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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Preface

Welcome to The Book of Ian Watson, a kind of autobiography woven of fiction and non-fiction.

Here are some of the main strands of my life as a writer and person: strands African, strands Japanese; strands science-fictional, strands political. And linguistic. And satirical. And a few other things, besides.

Here we take a journey down into the mine of the imagination. Here we chase flying saucers and fail to catch them, but we arrive on some alien worlds, nonetheless. Meanwhile, back home, the Earth too becomes quite strange at times. Here we try to trap death; and meet an Egyptian Pharaoh who believes he has triumphed, but is undone by a kiss. Here we discover the real reason why Winston Smith worked so hard in the Ministry of Truth rewriting newspapers; and find an American President going through a change of life. Here we encounter Sufis and whales, demon librarians and gamblers. We visit a Shinto shrine and dine at an Irish restaurant in Paris.

I have tied these assorted strands together in what I hope you’ll find to be a continuous, invigorating, entertaining pattern—but we always hope that about books, don’t we?

Here is my book. Me. And your book too.

Welcome. Soyez le bienvenu. Irassyaimase.


AFRICAN
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“Always something new out of Africa,” said the Roman, Pliny. I lived in East Africa for two years. And what was new in fiction? The French nouveau roman. How Alain Robbe-Grillet, author of La Jalousie, would have loved to read the reports in The Standard, published in Dar es Salaam, of a peculiar misconceived murder trial up-country where fact and fiction were weirdly intermingled …



The Flags of Africa

Under the hurricane lamp the policeman was turning the teacher’s effects over. The crowd had unfastened the teacher’s shirt and trousers greedily, ready hands had drawn them off, later they dressed him in a dirty white gown. The policeman removed the keys from the teacher’s pocket and went straightway to search his house. What did he hope to find there?



Holding the hurricane lamp up high the African watched his prisoner through the bars of the door. The American was still sitting in much the same position with his back against the wall and his eyes half-shut and his hands clasped in his lap.

‘Do you want anything?’

‘It feels so cold in here.’

‘It’s a hot night, you’re lucky.’

The hurricane lamp belonged on the table between the portrait of Julius K. Nyerere and the multicolour chart THE FLAGS OF AFRICA.



THE FLAGS OF AFRICA was the most important thing in the room.



What was Mauritania’s flag?

YELLOW CRESCENT & YELLOW STAR on GREEN. Senegal?







	HORIZONTALS: 	GREEN,

	  	YELLOW,

	  	&RED



with a GREEN STAR in the CENTRE of the YELLOW HORIZONTAL.

Ivory Coast?

VERTICALS: ORANGE, WHITE, & GREEN. Upper Volta?







	HORIZONTALS: 	BLACK,



	  	WHITE,



	  	&RED.




Congo (Kinshasa)?


A BAND OF RED lined with ORANGE BANDS

cutting DIAGONALLY across a BLUE BACKGROUND

from BOTTOM LEFT to TOP RIGHT

with an ORANGE STAR in the TOP LEFT CORNER.





‘To develop powers of observation and memory,’ wrote Assistant Inspector De Souza in the Tanzania Police Journal, ‘it is essential to set yourself tests more stringent than Rudyard Kipling ever devised for Kim. …



An act of pure cognition in an arbitrary medium.



Why shouldn’t Ivory Coast be BLACK and WHITE and RED, and Upper Volta ORANGE and WHITE and GREEN?



Lose a flag and you lose it in the rainbow, in the visible spectrum …


Togo?







	HORIZONTALS: 	GREEN,



	  	YELLOW,



	  	GREEN,



	  	YELLOW,



	  	GREEN




with a LARGE RED SQUARE containing a WHITE STAR in the TOP LEFT extending down as far as the BASE of the CENTRE (GREEN) HORIZONTAL.



The two pictures on the teacher’s walls were a chaos of colours with no design, no horizontals, verticals, diagonals or stars. Maybe a madman painted them. One was full of blots of dull greens and browns with a single splash of orange at the top and it was like a flag in that respect, with its orange disc, but it had none of the integrity of a flag. It was a flag reflected in a rainy puddle. The other was a seasick swirl of greens and yellows and blues. It reminded him a little of the Central African Republic, though the colours were much more confused.



Affectionately the policeman spread the exercise books out on the table in the light of the hurricane lamp.



Niger?







	HORIZONTALS: 	GREEN,



	  	WHITE,



	  	& ORANGE




with an ORANGE DISC in the very CENTRE.

Picking up the exercise books one by one, the policeman leafed through them, noting that the writing looked regular, thoughtful and neat, in some parts, but in other parts it looked frantic and misshapen as if the words had been tossed down on to the page where they broke and splashed and hung askew. A man’s handwriting was like a man’s voice. A man’s friends recognized the same voice whether he whispered, or sang out loud.

Two of the exercise books had lost their covers, two came from a stationery company in Chicago, the remaining three carried the name of the local Indian printing works. So he put them in this order provisionally, first the two that had lost their covers, then the two from Chicago, last the three from the Indian printers.


The difference between Sudan and Gabon?

Sudan had







	HORIZONTALS: 	BLUE,



	  	YELLOW



	  	& GREEN.




Gabon had







	HORIZONTALS: 	GREEN,



	  	YELLOW,



	  	& BLUE.




What had Rwanda got that Guinea hadn’t got?

Rwanda and Guinea both had

VERTICALS: RED, YELLOW, & GREEN. But Rwanda also had

a BIG BLACK LETTER R’ in the CENTRE. What was the difference between Senegal and Mali? Senegal and Mali both had

VERTICALS: GREEN, YELLOW, & RED. But Senegal had

a GREEN STAR in the CENTRE. While Mali had

a BLACK MATCHSTICK MAN.



As he sat there, winged beetles dashed themselves through the bars on the windows at the roaring lamp, pattering down on to the exercise books, their wings crisped by the pillar of heat rising from the lamp chimney, their legs kicking in the air. Frantically they rotated on their polished shells and for long moments lay still in exhaustion. His sense of the flaglike neatness of the evidence was offended by the brittle caramel bodies littering it.



