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A Portrait of the Artist
as a Thing Antediluvian

He has become an authority on the future. His stories of
space travel, aliens, and robots have given rise to fan clubs,
resulted in films, and brought invitations from various distant
points on the globe to come and speak. He is probably the most
internationally successful Polish writer, in terms of editions and
sales, in the entire history of that country.

Yet, paradoxically—but paradox is the stuff of Stanislaw
Lem—he is a man of the past, and as such he lives in isolation in
this present. A Russian critic and translator of Lem, Rafael
Nudel’'man, once remarked that Lem was a “mammoth.” By
which he meant not so much that Lem has authored, incredibly,
thousand-paged volumes of encyclopedic-philosophical dis-
course, but that Lem represents a kind of unique anachronism, a
living fossil, a voice of something that perhaps ought not to be
extinct but is.

His typewriter is an antique of a generation ago. The chair he
sits on at his desk while plumbing the reaches of time and space,
weighing human possibilities, judging societies, contemplating
the enigma of the Universe, or brooding over the question of in-
telligence on other planets—his chair is a backless, curved medi-
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eval seat, over which is draped an animal skin. A prop out of
Ivanhoe.

His idiom is quaint, full of gentility and circumlocution. And
Latin. (Lem assumes many idioms, true, but the quaint one is Ais,
not assumed: he is at his ease in it and always returns to it.)

His biases are firmly old-fashioned. He has contempt for hip-
pies and militant feminists, respect for academicians and sol-
diers.

His intellectual concerns and spiritual preoccupations—not to
mention his common sense—are in sharp contrast with our mod-
ern nihilism, ennui, jaded sophistication, and decadence in the
forms, mainly, of self-centered hedonism and moral relativism.

Is it possible, for example, that someone could still hold forth
seriously and at length on the question of whether or not there is
an immortal soul? Surely, we think, that is for adolescents. But
Lem does not apologize for so holding forth.

He is at home with Thomas Aquinas, Bishop Berkeley, Pascal.
At the same time he keeps abreast of the latest developments in
science—patrticle physics, astrophysics, molecular biology, com-
puter science, anthropology, linguistics. He keeps a clever eye on
current events. Is this antiquated? Definitely. It shows an eigh-
teenth-century faith in the value/virtue of information—the
conviction that a self-respecting person should acquaint himself
with all fields of human endeavor, on which grounds—homo
sum: humani nil a me alienum puto—Lem has also sampled a por-
nographic movie.

Consider: Lem is a Man of Reason in a time that has seen
concentration camps, gas chambers, and cities attacked by the
atom bomb. His protagonists at sea in an absurd future—they
are reflections, whether comic or tragic, of himself. He knows
that disorientation, that alienation, firsthand.

How can it be, then, that a mammoth, a freak fuddy-duddy
throwback like Lem is able to create fictional worlds so compel-
ling, and humor so inspired and so delightful? Talent, of course,
is a reason. But 1 would suggest two other reasons. First, Lem
cares about certain Ideas and Ideals. Such ideological caring can
have great force—particularly as nowadays it is rarely encoun-
tered. Secondly, and a consequence of the first, Lem does not
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give a tinker's damn about the Dogmata of Our Age. He is
therefore a natural iconoclast, a satirist who can go the limit in
his funmaking, unencumbered by scruples or internal compro-
mises.

He can laugh at the Theory of Relativity as freely as at the
Trinity. He can, in the same work, on the same page, direct his
scorn—political—Eastward and Westward both, without partial-
ity.

He loves words, language, as many writers do, but has carried
that love to more indiscreet lengths than most writers have had
the nerve or imagination to do.

Imagination, I believe, is Lem’s greatest single strength as a
writer. It may lead him in circles sometimes, or down wrong
paths, but often it will take him to places where no one has ever
set foot before. To follow him is always worthwhile. Even a mis-
take, when bold enough, can be an adventure.

It is easy to see why he is isolated. Iconoclasts naturally antag-
onize establishments.

