlomo Kravitz, Full Professor of
Psychology at Bar Ilan University, gave a talk on Lem's book Solaris. After that,
read Solaris -- it's a great SF book. Later on Dr. Kravitz gave a talk on Fiasco. 1read
that too, and in my opinion it too is one of best SF books ever written. I thought
about it for many days after reading it.

BUT -- even Lem's serious SF books are not suitable for all SF readers:

Why:

1) They are often NOT pleasant, cheerful, optimistic books. They are
RARELY just a GOOD READ. They leave you with something to think about.

2) Lem's aliens are REALLY ALIEN. There are NO fuzzy, bouncy,
cheerful aliens, who learn English in no time, and become Man's Best Friend. For
examples of more conventional SF aliens, see Doone by Anne McAffrey (admittedly
not so bouncy), The Speaker of the Dead by Orson Scott Card, and Downbelow
Station by C. J. Cherryh (not everybody's friend).

3) Lem is not seriously interested in future technology. For example, in
Lem's Pirx the Pilot, a humorous series of short non-satirical conventional SF stories,
which takes place about 2020, people wear mechanical watches, and the view screens
in space ships are cathode ray tubes.

4) Lem's books must be read in translation; they were not written in
English.

Fiasco in English was translated from the French. But it was originally
written in Polish! The Hebrew translations of Lem are said to be much better than the
English translations, since they were done by a professional Israeli writer of
successful children's books.
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Lem's works have never received either a Hugo or Nebula Award. One of
the reasons seems to be that he has offended a lot of SF people. His most repeated
criticism is one that capitalistic Americans would say is irrelevant. He complains that
most SF is written to SELL, not to make a point. He wants SF to have both high
literary quality and a high level of scientific accuracy. Yet many readers of Lem's
works would say that he himself falls short in both of these areas.

Here are two examples of Lem's critical style:

1) "When an 'angry young critic' snubbed Asimov's Nightfall and Other
Stories as old hat, Asimov put up the defense that his books, this year and for years
previously, had sold excellently and that none of his books had been remaindered.
Therefore he took literary merit for the relation of supply and demand, as if he were
unaware that there have been world-famous books that have never been printed in
large quantities. If we use this yardstick, Dostoevski is no match for Agatha
Christie."

2) "In the beginning, it was totally incomprehensible to me why so many
authors were erecting, viribus unitis, a common prison for science fiction. I believed
that, according to the law of large numbers alone, there had to be, among so many, a
considerable group at the top, as far as both writing abilities and scientific
qualifications were concerned. (For me, the scientific ignorance of most American
science-fiction writers was as inexplicable as the abominable literary quality of their
output.) I was in error, but it took me a very long time to recognize it."

There are a very few SF writers that Lem does like very much; some
examples: Philip K. Dick -- James Blish -- Damon Knight. One of Lem's critical
essays is called "Philip K. Dick: A Visionary Among the Charlatans". Lem's
criticism of Philip K. Dick is superb, and made me realize precisely why I didn't care
for Dick's Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? Unfortunately I have been unable
to find Ubik, which is Lem's favorite Dick book.

The editor of Microworlds wrote with respect to the Science Fiction Writer's
of America (SFWA), which gives the Nebula awards: "in 1976 the Science Fiction
Writers of America revoked Lem's honorary membership, following publication by an
American press service of excerpts from an article of his in a German newspaper,
sharply critical of science fiction. Officially, Lem's membership was withdrawn on
technical grounds. Had Lem been less critical of science fiction, of course, the SFWA
officers would have had no reason to read the bylaws of their own organization, and
Lem would not have been treated so shabbily."

May 1994
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July 1994

Shades of Mars (or Good Things Come in Threes) by Bill Silverman

I've just finished Red Mars by Kim Stanley Robinson (1993) -- according to
Gene Wolfe, "simply one of our best writers". Gene and I are in accord on that -- Red
Mars, the first of a trilogy, is the best novel of interplanetary colonization that I have
ever read. Arthur C. Clarke, himself the author of a pretty good novel about the
colonization of Mars, The Sands of Mars, calls it "The best novel on the colonization
of Mars that has ever been written."
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The latter quote is from the back cover of the Bantam Books paperback
edition of Red Mars. The former is from the front cover of the Orbit paperback,
Icehenge, copyright 1984! That book was also about the colonization of Mars, and
consisted of three loosely linked novellas. Its subject was the rediscovery of the
(failed) Martian revolution, and its subtext was the fragility of historical memory.

At first glance, Red Mars bears a casual resemblance to the first part of
Icehenge: they both deal with Mars and with a revolution against oppressive
authority (the despicable "Committee" in Icehenge and the "Transnationals" in Red
Mars); in both stories people live very long lives (life expectancy upwards of six
hundred years and rising); in both some of the revolutionaries withdraw from the rest
of society, to pursue Utopian plans in the "Chaos", an inhospitable region in the wilds
of Mars; and in both Mars is being terraformed.