How many countries had stars?

Tunisia Morocco Algeria Mauritania Senegal Liberia Congo (Kinshasa) Cameroun Togo United-Arab-Republic Central-African-Republic Ghana Libya Somalia.

These stars were WHITE and BLACK and GREEN and YELLOW and RED, like the stars in the night sky. Tunisia and Algeria boasted of the RED STAR. Somalia Libya Liberia and Togo, strangely for African nations, bore WHITE STARS.



The policeman opened a packet of Ten Cent cigarettes, lit one from the lamp chimney, sucked smoke in. Abruptly he brushed the books clean of beetles with a sweep of his hand.

Over the bush, beyond the hills where the crime had taken place, a full yellow moon was rising. For a while longer he watched a line of fire creeping down one of the hillsides. He expelled smoke from his lungs in satisfaction into the night where the land also smoked in the moonlight. …



Inside the cell: anaesthesia, of the flesh against the cold cement; of the feelings, towards a dead woman who happened to have been his wife. …



‘It’s a matter of life and death,’ the teacher was shouting. ‘My wife is lying there right now. She’s hurt. She thinks I’m bringing help. Every second you delay me you’re hurting her. What do you think happened? You don’t think I … no that’s crazy. You must be crazy. You know me, I’m the teacher, I teach your sons and daughters. You don’t seriously think I … but I can see you do. You mustn’t. That’s wrong, awful wrong. You understand what I’m saying? Listen I wasn’t running away. Why should I do that! I was cycling for help. I hadn’t time to stop when you shouted. She may be dying in pain and fear all alone while we stand here arguing. You know I can’t run away even if I wanted to. Won’t you give me an answer? Haven’t you got an answer? Look at me, you all know who I am, I’m your teacher. Would the Government have put me in charge of your sons and daughters if there was the slightest shade of suspicion, any doubt at all? Have your children ever said anything was wrong? Don’t be afraid to say. You must speak out or hand me back my bicycle.’



‘We all saw him running away, racing off on his bicycle, bumping along the road like a drunk or madman. He fought like a madman too, see how my shirt’s torn. He didn’t say a word to us. He just fought. When we had him helpless, then he started to plead. But before that not a word of explanation!’

‘He was up there on the very top of the hill on that rock platform above the boulders. It was like a play that the mission children put on. She was dressed like one of the saints in white, he was the Devil tempting her. He stretched out his hand and showed her the whole world. A child could have understood. She fell as if she expected there would be soft pillows below not stones. …



‘He ran down the hillside with great leaps like an animal. I’m astonished he didn’t break his ankle. Leap, leap, leap, from one boulder to the next. Like the most agile antelope. I wouldn’t have dared those leaps in my young days. When he reached the bottom she was trying to stand up, hanging on by one of the boulders. He threw her down again and knelt astride her. He strangled her. I saw his two hands pressing her down while she struggled, then knotted round the neck. That’s when he picked up his bicycle, after he strangled her.’

‘I was hoeing my fields when I saw her falling. She fell over and over like a great white bird.’

‘But he didn’t strangle her. They were struggling and he picked up a small white stone and struck her on the side of the head with it over and over again till she lost her senses, and each time he took his hand away the stone was redder with blood than before. The stone was white like his hand then slowly it turned red.’



The policeman listened to them politely, sitting on the saddle of his bicycle, resting one foot on the ground for support.

When the sun touched the horizon, a bulging orange yolk, he had lowered the flag outside the police station, lamenting how sun-bleached and weather-stained it was. He locked the flag away in his cupboard and when he came outside again, the orange yolk had sunk without splitting, leaving a white wispy cloud behind like an albuminous cord still attached to it.

Up on the hilltop, on that rocky platform, the sun was still engaged in setting, was only now bulging out like the yolk that would flood the world.



Congo (Kinshasa)?

A BAND OF RED lined with ORANGE BANDS

cutting DIAGONALLY across a BLUE BACKGROUND 

from BOTTOM LEFT to TOP RIGHT

with an ORANGE STAR in the top LEFT CORNER.



Quite natural that the farmer in his field, the witch skulking beneath a baobab tree, and the young catechist walking along the road reported seeing different events. How many citizens could say for sure whether the green triangle or the blue triangle was next to the flagstaff, on the flag he had just taken down? Yet they stood up for it and cheered it and saluted it.

He listened patiently with one foot resting on the ground. He didn’t get off his bicycle. Even when the American teacher shouted and struggled—the crowd kept a tight hold on him—he stayed seated. Important not to become personally involved in a sweaty struggle, important to control the situation in the way a traffic policeman controls cars, and that wasn’t by putting his shoulder to them and shoving.


Gabon?







	HORIZONTALS: 	GREEN,



	  	YELLOW,



	  	& BLUE.






To what extent could he trust the evidence of eyes that would swear the black diagonal (bordered with yellow) on their own national flag ran from top left to bottom right? (The shame of seeing the flag flown upside-down outside the Regional Commissioner’s Headquarters!) Lawyers tested the truthfulness of the witness by word of mouth, without ever testing his eyes. They should use THE FLAGS OF AFRICA:

an optical chart for illiterates.


‘We were bringing him to you to arrest him.’
‘He was fleeing as if a devil …’



‘But we know how to deal with devils, don’t we old woman! We catch them and lock them up!’ The catechist spoke with venom.

The witch, wrapped up in her black buibui, stared through him. Her hands and feet looked like a model of their own bare veins and tendons. But if her arms and legs seemed skeletal in proportion to the voluminous buibui, she was balancing a heavy branch on her head.

Personally he didn’t believe in spirits infesting the air. A flag was the air made visible and there was nothing sinister in it, only stars and bands of colour, birds and a black sun.

But was it the same air as the witch breathed through her beak?