Lem’s reception by the American science-fiction “community”
(about ten years ago) is an interesting case in point. Science-fic-
tion writers, critics, editors, and anthologizers in this country
generally praise one another to the skies. Not long after the wel-
come mat was put out for Lem, they discovered that he had
many highly negative and unpleasant things to say about science
fiction and its practitioners. This was taken personally as a be-
trayal. But the simple fact is that Lem is not a praiser; he casti-
gates everyone and everything around him, like a cranky hermit.

I was surprised, upon meeting him in the flesh, to find not a
recluse, a type with a squint or a stutter or a twitch, wholly un-
accustomed to social contact, to sunlight—pale, therefore, pasty,
like something that lives under a rock—but a man full of energy,
as open and enthusiastic as a boy. This fifty-year-old youth (now
over sixty) had a strong jaw, a full mouth, and merry eyes. He
moved quickly, spoke quickly. Took pleasure in all sorts of triv-
ial things, such as a wind-up hen, a toy he had obtained abroad
for his son, that dropped eggs as it weaved along on the floor.

He was friendly, generous, candid, amiable. His melancholy,
as he told me another time, in a letter—rather, his bitterness, his
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bile—existed only on the intellectual (philosophical) level. Here
is yet another Lem paradox: a man teeming with good spirits but
who has reached the conclusion that the Universe is senseless
and cruel, a kind of vile practical joke played by Accident on
Man. That we are existentially trapped, victims all. That con-
sciousness is suffering.

An attitude which is, of course, completely at odds with the
optimism and confidence of the Enlightenment. The Enlightened
Man, it was held, would in time and given the knowledge master
the perplexities, the intricacies of the Cosmos and establish do-
minion over all things. The Wilderness would be turned into a
safe and convenient Garden. Out of Chaos the liberated (lib-
erated from prejudice) reason of man would bring Order. And
man eventually would direct the omnipotence of his knowledge
upon himself: perfecting society, perfecting ultimately (this, from
the modern-day Enlightenment apropos genetic engineering) his
very biological form. The only evil, in such a world-view, is igno-
rance.

Lem wrote, back in 1954, in an article entitled “Ten Years of
Atomic Energy™:

It seems to me that the road of knowledge looming before us, as a
process—not ending in time—of the ceaseless probing into phe-
nomena and the simultaneous emerging of enigmas, as an eternal
moving forward, an eternal striving and investigating—is likely
the most magnificent and most admirable quality of the world in
which we live. . .. this surmounting of successive difficulties and
obstacles, this unremitting struggle with the world and with the
self, I consider the most precious aspect of human life . ..

Not as simplistic as the above, perhaps, but still solidly for
Progress and for Science. Even then he had doubts, and even
now that the doubts, having grown, predominate, he cherishes
that same hope.

He is, in other words, divided. In classic Dostoyevskian fash-
ion (this, too, is passé) Lem A debates and Lem B rebuts, the
voice of the dreamer-positivist contends with that of the cynic-
defeatist, back and forth, dialectically. As far as literature goes,
the conflict produces ambiguity and irony—qualities that are, 1

X



think, still considered “in.” But there is a personal toll: Lem suf-
fers from depression, to which he refers as taedium vitae.

The tactics of the conflict are sometimes pathos, sometimes
farce, and frequently a mixture, or something in-between. Both
voices agree, however, on one point: that the issue is important.

So the hijinks of constructors Trurl and Klapaucius and the
aching despair of Hal Bregg, the simplicity of the “Tale of the
Computer That Fought a Dragon” and the effete deviousness of
“Les Robinsonades,” the inanity of Tichy’s Fourteenth Voyage
and the grim drama of The Invincible—all these widely diverging
Lems intersect at that one point of seriousness. Of purpose. For
lack of a better word, I would call the gist of Lem’s purpose hu-
manism. In short, Lem is through and through a didactic writer.
A teacher.

Are you entertained? Rest assured that he entertains you for a
reason. Are you bored? Even boredom, with him, is intentional, a
pedagogical device. He is constantly at you, Reader, manipulat-
ing, preparing, now providing play, now assigning work, giving
answers, posing questions, setting traps. He wants to lure you out
of what you expect and what you like. He wants—it is embar-
rassing to say this—he wants you to think and to become, having
thought, different.

