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“The Snail on the Slope may be the most dizzyingly concentrated dose of the Strugatskys’ strange and powerful medicine”

Jonathan Lethem

“[Arkady and Boris Strugatsky] open windows in the mind and then fail to close them all, so that, putting down one of their books, you feel a cold breeze still lifting the hairs on the back of your neck”

New York Times

“Approached as a meditation on the human inability to comprehend more than a very small part of the universe, this is a surprisingly satisfying, if often perplexing, work”

Publishers Weekly
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INTRODUCTION

by Adam Roberts

A slope connects something lower to something higher; or, if you prefer, vice versa. In this powerful, inventive darkly comic novel, the lower ground is covered by a vast, wild forest inhabited by savage peoples and weird creatures. The higher ground, overlooking it, belongs to ‘the Administration’, an institution supposedly governing the forest but in fact tangled up its own Kafkaesque bureaucracy. Peretz works for the Administration, and though he yearns to visit the forest he lacks the requisite permits and so cannot. Candide used to work for the Administration, but his helicopter crashed in the forest years ago. He has been living in a village with a native tribe, hoping to return to the ‘city’ of the Administration. Their respective journeys, wondrous and bizarre, structure the novel.

The Strugatskys themselves thought The Snail on the Slope ‘the most perfect and the most valuable of our works.’ That’s high self-praise, considering this is the team that wrote Hard to Be A God (1964), the proto-Harry-Potter Monday Begins on Saturday (1965) and Roadside Picnic (1972)—filmed by Andrei Tarkovsky as the peerless Stalker, arguably the greatest SF film ever made. But to read Snail on the Slope is to understand why they thought so highly of it.

That’s not to say it’s a novel particularly easy to grasp. For long stretches nothing very much happens. Characters are continually resolving to do something only to be thwarted. There’s a lot of conversation, some of it meaningful, some mere chatter. It’s not clear from the novel itself whether the setting is some alternative or near-future Earth, or perhaps on some alien world colonised by humanity. The forest itself is certainly alienating, which perhaps implies that it is extra-terrestrial. But the novel doesn’t give us specifics on this question, because that’s not what it’s about. Indeed, the urge to analyse, to categorise and systematise, is one of the targets of its satire.

We might think that presents us with a problem if we want to get to grips with this phantasmagorical narrative. One temptation is to read the book allegorically: we might ‘decode’ the forest as primal nature—or perhaps more specifically, as originary pre-Sovietized human nature. Likewise we might read the Administration as a (mild enough, we might think) satire on the inefficiencies of Soviet bureaucracy. In Russian the name Peretz—перец—means ‘pepper’ which perhaps suggests a certain spice in the Strugatskys’ social self-reflection; and though it was written in 1965 the novel was only published in full in 1988 in the USSR, which suggests their pepper was spicy enough to displease the authorities (Boris Strugatsky’s afterword, published in this edition, suggests as much). Similarly ‘Candide’ is the French for open, innocent, naïve, from Voltaire’s celebrated fable about a man who lived in a world of horror and misery—our world—without ever giving up his belief that it must be the best of all possible worlds. Might it be that the forest, despite its horrors, is the best version of our world, free from pointless paperwork and arbitrary authority? Voltaire, of course, was writing satire, and one of things that distinguishes the Strugatskys’ SF from run-of-the-mill pulp is the Voltaire-like complexity of their irony. You won’t fully appreciate Snail on a Slope if you don’t grasp how funny it is.

Really, allegory is not the best way to read this novel. If The Snail on the Slope were merely a satire on 1960s Soviet bureaucracy it would be a considerably lesser novel than it actually is. This is a novel that presents its two interconnected worlds in ways that open up, rather than close down, interpretation. ‘What were you doing at the White Cliffs, before you fell into the forest?’ Candide’s forest-born wife, Nava, asks him.

‘I studied the forest,’ said Candide.

She looked at him sternly. ‘Don’t you dare lie to me. A single person can’t study the forest—it would be like studying the sun.’

What the forest represents, then, is reality’s resistance to reduction, the way things are always more complex, always larger and more baffling, than can be accommodated by our descriptions of them. There’s something sublime in this, if also something more than a little monstrous. The central truth of reality is that it eludes us, which is not a very comforting thought.

‘Can it really be true,’ Peretz, sitting high above it, asks the forest, ‘that you don’t need any of us? Or maybe you don’t understand what that means, to need?’ It’s as if he is trying to talk to God:

You are the way you are, but I can still hope that you are the way I’ve wanted you to be my whole life: wise and good, tolerant and long-memoried, observant and maybe even grateful. We’ve lost all these things, we have neither the time nor the strength for them.

But the Strugatskys aren’t interested in the conventional consolations of religion. The forest as they describe it is as often banal as majestic, as often goofy and odd as awe-inspiring. It is the space through which the characters move, but it’s not a space that allows them really to go anywhere. At one point, as Candide marches on, Nava tells him that neither of them are actually walking. Or more precisely, that they are ‘walking’ in the same way that a fly repeatedly butting itself against a window pane believes itself to be flying.

Instead of transcendence, this novel offers us a fine-grained and often hilarious anatomy of how people interact with other people. Late in the novel a woman called Alevtina takes Peretz in and washes him. The possibility of human connection opens up: a relationship, a home, ordinary living. But Peretz isn’t sure he wants that. Indeed, he doesn’t know what he wants. He only knows that he wants.

She shook her head. ‘You’re still such a baby,’ she said. ‘How did you never figure out that there’s nothing in the world but food, love, and pride? Of course, they are all tangled together, but whatever thread you pull, you always arrive at either love, or power, or food.’

‘No,’ said Peretz. ‘I don’t want that.’

‘Sweetie,’ she said softly. ‘Who’s going to ask you? … Except maybe me? I’ll ask you, Perry: Why are you tying yourselves in knots? What on Earth do you want?’

‘I don’t think I want anything anymore,’ said Peretz.

This is a theme that runs through all the Strugatskys’ writing. It is, to use the phrase from orbital mechanics, a three-body problem: food (the material necessities of existence) and love—that vital human interaction—are thrown out of their arrangement in unpredictable ways by the third body, power, or pride, or the hierarchies of human interaction. It’s the up-down of the slope, and each of us is the snail, small and slow, trying our best to navigate the inhospitable verticality of things.


Beyond the bend, inside
The forest deep,
My future waits,
Its vow to keep.

It won’t be argues, or
Be coaxed away.
A pine wood stark
And clear as day.

—Boris Pasternak

little snail
inch by inch, climb
Mount Fuji!

—Issa
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