From the hilltop, the witch wasn’t visible, standing motionless in the shade of an elephantine baobab with a branch on her head. The tree towered over her with its crown of stiff white arms, a petrified squid. One of its fallen pods lay at her feet like a baby’s bald head with a few downy hairs. Fat black ants ran into a crack to fetch the sherbet clinging round the seeds.

A powder-blue and grey bird landed in the grit a few feet from her and rushed to right and left snatching up ants, each rush leading it closer to her.

She saw the woman in white appear behind the man on the hilltop. The man pointed at something far away with a casual gesture, and the woman stepped forward to see it. As she stepped forward …

The bird raced along another tangent, and entered the shade cast by the branch on her head. The witch suddenly spat into the sand just in front of the bird, startling it into the air …

The man stumbled towards the rock’s edge and regained his balance only by stepping behind the woman, hiding her from the witch’s gaze for a moment. Nevertheless the white dress was already billowing up around white kicking legs …

‘How did you get here so quick with that tree on your head? Maybe you changed yourself into a crow and flew here with it in your beak?’

The witch spat at the catechist’s feet and he hopped back quickly to avoid her spittle.

In her own mind maybe she did something, thought the policeman, but only in her own mind.


Chad?

VERTICALS: BLUE, YELLOW, & RED.

Gambia?







	HORIZONTALS: 	RED,



	  	BLUE,



	  	& GREEN




but the part of the BLUE HORIZONTAL was crossed by WHITE VERTICALS.



The farmer stepped back from his hoeing, wiped his face with the back of his hand, and saw stars as he poked the sweat from his eyes with his knuckles. Soon the field would be ready, the little rains would fall, seedlings would sprout in their beds, tall green tobacco would wave.

A huge white bird swooped down among the boulders.

Then he noticed the man racing crazily down the slope, and the bird turned into a white-frocked woman pulling herself laboriously upright with both hands, her face a small red blob of effort in the distance.



She fell billowing among the rocks, a white flag of surrender.



‘Don’t let her die all alone I beg you! If she dies all alone I’ll hold you responsible, I’ll always remember.’

But how much do you remember? Can you describe this nation’s flag from memory?



On the way up, she stopped to get her breath back beside an ants’ nest. It would be the most horrid death to be eaten alive by ants. Yet it was a punishment in Africa. The prisoner was covered with honey and staked out upon an antheap.

Her hands and ankles were bound tightly to the four stakes, her spine was arched above the heap like a bow, her belly to the sun. The blood ran to her head, the sun blinded her. She shut her eyes, but how long dare she keep them shut? The temptation to see the ants moving on to her body—as if seeing was controlling or anticipating—was so strong. But when the ants moved across her face her eyes would blink shut again instinctively. How long would her eyelids protect her eyes? How long would her eyelids continue to exist? She expelled the air from her lungs fiercely, snorting it out of her nostrils as if she’d just surfaced after swimming underwater for a long stretch—blowing like a sealion. But the ants boiled over her from the depths of their heap, their deep secret chambers and galleries where slaves toiled and herds of aphids dumbly grazed waiting for milking time, and where the pulsing heaps of eggs were packed. They boiled out, nipping the honey. She could bear this nipping fire on her body, but not her face. No not the face. The eyes. She thrashed her head from side to side in an effort to crush the ants, clenched her mouth tight to protect the tongue she will scream with later. She blinked her eyelids desperately and rolled her eyes. She opened her lips and sucked in ants to crush them. But how could she drink the boiling sea? The ants were no longer individuals that could be caught and crushed between her teeth or blown off her chin on to her chest, they were a surging black sea, a spreading fire, a roasting alive. They clothed her nudity in an acid suit. Her legs were spread wide apart by the stakes to let them feed on her sex. Fiercely she contracted her child-bearing muscles. Her whole body a flux of raw muscle. Surely she would die of exhaustion. She could hold her breath for two minutes while she swam underwater. Could she hold her breath while the ants ate her? When you are mad do you still feel the pain? Pain has to be faced. It’s a condition of being in this century. Everyone has to face the likelihood that one day she will be strapped on a table and a man in a rubber apron will come to her with instruments for twisting and screwing and burning, that one day she will bear a baby with her legs strapped together. One day it will happen, your life ends in a chaos of pain and mutilation and madness. And what happens to your psyche then, if the patterns of the mind are pain and terror at the end?

The pebble she had dropped on the mouth of their nest was already moving, lifting, tilting.

He was gazing out across the bush when she reached the summit. A fresh breeze brushed the top of the hill.

Before them the wild bush stretched out indefinitely studded with termite mounds, grey swollen baobabs and tall wooden cacti with dull green branches. Other hills like the one they stood on looked like the cores of tiny old volcanoes on a flat lunar surface where the gravity was not too strong. The sinking swollen sun silhouetted a few tiny wide-branched trees on distant ridges. Parts of the bush, where the lines of fire had passed, were charred ghostlands with clumps of black straw floating on a dust ocean.



The wild northern Masai with long knotted hair, bouncing earbangles, loping gait, and yellow calabashes full of blood and milk, were racing silently through the bush, their thoughts on death and cattle. It was the only high point of defence. They surged up the hill, leaping from boulder to boulder with great agility, ululating like a wind and casting long shiny spears that sparkled against the stones. …



Ghost spears and ghost raiders riding through the air, riding the breeze from the north across the burnt bush, where in the heat of the day they had taken the form of whirling dust devils. …



‘What a wonderful setting for the murder!’ she exclaimed. ‘But I wish there weren’t so many ants.’



A little way from the flat ochre stone her head rested on, lay a dark maroon handkerchief bunched into the shape of a fist.

Like a crumpled flag, the policeman thought.



He settled down to read the exercise books by the light of the hurricane lamp, chose one from the Indian Printers.

Opening it, he saw the title!



The Fall of Woman, or The Great African Murder Story.