But Red Mars is an altogether more mature and powerful novel than
Icehenge.

Its characters leap from the page, its plot is intricately structured and
beautifully balanced (except of course for the unresolved aspects which are
preparation for the second volume of the trilogy), and its science is hard and detailed
and integral to the plot. But perhaps its strongest feature is its socioeconomic/political
background which grows out of the characters and their situation in a thoroughly
organic fashion. As a bonus, the Aereology is fascinating and neatly woven into the
story.

Had I only read Icehenge, 1 would be full of praise for Robinson. I would
recommend it of course, but | IMPLORE you to read Red Mars.

Do not miss Green Mars (now available in paperback, although, alas, not yet
to me) and the forthcoming Blue Mars.

August 1994
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Short Review: by Aharon Sheer

He, She and It by Marge Piercy (1991), 432 pages. Recommended by Sara Svetitsky.
On the other hand, Ben Svetitsky recommended against it.

This is a Golem book, and a very clever one. By intertwining the story of
Rabbi Judah Loew and his Golem in 17th century Prague threatened by pogroms, with
a 21st century Jewish Free Town (Tikva) threatened by a huge dictatorial multi-
national corporation, the author has given us a book that Jews can read and argue
about.

One of the central interests of the book is sex. While gender is a main thrust
of the book, the sex act itself is also primary. Certainly I didn't like the author's
fictional ideal future Jewish community, strongly influenced as it is by present-day
feminist ideas of what the ideal man -- and the ideal woman -- should be like. While
it's customary in SF to present an "If this goes on ... " scenario, the feminists seem to
think that "if this goes on" it can only be to the good. I very much doubt if a
community (almost) without men is going to solve the problems of people living
together (all of which, according to the author, are caused by men). But, being a man,
I'm prejudiced.

The early part of this book was too long and draggy for me, and much of the
book is talk -- talk -- talk. However, things picked up later and the story became both
fast-paced and emotionally involving.

The difficult questions about Golems raised by this book were discussed in
Eli Eshed's series on the Golem, published in CyberCozen starting April 1993.
Piercy's handling of these questions, and her (to me) unexpected conclusion -- make it
worth reading.
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September 1994

Poem by Elliot Lazerwitz

This poem expresses my personal feelings about the explosive growth of technology,
its effects on Man and the world, and how should such as science fiction help us to
grapple with the future. Elliot Lazerwitz

Future looms

over our garden

cirrocumulus bids of slashing rain
sky is grey and grim

and who among us

can drop his pacifier

or his walking stick

to avert the wind?

Man runs faster

and as the circles grow smaller
our center of gravity

lifts toward sky

and the view of Earth below
leaves us gasping for air

yet groping for more.

Circuits hum

and as they grow tinier

we their makers grow stronger
yet more lost.

Sky edges ocher

with manmade clouds.

Forest pines crowd helpless
aware of chainsaw destiny.

It cannot be too long before deluge begins.

But if we are wise

and nurture our endurance
and our courage

yellow sun

will break through storm's end
silhouetting cumulus top

in roly-poly outline

and after the deluge ends

and Time garnishes us with age
we

or our children

shall see that replenished garden.

Yes
world changes
but we must absorb change,
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breathe its energy,

because it is our destiny

and if control it we not

then surely we must fall victim to it.

When we greet the future
when we revel in it
then that future must be ours.

Short Review: by Aharon Sheer

The Anubis Gates by Tim Powers (1983), 387 pages. Recommended by Sara
Svetitsky. This is one of these books that you can't put down. A blend of history and
fantasy, it is fast moving, complex, and continually interesting. Yet, unlike many
books which fit the above description, when you have finished the book you feel a
sense of satisfaction, as if you have eaten a full meal and not just a tasty aperitif.
(Don't let me overdo it; this is not Dostoyevsky.) An American from the 1980's finds
himself (through sorcery) in England of 1810. How does a penniless man survive on
the streets of London in those days? It seems that it is hard indeed. The delightfully
drawn and detailed picture of London commoner life seems realistic and persuasive.
The story involves a number of skilled sorcerers, including one who can exchange his
soul with the soul of another body, giving himself a new body and a new existence.
We are introduced to such famous literary figures as Lord Byron (his "ka", actually)
and Coleridge. And we get a complex explanation for a number of weird incidents
supposedly originally described in early 19th century historical documents.

The author obviously knows what he is talking about historically. One trivial
example which I know to be correct gives me reason to assume that other details are
accurate too: Here is a quote: "When he'd ... asked them if they were holding any
mail for William Ashbless, they'd told him he owed postage on three items." He
owed postage on mail sent to him? Well, I just recently read that in the early part of
the 19th century, the recipient paid for the mail, not the sender. Only with the
invention of the postage stamp did that situation change. Yet that sentence is not even
explained by the author; it is just one of many passing details!
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