

[image: Cover Image]



A Pursuit of Miracles

George Turner

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com



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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INTRODUCTION

Of these eight stories, two are related closely to novels: “In A Petri Dish Upstairs” to the trilogy which began with Beloved Son (both were first published in 1978) and “The Fittest” to The Sea and Summer. All are, however, closely interrelated, clearly the products of the same mind. What are the characteristics of this mind?

George Turner’s aggressive characters, almost all of whom seem to be oppressed by a need to assert their own superiority to everybody unfortunate enough to engage with them in dialogue, reflect a sardonic, humbug-hating, aloof personality that masks not only a surprising humility of authorial demeanour but also an unexpected compassion. One of the principal features of the stories and novels is a deep concern for the plight of the unborn, those hapless children of the future who will inherit the will-less legacy of our wasteful generation. The very titles suggest this concern with children: “Generation Gap”, “The Fittest”, “On The Nursery Floor”, “Not In Front Of The Children”, Beloved Son itself; all suggest a baffled preoccupation with those bitter ironies of improvidence such as are suggested also in writers as various as Wilfred Owen and Walter M. Miller, Jr. Although it might be objected that a concern for the future is a hallmark of the genre rather than one of individuation, a reading of the stories themselves only augments this impression that there is here an unusually strong feeling at work. It is a feeling extended to the animal victims of our imperial experiments, as we see in “A Pursuit Of Miracles” (which, the author tells us himself, was written partly in memory of a beloved dog).

What the next generations are likely to feel for our own is blistering contempt of the kind shown by Teddy for his redundant father in “The Fittest” or, in “On The Nursery Floor”, by the journalist interviewing an ex-Minister for Science and Development, whose first thoughts on his subject are “You ancient, useless bastard.” Farther down the track and between more distant generations, the effect may be of mutual incomprehension, as in “Generation Gap” or “Not In Front Of The Children” (where, however, an unexpected chord may be struck, in the end, between the extremes). It might therefore be argued that what fuels Turner’s satire against the late twentieth-century bumblers is as much fear of future loathing as compassion for the sufferers of future pain.

The theme of class antipathy, a great indignation that there should be artificial divisions between groups of the same species, is only to be expected. That snobbery can divide families is demonstrated easily enough when the younger generation progresses intellectually or socially beyond the parents. We can be made to writhe with shame for the fortunate Francis in “The Fittest” at the same time as we may acknowledge the naturalness of his secession. Here science fiction helps to exhibit human weakness by providing extreme conditions within which the dyspathies between social stratifications may be exacerbated - in this case, between the Sweet and the Swill. The worst of it is that what may begin as snobbishness ends as a survival mechanism. Once we can conceive of other human beings as garbage, we will have little difficulty in throwing them away.

A race fit to survive the population explosion may be predicated without invoking the spectre of a superperson. However, Turner shows that a quasi-evolutionary leap may be triggered, in only a few years from now, by human tinkering with biochemistry (“Not In Front Of The Children”, Beloved Son) or the establishment of space satellite communities (“In A Petri Dish Upstairs”). What he does not foresee is a comparably rapid evolution in ethical quality; physical superiority of the kind offered by greater longevity or, more crudely, a whole lifespan spent above the planet, is, he presumes, at least as likely to produce ethical or cultural throwbacks as greater wisdom or refinement in aesthetics.

It is a mistake to suppose that a confirmed cynic is also a pessimist; I suppose such a person would rather like to be thought of as a meliorist, after the manner of Thomas Hardy. If we look for George Turner’s preferred self-image, we might find it in the epigraphs to his “mainstream” novel of 1967, which come from Oliver Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village and The Good-Natured Man. First comes the portrait of the ideal village priest, Father Turner:


Far other aims his heart had learned to prize,

More skilled to raise the wretched than to rise.

His house was known to all the vagrant train;

He chid their wanderings but relieved their pain.



Immediately afterwards we have the confession of the irritated practical philosopher, Diogenes Turner:


This same philosophy is a good horse in the stable, but an arrant jade on a journey.



The objective correlative for such an apperception is to be found in the story, “Shut The Door When You Go Out” (1986), which tells what happens when a sick wanderer returns, after three thousand years, to the home planet. This is a Gaia story, somewhat similar in its premise - that of a planet where all life forms are telepathic - to one told in the course of Isaac Asimov’s Foundation’s Edge (1982). Long ago Poul Anderson remarked that telepathy would very likely be the quickest way to destroy true love (“Journey’s End”, 1957); the principle operates in a more oblique way in “A Pursuit Of Miracles”.