JAPANESE


[image: image]


Although Africa made me aware of the Third World, and of politics, it was Japan which dosed me with future shock and made me become a science fiction writer. Thirteen years after leaving Japan, the French magazine Actuel asked me and other writers to answer the following two questions. Which place has been magical in your life? And which was the worst rathole you visited? Here is my answer to the first question …



Shrines and Ratholes (part 1)

Just outside Kyoto is a remarkable and magical shrine: the Fushimi Inari Taisha Shrine, set upon Mount Inari in Fushimi Ward.

Well now, many Japanese shrines are remarkable places (not least the Shrine of Gratitude for Penis, at Tagata near Nagoya—which is full of enormous polished wooden phalluses!). And in a sense all Shinto shrines are magical. For in Japan two entirely different religions coexist (just as so much else which is apparently contradictory coexists there merrily). One is Shinto, an earth-religion, with its shrines. The other is Buddhism, a religion of the psyche, with its temples. The first is bodily, superstitious, mythic, ‘primitive’. The second is abstract, transcendental; and people switch from one to the other, as need be. It’s rather as though Europeans were Christians on Sunday, Wednesday and Friday, and paid offerings to the Devil, of the old religion, on the other days.

This Inari shrine at Fushimi is dedicated to the gods of human prosperity; so at the Industrial Festival held there every April the Hall of Worship is full of offerings of industrial products: TV sets, video games, whatever … But the really mind-blowing thing isn’t the shrine buildings, nice as they are. Nor the sideshows and stalls selling barbecued sparrows, china foxes, masks with phallic noses and TV monster masks. It’s the 10,000 torii gateways, painted bright vermilion, packed shoulder to shoulder in a stone corridor that leads up the mountain and then around the top in a 4-kilometre-long circuit—through trees with a host of white paper bows tied to them for good fortune, like flocks of butterflies.

Climbing this mountain up the red stone corridor, with the sun shafting through, was a totally numinous experience for me. It was like being a corpuscle flowing through my own bloodstream externalised: a sensory event of far more impact than the calm elegance and aesthetic trance of the Buddhist Golden Pavilion in Kyoto itself; and during the 3 days of the New Year prosperity festival nearly two million people visit Fushimi, and this red corridor is dense with human corpuscles.

But I don’t like large crowds. But I don’t much care for earth-religions, which remind me of national soil and Nazism. But I have never actually set any story in Fushimi … So why is this place so numinous, and luminous, for me?

It’s because, while living in Japan, I found myself as a writer; and for me the shrine at Fushimi is a quintessence of Japan.

Japan switched me on to writing science fiction, the métier in which I found myself. I began writing SF as a psychological survival mechanism, for there in Japan (at the end of the Sixties) were all the seductions and all the terrors of the 21st century; Tokyo where I lived was the science fiction city.

But more importantly, in a deeper sense—I see now—Japan has a genius for making contradictions coexist (as Shinto and Buddhism coexist)—not least the contradiction between traditional past and futuristic present, between the calligrapher and the cyberneticist. Such places as the Inari shrine forced me to perceive analogies, to yoke together contradictions in a paradoxical knot—while at the same time deranging my senses through sheer visual impact.

Didn’t the New Year festival, with a ‘toothpaste tube’ of people squeezing up Mount Inari through the bloodstream corridor, resemble rush-hour on the Tokyo underground? Didn’t people accept the crush of life in megalopolis because the pursuit of economic growth had a quasi-religious flavour? Didn’t the Japanese accept the transformation of their land from a place of calm, beauty and nature, into a materialistic science fiction fantasy, precisely because there were deep traditional spiritual forces at work in this? Wasn’t the psychedelic art of the advertisers not simply a borrowing from the West, but a reincarnation of the garish fairground colours of Shinto?

In the first three books which I then set out to write, there were two features in common, as regards structure and flavour. Each book contained three very diverse, but intersecting plot-lines. And each book (or at least two of them—Japan itself features in the other one) juxtaposed the ancient or traditional (Amazonian Indians, the Incas) with something hypermodern (alien visitors, a trip to Mars).

The fusion of contradictions! And the reincarnation of ancient traditions in a futuristic setting!

I’d say that Japan rewired my brain to think this way—and rewired my emotions too, since to comprehend a place like the Inari Shrine cannot simply be a cerebral experience but must also be a sensuous and bodily one: a realization that this corridor of red gates is indeed a living bloodstream, belonging to an alien culture, true, but also at the same time for a while it was my own.

So perhaps I can say that Japan helped me to become an alien, by giving me a blood transfusion.

Let’s try my hand at a sort of haiku:


A Fushimi

Le sang montant

Vers les étoiles.
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My first book was published in Japan, in a series of simple English readers aimed at high school and university students. We had flown our large, eccentric tabby cat out to Tokyo; and a Japanese modern classic is Natsume Soseki’s I am a Cat, in which a feline resident of the same ward of Tokyo as ours—Bunkyo Ward—observes the impact of modernisation upon Meiji Era Japan. My own Japan: A Cat’s Eye View relates a British cat’s insights into Japanese society in the late 1960s—and the little book has steadily sold thousands of copies ever since. Hence the fact that I had a publisher in the early, gestatory days described below …



Imaginary Cricket

We play imaginary cricket along the platform of the bullet-train station at Odawara, huge, empty and high. She bowls an imaginary ball, I hit with an imaginary bat. It’s been a puzzling day and we want to puzzle somebody. The station is a high steel and glass causeway through the town and the red neon symbol of Marubutsu Department Store reflects in the glass, seems to brand the hill behind with a mystic emblem. One of the superexpresses appears far away at the end of the track, sending its sound waves ahead of it, zing-zing, zing-zing, rhythmic, climaxing in a booming whistle. The train speeds through the central tracks at a hundred miles an hour, lightning flickering from its overhead contacts, sucking our minds towards it. A high speed train empties itself visually of people. There’s only the train-skeleton, no human beings in it.

