tell us that the instability of the Sun affects the Earth’s gravity;
all silly mistakes. And in the same book we get, ‘. . . only one
species [of spider] has ever been known to sting’, which is as
wrong a statement as he could have made. Spiders don’tsting, they
bite; and not one species, but all (as far as I know) bite. From a
man who studied medicine and so, presumably, biology, this
statement is surprising.

In The Drought 1 found the explanation of the cause of the
drought quite clever, but was not happy at the uncompromising
way Ballard dismissed the distillation plants as unworkable,
while at the same time having them produce tons of salt a day.
There must have been a considerable accompanying volume of
water produced—and this was just one bit of the coast. Ballard's
lack of basic physics jarred again when he had Ransom fill a
bucket with water, which came out of the tap at a trickle—
because there was no pressure. Yet there would have been as
much pressure as there always had been.

And so on, and so on; irritating faults which make the reader
squirm at the couldn’t-care-less attitude of the author. There is
no justification, no excuse, for mistakes of this nature; the facts
are there to be checked—and why didn't Ballard do so?

(This article will be concluded in the March issue of SF News.)
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THE PARADOX MEN
by Charles L. Harness

Introduced by Brian Aldiss

‘THE body of writing known as science fiction is not woven in one
piece like a blanket. It is made up of smaller units, like an old-
fashioned patchwork quilt. Writings of many men go to make up
the science fiction quilt, a fact that critics, with their need to
generalize, tend to forget. The various patches represent different
types of story.

‘Of all the types of science fiction story, my favourite is the
wine-dark patch in which we find Charles Harness’s novel, The
Paradox Men. Here we find tales that challenge us with their
wildness, only to sweep us away into beliel on a tide of excitement
and convincing detail. Though their themes may be unified, they
are built from a number of strange and unexpected things. They
combine madness and logic, beauty and fear. They are not
fantasy, nor are they scientific ficiion. They are pure science
fiction.

*These pure science fiction novels may be categorized as Wide-
screen Baroque. Their plots are elaborate and generally prepos-
terous, their inhabitants have short numes and short lives. They
traffic as readily in the impossible as the possible. They obey a
dictionary definition of baroque; which is to say that they have a
bold and exuberant rather than a fine style, they are eccentric, and
sometimes degenerate into extravagance. They like a wide screen,
with space and possibly time travel as props, and at least the
whole solar system as their setting. . . .

* Now brilliant though Bester and Vonnegut are, and compelling
though their books are, one cannot read them without the feeling
that they have passed the point of no return into parody and have
degenerated into extravagance. It is not always clear from their
later books that they take either themselves or their medium
seriously. Nobody is obliged to be serious about anything, his
ego or the universe, whichever happens to be the bigger; but the
especial delight of Harness's book is that it takes what he is
saying seriously.

*In fact this is where his novel differs from the other Widescreen
Baroques: he is saying something serious. For all his surrealist
effects, the derring-do, the flights of fancy, he is saying: Living is
Vital. This may not be a very profound message, but it was im-
mediate and profound enough to power the pens of Elizabethan
and Jacobean dramatists. Their feeling for life, for *this sen-
sible warm motion ", was most sharp when set against torture and
death, and it is the same with Harness’s characters. * The Thiefl
knelt without a word and gently gathered Haven’s body into his
arms. The body of the older man seemed curiously shrivelled and
small. Only now did Alar realize what stature the bare fact of
being alive contributed to flesh and bone.”

‘.. Let me not do The Paradox Men a disservice by over-
praising it. There are absurdities in it, and not only deliberate
and delicious absurdities such as the typically Harnessian foray
into space travel with a ship that acquires the mass of “some
twenty million galaxies concentrated at one point”, or the in-
geniously explained arrival of the T-Twenty-Two before it sets
out. Harness shares a weakness for regality (and female rulers)
with van Vogt. He uses the clichés that seem inseparable from
this particular breed of science fiction; we have met both before
and since men Tike Alar who have lost their true identity, wiicir
must be found before they can save the world single-handed. And
a critical objection to the entire performance might be that
impossible now, and was impossible when the novel first appeared,
to see how present-day U.S.A., Canada and the whole of South
America could develop into this Imperial America; if Harness
could have shown this, it would have been a master stroke!

*But for all that, and for all its slam-bang action, The Paradox
Men holds a particular enchantment. I have likened it to novels
I admire Tiger! Tiger! and Sirens of Titan—but they lack the
tenderness for humanity that gives the present book its freshness
and its last scenes their conviction. Unlike most of the science
fiction being written in England, America and Russia, the values
here are not purely materialistic,

‘It is an unfortunate rule—in the science fiction field as in
other fields—that the bad writers write too much, the good too
little. Charles Harness has always written too little. That is why
it is especially pleasing to introduce his only novel to a British
audience.’ SFBC 7s (Faber 18s)y
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