It is ironical that, just as Diogenes was rewarded for his incivility by the king he told to get out of his light, George Turner has been given, latterly, considerable esteem and even notable overseas sales, by the readers whose smug imbecilities he persists in deriding. (His brusque dismissal of pretension was just as sharp and pervasive in the earlier fiction as it is in the SF.) Along with the chiding, which has been found also in his trenchant reviews and articles that have made the author the obvious choice for information on the recent history of the genre in Australia, goes a great willingness to help other writers, as for instance in creative workshops.

In most cases, we do not read satirical writing with pleasure if we consider that the writer is aiming directly at ourselves. SF writers such as Robert Sheckley, Philip K. Dick, Eric Frank Russell, John T. Sladek, Frederik Pohl and George Turner (I’m not sure how much George will like being paired with extrapolist manqué Fred, but never mind) may please us either because of the displacement factor: they are writing against scientists or politicians or bureaucrats or snobs, and we are none of those; or because they offer the rewards of incidental humour and pathos or simply “a good story”; or because of the less easily determined pleasures derived from a good and distinctive style.

Of these virtues, story-telling is surely the least affected by Turner, though “In A Petri Dish Upstairs” is a sardonic variant of Romeo and Juliet. Rather, he deals in situation comedy (or perhaps “situation irony” would be a better term to coin) and in this respect is very like Russell, Sheckley or Swift. Undeniably, one of Turner’s greatest assets is a highly individual style, one which is wielded like the scalpel of a forensic pathologist who loves his work only because it concerns the dead. Evidently, there is a pleasure in satiric pains which only satirists know: that of lacerating fictional creations with an impunity denied the humane autobiographer.

For the sensitive satirist there is not only the problem of being pained by rubbing up against vagrants; there must also be, one supposes, the interminable jading that comes from having to ride one’s own horse, the ego. In this perspective, “Feedback” may be read as the story of a consummation devoutly to be wished, the quest for a position beyond and even before the self, a position of unhampered consciousness. It begins with a struggle between various naked egos and ends with the annihilation of one ego - and its new, mutated emergence. Turner sets up the conditions for Kransic’s great experiment with care and signals its surprising result early, not only by referring to an apparently unrelated though almost contiguous parallel event but by introducing to the description of the creation of the universe the idea of “pressure”. This carefully chosen word is infinitely suggestive of the creative process - and equally mysterious. What pressures were upon George Turner to create these particular science fictional stories? I have tried to suggest some of them: a reading of the fine autobiography, In the Heart or in the Head (1984), may suggest others.

MICHAEL J. TOLLEY, 30 November 1989.
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A PURSUIT OF MIRACLES

I am told that when an editor plans the order of stories in a collection he selects what he feels are the three best (i.e. most to his taste, ‘best’ being a convenience word with no critical meaning) and spreads them tactically throughout the book. One of them, not necessarily the absolute ‘best’, opens the menu to give the reader an appetite for more; one is served at about the halfway mark to sharpen the appetite lest it flag and the third is left for last in order to send the reader away with a comfortably satisfied feeling.

I have carefully not asked Peter McNamara if this has been his procedure, but it so happens that ‘A Pursuit of Miracles’ is one of my favourite writing memories, not because I feel it to be spectacularly well plotted or characterized or chockfull of original ideas but for purely sentimental reasons.

One is that it was commissioned by the late, greatly missed Terry Carr for one of his UNIVERSE anthologies. I had met him at a Sydney writers’ workshop and felt, when he asked me for a story, that I had arrived! (I hadn’t arrived anywhere but I felt good, being at that time a brash newcomer to the science fiction scene.)

The other reason is that I had been gestating an idea about sympathy between a boy and his dog and this was the opportunity to write this tale about my Great Dane, Caesar, whom I had loved dearly until he was poisoned by a spiteful neighbourhood ghoul. So, Caesar is real and the other characters are peripheral inventions.

My meditations on telepathy (which I firmly believe to be an unattainable wishdream) were prompted by the lordly way in which science fiction takes miracles for granted instead of giving them a little thought. Indeed I hope you will find most of these tales are deliberately subversive of the usual science fictional approach to their themes.
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