Can anyone see us from the train? Or is the platform a smooth white unit, stripped of even us? It’s been a puzzling day and we want to puzzle somebody. We arrived at the station on a bus whose conductress sang out all the way, at every stop and start and turn, ‘Awry … awry ….’ It’s the English phrase ‘all right’ turned into Japanese, seems intended as a tranquillizer; but it reminds us that far from being all right, something is awry in our sense of the word, something is all wrong … but we’re not sure what, can’t pin it down. We’ve seen a tattered international village, a reconstructed castle, a lioness with a tumour, views of Fuji. We’ve been round the ‘Golden Course’—a sequence of boiling sulphur springs, valleys, a lake. We’ve travelled by mountain-railway, cable-car, boat and bus. And we can’t say why on earth anyone should want to go round the Golden Course, yet we can’t say either what is wrong with the whole scene. Suspicions of something vastly wrong, a confidence trick (which reminds me of a science fiction story where the first spacemen discover that the moon is a huge facade with no far side—only scaffolding)—but you could note a million details and miss the synthesis; the day remains a great enigma.

It’s difficult to correlate your impressions in Japan. The whole tendency of Japanese culture is against correlation—and foreigners find it easy to lose themselves in details: ikebana, Zen, sumie, haiku. …

Is Japan complex, or simple? It’s in our nature to try to fit the jigsaw puzzle together; and this is impossible in Japan. Each experience insists on being separate. How to connect them? The Japanese don’t see it this way. We believe that what the world needs is generalists. We try to explain our sense of wrongness about this day on the Golden Course by reference to ecology, the life of the commuter, Shintoism. It’s our way of seeing. But we can’t buy a length of bamboo by indicating a bamboo brush and saying we only want the handle, not the head. A brush is a brush. Each item is a separate discrete unit. So the crowd-surge of a Shinto festival has got nothing to do with the subway-surge at rush-hour or with the activities of the Japan Travel Bureau, we’re told. Functions are separate; there’s no synthesis. And Japan is always a mirror-image of yourself. It’s your own politeness, your own aggression, your own sense of beauty, or of ugliness, that are projected back at you. Japan remains ambiguous. So we play imaginary cricket. What is the sound of one hand clapping? An imaginary cricket ball striking an imaginary cricket bat.

This year X Department Store sent its employees for their summer treat to the top of Mt Fuji. The employees brought back a couple of thousand cans of fresh air from the summit, which the store handed out to the public as an advertising gimmick. ‘Today’s oxygen is sponsored by X Department Store.’ Because if somebody doesn’t sponsor it, there won’t be any? Air is no longer an aspect of Nature (what is Nature? I’ve forgotten), it’s an economic casualty.

We live in a small house on a hillside looking towards central Tokyo. We can see Tokyo Tower, a few feet higher than the Eiffel Tower, and the Kasumigaseki Building—Japan’s first skyscraper, and hero of a recent movie, since the building of such a skyscraper in this earthquake zone is either an act of heroism or of economic hubris—and in either event has the makings of tragedy. Already the Kasumigaseki Building has been followed by a taller World Trade Centre, and an even taller hotel is on the drawing boards. Economic pressures have revised the building codes to transform Tokyo into a skyscraper city, and Breughel’s Tower of Babel is rising in grey concrete on all sides. I watched a TV programme about what will happen after the next great Kanto Earthquake. A blown-up map of part of Tokyo with magnetized toy cars on the streets. One man pushed the toy cars into tailbacks and pile-ups blocking all the roads; but while he was addressing the camera a second man methodically unblocked all the roads and parked the cars in neat lines. Noticing this, the first man wrecked the cars again. But the other man’s hands were already wandering across the board nervously restoring order.

People say what a quiet area this is, where we live, and it is quiet compared with most of Tokyo; but certain noises are pandemic—sirens, loudspeakers, helicopters, piledrivers, traffic. Quiet no longer exists in any absolute sense, only degrees of noise.

But we’re lucky to have a separate house to live in and empty air to look through, though it frequently smells of gas or glue, occasionally of lead or diarrhoea—for housing pressures are so bad that estate agents are combing the city for funerals and temples are selling their graveyards for high-rise apartment blocks.

The cheapest-looking cafe may have an electrically-operated door, colour TV, taped music, intercom to the kitchen—for this is a consumer culture. But the matter of food supplies for these narrow crowded islands is fraught with comedy … and tragedy. The latest Russo-Japanese crab conference was comic enough in its way. The Russians maintained that the succulent King Crab crawls upon the Soviet continental shelf, a sedentary denizen of it. The Japanese insisted that the King Crab leaps long distances using the technique of an Olympic pole vaulter and that when it finally sinks back to the continental shelf, it does so ever so slowly, reluctantly, flapping to and fro like a Japanese paper fan (and therefore, Japanese fishermen, come and get me!). On the tragedy side, over a hundred citizens of the town of Minamata, who ate shellfish that had ingested organic mercury waste, died in agony, and hundreds more went insane, over a period of several years, before anyone could trace the source of the ‘Minamata Disease’—or before anyone chose to trace it … since industry and the economy are more consequential than nature or life, and it’s more important there should be a surplus of consumer goods in the shops than for these consumer goods to be safe or desirable. We had chicken for lunch today, with a 10 per cent likelihood that the chicken had been suffering from leukemia, and while nobody knows (or chooses to know) whether eating leukemia chicken is harmful to humans or not, it isn’t a nice thought while you’re feeding, is it? (Between the Manufacturer and the Consumer Falls the Shadow.)

Then in the summer we take a bus down to the Kanda area where the booksellers are, as well as Ho Chi Minh University as its students call it now, and eat raw fish on rice prepared by Mr Saga who won last year’s Kanda competition for Those Who Tolerate Heat by wearing eighty articles of dress (including a hot water bottle and a metal box of hot volcanic tufa) at midday when it was over 90°—standing beside an open fire drinking hot sake. We eat uni, sea-urchin, which—by a sort of synesthesia—tastes exactly like the sea smells at low tide on the rocks. We eat the pink oily underbelly of the tuna. A sushi-bar is a noisy place because that’s the scene, but it isn’t crude; the younger sushi-maker borrows our empty packet of Hi-Lite and folds a ballerina with thin silver legs and a hooped skirt. So it’s good eating in Japan too. A little bit of leukemia won’t do any harm, will it?

However, the newspapers announce mysterious diseases that exist nowhere else in the world, unheard-of diseases involving brain damage to children, paralysis, fits—and what can cause them but something you eat or something you smell, something that has been sprayed at you by the benevolent providence of a helicopter, some poison that has been poured into the drains, or air? If the cedar trees in Shinjuku Gyoen Garden have to be fed with chemicals to stop them shrivelling from air pollution, what kind of plasma bottle does the ordinary citizen need strapped to his arm? If the cherry trees in Ueno Park lose all their leaves before the autumn colour season, what leaves do our lungs lose a season too soon, or alternatively what foliage grows in our lungs that never should be there? (1,200 teachers have recently had growths removed from their vocal chords.)

There’s a secret invisible war going on, and it isn’t the student troubles, it’s the war of man against the earth. Some cities collaborate with the landscape they are set in; but Japanese cities exist by an ongoing act of brutal rape against the environment; and this secret war has its casualty lists like any other war—the forty-odd people killed every day on inadequate roads (and certain over-adequate roads, which the Japanese driver is unprepared for), the hundreds of people at Minamata who ate poisoned shellfish, the victims of other mystery diseases. While I write this, the wispy clouds high above are mildly radioactive with fallout from China, but the local economic miracle delivers lethal fallout every day.

There’s a new affluence and new leisure. Yet how to use it? Going on holiday is just as bad as commuting to the office, with holiday trains packed to 300 per cent their normal capacity, exactly the same ultimate load as rush-hour on the subways. You escape from the dirty city to find the sea off the holiday beaches registering colon bacillus counts up to 1,600 times the maximum safe level: the sea is dilute urine. Travel posters show quiet lakes and mountains, yet the reality is a crowded rubbish-strewn neon-nerved endurance course. So Nature exists—but how do you get to it?
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We take a train to Cape Inubo, about seventy miles out of Tokyo, to stay in a Japanese inn by the sea. There is a whitewashed lighthouse, a rocky beach with boulders by Hans Arp, a seascape, ozone. It’s out of season and it’s quiet. We don’t know quite what to do with all the fresh air. We feel we ought to bottle it—or can it, like the employees of X Department Store.

The maid decides to make our visit into a quiz, by posing a string of alternatives when there aren’t any alternatives at all—since a Japanese inn is founded on the family regimentation principle, and there is one meal to be eaten, at one time; and the futons are laid out at one time, and everyone has their bath at one time (in case they forget, a maid runs round the corridors chanting Basu! Basu!), and everyone cleans their teeth at one time, after their basu, and everyone has breakfast at one time, and has one thing for breakfast. Still she asks us ‘Do you want Japanese food or Western food for dinner?’ when there isn’t any Western food. ‘What sort of Japanese food do you want?’ when there is one choice. ‘When will you eat it?’ when it will be put on the table willy-nilly. And here is the sixty-four dollar question, will you eat your Japanese dinner with chopsticks, or a spoon? She isn’t being helpful, we soon shed that illusion, she is playing a childish interrogation game. There’s an invisible mat and if we step off it we have drowned.

The life-style of the Japanese inn, with its domestic regimentation of the guests, its set rituals of relaxation, its priority of style over comfort, its complicated aesthetically-oriented meals, springs ultimately (as does the art of tray-landscapes, or calligraphy) from a Poverty Culture wherein each separate detail, each item in life, is of unique discrete significance, where each object, and each category has a distinct aesthetic appeal and singularity. But Japan has made an almost instant transition from Poverty Culture to Affluent Society, from Aesthetics to Economics; and this has been possible because the traditional passion, bred of poverty, for proliferation of objects and functions, becomes the modern passion for as many separate consumer goods as possible. Keeping-up-with-the-Tanakas achieves a kind of traditional sanction which the Japanese Madison Avenue skillfully exploits—and which hopelessly blurs the traditional-Japan/modern-Japan contrast into a mist of ambiguities.

When we return from Cape Inubo, the train is more crowded. A grizzled farmer with a scrofulous head and shiny new suit ushers his son into the carriage, a dull-looking 18-year-old wearing a fresh black student’s uniform, his feet squashed into dainty ballet-like black shoes; and bawls at the other farmers who follow him: ‘Get out of here! This is the first class! You’re down there!’ The train gets so crowded that there’s soon no distinction between first and second class, but the father still growls at other people who resemble him. He’s taking his son to one of the examination hells, to try to get into university. On the platform of Ryogoku Station in the outskirts of Tokyo, a peasant woman stands, small and thin, with her huge gangling idiot son strapped to her back like a baby—but he’s 16 years old at least and maybe weighs 11 stone. The boy’s dangling hand scratches his ankle idly as he hangs on her back. He looks quite capable of walking. If she put him down. Traditional pieties …



Tokyo is a disaster area. Japan is a disaster area. Not in the seismological sense (though it is also that), but in the science fiction sense, the sense which Ballard uses when he describes Eniwetok or other ‘terminal landscapes’; it is an apocalyptic area, has all the toys and poisons of the twenty-first century. And its disasters are accompanied by fantasies as a disease is offset by delirium: the dream-fairylands of the department stores, the fantasies of a Zen-Shintoist Madison Avenue. Trucks race through the streets with cubes of rain-forest on their backs, ferns and palms whipping to and fro on their way to a coffee bar that may be a Regency ballroom with chandeliers, stained glass windows, and Wedgewood coffee services, or an opera house, or an aquarium …



The wooden platform juts out from the inn above the River Kamo that flows through the centre of Kyoto and the maid pours beer for my Japanese publisher and myself, as we get drunk in the darkness, listen to the mumble of traffic in the city and the giggles of couples on the grassy bank below. The maid also giggles, with panic, as a fat moth flutters round her head, and the publisher teases her in the polyglot mixture of English and Japanese he likes to use to maids and shop assistants and waiters, to baffle them: he has this Japanese yearning for the foreign that is also a very special form of homesickness for Japan.

We’re finishing off our supper with tarako—’cod’s child’: cod roe and rice in a hot soup with seaweed. But we’re still drinking. Beer with everything.

‘What about the Golden Pavilion?’ he asks me, and I tell him I think Kinkakuji—the Golden Pavilion Temple that Mishima wrote his novel about—is aesthetically perfect and for that reason I couldn’t see it, there was nothing for my eyes to grasp.

Aesthetic perfection of this kind approaches invisibility and, indeed I suppose it’s better to achieve a beyond-mind trance state before one of these Buddhist structures than to analyse it. But I couldn’t say that the Golden Pavilion excited me. What did excite me, I tell him, was not ‘official Kyoto’ at all, but the huge Inari Shrine at Fushimi just outside of Kyoto. Isn’t that the spirit of the economic miracle? Isn’t it a Shinto spirit?

‘How do you mean?’

Well, when those hundreds of thousands of people surge uphill together at the Shinto Festival—and when they surge through the streets carrying a float, and when hundreds of people crush into a single room during a naked festival to struggle for a talisman, isn’t that analogous to the surge of economic progress and the crush of living conditions in the new economic cities? And don’t you think people accept these conditions because what they’re doing at the factory or the office has a quasi-religious flavour? Inari is a genuinely numinous cult that is also an economic guardian (with miniature shrines protecting the prosperity of every department store and factory)—and is also a funfair for the ordinary man.



Isn’t it this unique blend of religion, economics and entertainment that fuels the economic miracle? Isn’t it this that creates continuity with the past? Thus the Japanese people can accept this wholesale transformation of their land, that used to be synonomous with calm and beauty and nature, into a science fiction fantasy: because there’s still so much tradition in the new Japan of fantasy and disaster …

Don’t you agree?—Shinto and the subway …

‘But they are different things.’

‘Yes, but they’re the same thing too.’

He grins and pours us some more beer and shakes his head.

‘I’m not a proper Osaka business man. I’m not interested in business, I’m interested in beauty.’

So we drink some more, and the maid giggles, and the couples giggle below our platform, and we listen to the river and we watch the stars above the city. A jigsaw puzzle scattered across the sky.
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Here’s the first story that I sold …



Roof Garden Under Saturn

Shortly afterwards, another commotion occurred. A booming hysterical voice rose up from the street.

“Are we living on one of Saturn’s moons I ask you?” it cried mightily—yet petulantly too: the magnified voice of a flea. “And no one has told us!”

Suzuki opened one of the gates in the high metal fence surrounding the Roof Garden. He stood by the parapet wall, gazing down into the street. Anxiously. And regretting his sudden impulse. For anxiety was the worst answer to life.

Ten floors below, traffic had ground to a halt, and the crowd of pedestrians was growing denser and denser. The focus of attention was a thin scarecrow figure clinging to one of the utility poles thirty feet or so above the pavement. He was balancing on a steel rung. Yet these steel rungs only began eight or ten feet above the ground. Either he had made an incredible, superhuman leap (the hop of a flea, in fact, performed by a human!)—or else some comrade had humped him up on his shoulders. But only a policeman with a bloody nose leaned against the base of the pole.

“Come after me and I’ll stamp on all your faces so help me,” cried the voice of the giant flea—a voice as far out of proportion as his leap must have been. “I’ve got something to say to everybody. Hear me! You’re wondering how I have such a mighty voice eh? Mightier than any of you police with your metal trumpets …”

A policeman on the edge of the crowd was indeed babbling vainly into a megaphone about air and oxygen and danger. He made as much noise as the scarecrow on the pole; yet couldn’t drown that fierce flea voice, for the crowd wasn’t listening to him—they were captivated and hypnotised by the scarecrow above their heads …

“… but how did I get my powerful plastic throat?” the flea was crying. “Once I was just a humble teacher, minding my own business, trying to instill the Analects of Confucius into the young. Till the day when I succumbed! No longer, then, could the teacher address his class of young minds in the clear ringing natural tones of authority. He must croak, he must whisper Truth. Shall we cut out these growths on my vocal chords by surgery?—growths that are the very flowers of poison and the only flowers we can ever hope to know? Why not just cut the whole throat out? Who wants a throat of flesh and blood? We can create a plastic throat, it seems, with a plastic loudspeaker. Then why not plastic men? They would not need air or food or light or water! I am speaking ironically, you understand. Look around you. What do you see in this street? Oxygen meters, smog meters, decibel meters. All telling you in no uncertain terms that this is Saturn’s moon, and not the Earth! What arrangements are we making to evacuate Saturn and go home, I ask you?”

What sort of teacher was it who incited to riot instead of teaching the ceremonies of appreciation? Suzuki shook his head sadly, for the Analects of Confucius taught obedience and not rebellion …

“Do you see the thin houses?” the teacher cried, “barely three feet wide they are, yet three stories high. The residents walk sideways all day long like crabs. It’s life in the thin edge of the wedge these days I tell you! We’re the printed circuit people! When was it we Commuters became parts of a Computer? When the Earth became Saturn’s moon and nobody realized! Can’t you see? Can’t you see? There’s Saturn in the sky above your heads! We’re on the Moon of Saturn. Let’s leave and go home to Earth. I beg you. To fresh flowers and cherry blossom …”

The crowd gazed up at the glowing globe of Saturn hanging above the rooftop, and groaned.

And sighed.

Kim the Korean, who had helped the thin man up the pole on sheer impulse, had dived into the Store before the trouble started.

The air was hot and turgid with people inside the building. Yet it was rich with oxygen compared with the air outside, for the management of the Store enriched the stale air, as a bribe to the Consumers.

In the Karel Appel Exhibition, which Kim wandered round in bewilderment, he felt overcome with nervousness. He reckoned it was the paintings that distressed him, but wasn’t sure. Overcome by a compulsion to touch, he found that it wasn’t the paintings themselves he wanted to touch, but the section of wall beneath each painting. As he stood in front of each, he trailed his hand along the wall, as if testing the authenticity of the painting by this novel means. When he came to a huge canvas, he bent double, scrutinising the texture of the paint while compulsively he felt the wall beneath, pressing his fingers into it fiercely …

In this poisoned world, insane opulence was the rule. The City itself resembled a funfair built on a rubbish heap—and when he left the exhibition and forced his way into the Furniture Department, the furniture on display looked like the lootings from some palace on another world. There were gold-plated coat-hanger stands, marble statues of nymphs, porcelain castles with drawbridges, turrets and battlements. There was tapestry, there was a coach and horses made of coloured glass. Yet people regarded these lunatic luxuries with but a mild interest, as something unexceptional. What was guarded by armed policemen, however, as uniquely precious, was a show of designs for television monsters. From the walls glared and sneered children’s notions of mechanical-animal-vegetable horrors—heads sunk in shoulders like the anthropophagi, porcupine men, metal men, creatures of suckers and tentacles, livid vegetables. In a top-security glass tank a popular star wearing a rubber monster suit paced back and forth, threatening the kiddies with stylised karate blows, while lights flashed on and off and sirens howled.

While proud excited tots prowled the rows of monsters, seeing the faces of the future, their mothers battled with walls of ice that surrounded a Car which Must be Won. Buried in the ice were dozens of ignition keys. The housewives held the palms of their hands pressed to the ice in sheer devotion like Jews at the Wailing Wall, melting the ice with their blood-heat. Some wives had established little tunnels in the ice, and their hands looked ghostly in gloves of ice like inverted X-ray pictures of hands. Some wives keened in pain, yet kept their hands where they were by will-power.

Then Kim saw the Store for what it was: a vast plot, a subterfuge. The Store was a new one—yet straightway as full of people as any other Store. Could it be said to create the people that filled it and played its games? Could it be said that those were the latest doll designs standing in queues on the escalators?
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Kim took an escalator up to the Roof, and had his suspicions confirmed.

Huge red-and-white-check balloons trailed advertising streamers hundreds of feet into the pale smog, marking one of the main nodes of megalopolis. The grey haze hung lifeless yet feverishly hot … as hot as a greenhouse.

The Sun was not visible; but Saturn was—the great globe hanging ominously above the Store, glowing with bands of light, its rings tilted at an angle to the roof …

Monstrous pink plastic flamingoes were attached to the grey walls. Below the huge birds stood a whole cohort of tin buglers four feet high with tin pennants fixed to their bugles, waiting to blow a flourish on the hour. A monorail ran round the roofs perimeter: six pink pumpkin chariots carrying wondering passengers around.

There was a full-size fairground roundabout with horses to ride, up and down, round and round, to wurlitzer music; and a woman chestnut-roaster with a rococo chestnut stall and a mechanical monkey who wound the handle that churned the chestnuts. The woman was a human being, even if the monkey was mechanical. There were humans in pumpkins, but the buglers were made of tin.

Love in an iron lung … or a plastic bag: sitting on a rustic bench in this foul fairyland, two young lovers, the boy breathing into a plastic bag, working the bag in and out by hand like the anaesthetist his rubber lung: recircling his own foul breath which tasted purer than the tainted gas of Saturn’s moon to him; his girl dizzy, head between her knees, drowning in love and gas. The boy broke off pumping the plastic bag, to snatch a kiss or a word. Accepting the vicissitudes of love under Saturn.

Though Kim did not.

For Kim stared, scandalised, at the asphixiated lovers in their metal fairyland …

Kim joined the sluggish crowd that oozed like a coil of toothpaste towards the Roof Garden Route and around it, gaping in wonder at the dwarf trees and fish tanks inside their oxygen tents …

Suzuki who had returned from the parapet, after seeing many people faint in the crowd, and finally the fall of their flea God of the moment from the utility pole, distrusted these people—for what did they really care in their hearts about these wonderful fishes and trees? Oh to be sure they were taught the ceremonies of appreciation. Yet Suzuki was well aware of the real reason why they flocked in their hundreds and thousands up to the roof, under Saturn. It was the spectacle of so much free oxygen, so much sheer fresh air, lavished upon these pedigree fishes and trees (that fade and tarnish far more swiftly than the human machine will ever fade and tarnish) that was the real wonder of the roof …

Today of all days, on the eve of the Fish Festival (his very own), Suzuki felt almost painfully sensitive to the well-being of the fish … and, to a lesser degree, of the trees. Ah but the fish … bloated and knotted by mutation and selective breeding into wondrously mottled finned globes which rivalled, no surpassed the fantasies of the finest glass-blower. He cast a disapproving glance over the crowd, and observed Kim staring sullenly at a particularly beautiful dwarf maple flourishing in its transparent hood of fresh air …

An insistent insect-like buzzing caught Suzuki’s attention. The buzzing sound gradually asserted itself above the noise of traffic in the street, the hurdy-gurdy music of the roundabout, and the chant of adverts over the Store’s loudspeakers concealed in the bugler’s bugles. The noise drifted closer, on the grey air.

A curiously antique-looking biplane (that surely ought to have been in a science museum and not in the perilously opaque skyways  of the City) was flying towards the Store, dodging between the tethers of the balloons.

The biplane circled the huge illuminated globe of Saturn which straddled the roof, its grey steel supports barely visible (creating a grand illusion) … and while it circled Saturn, the biplane pumped out a cloud of bright pink smoke.

This pink smoke settled slowly through the thick grey air towards the Roof Garden, while the crowd on the roof stamped their feet nervously and shoved their neighbours impolitely … for it had begun to look as though the real planet Saturn’s caul of methane gas was dripping down on to the roof—a sight and a supposition that stirred currents of agitation in the spectators …

Suzuki wasn’t concerned for his own sake.
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