Could anything, literarily, be more out of step with the times?
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Braving the Unknown

The first thing I ever read by Lem was The Invincible. 1
should say, not The Invincible, but Niezwycigzony. (Pro-
nounced: nye-zvee-chen-ZHAWN-ee.) I was a graduate student
then, learning Polish, and at that time Lem in English did not
exist, except for one or two blurry stories in anthologies.

The reading was rough going at first; such words as “interstel-
lar drive” in Polish could not be found in my dictionary. (Later I
learned that a good deal of this futuristic-technical vocabulary
was created ad hoc by Lem, there being no science-fiction tradi-
tion in his own language for him to draw upon.)

The book began, like Forbidden Planet, with an expedition
sent to investigate an earlier expedition that had failed to report
back to Earth. Surefire suspense, therefore: a lurking Menace—
where will It strike next, and how? Soon I forgot that I was
plowing through a foreign language. I turned to the dictionary
only when absolutely necessary—it was hard, now, to put down
the book even for a minute.

Then came the first surprise (Lem would be presenting me
with a whole series of surprises}—namely, that The Invincible
was not merely science fiction but science fiction in the classical,
vintage, H. G. Wellsian sense. I believe that most science-fiction
cognoscenti will agree with me when I say that coming upon
such a thing is equivalent to finding a pearl in one’s stew.

H. G. Wellsian means that, as in War of the Worlds, The Invisi-
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ble Man, or The Time Machine, vivid, detailed scenes dramatize
(play out) some line of intellectually genuine speculation. Where
Science is not the setting, the backdrop, but the reason of the ac-
tion, the very heart of the matter. Most of what has been and still
is called science fiction is actually historical romance, except that
rockets replace horses and ray guns swords. The pirates, instead
of being swarthy, will have green skin and an extra eye. Etc.

With admiration [ read on, through exciting theoretical discus-
sions concerning evolution and episodes that would have made
fabulous cinema—if one could imagine any filmmaker wealthy
enough to attempt the special effects. (Lem has in fact turned
down one offer—German—to film The Invincible, on precisely
the grounds that the special effects must be done to the hilt or not
at all.) There was a spectacular duel between an Earth-made
robot and an amorphous “alien robot.” (Cf. p. 135, “Two Mon-
sters.”)

Still under the impression, however, that I was reading a sci-
ence-fiction novel—head and shoulders though it may have been
above most other examples of that genre—I naturally expected,
as the conclusion drew near, the Explanation of the Phenome-
non. Wherein the scientist, like Sherlock Holmes, recapitulates
the evidence (clues) and then, to everyone’s awe, puts all those
puzzling pieces together. The Answer stands revealed, and the
Moral follows. and Finis. We close the book with satisfaction.

It did not work out that way. Not only did the Earthmen have
to beat an ignominious retreat, making the name of their ship as
well as the title of the book (which are the same) pointedly
ironic, but the brilliant hypothesis that “explained everything”
turned out to be, finally, no answer. Lem’s answer was, rather:
Look within. Reflect.

Which, actually, is quite scientific. Science itself does not pro-
vide answers; it experiments, guesses, revises its views, and con-
stantly questions. The observer, moreover—this, an insight from
modern physics—is part of the observation. There is, says Lem,
an inevitable and irreducible element of subjectivity—and there-
fore of mystery—in our quest for knowledge.

The Black Cloud in The Invincible and the Sentient Ocean in
Solaris are marvelous adventures in prose, but they are also pro-
vocative—and sometimes disturbing—allegories of Science.
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“The Condor”
from The Invincible

A

From a distance the rocket looked like a leaning tower. This
impression was strengthened by the sand massed around it.
Since the wind came from the west the sand wall had piled
up much higher than in the east. Several tractors near the
rocket had been almost totally buried by the sand. Even the
antimatter mortar had been put out of action. It stood there
with its hood raised, half filled with sand. But one could still
see the jet openings at the ship’s nose which rested in an un-
obstructed depression in the ground. One had only to re-
move a thin layer of sand in order to reach the objects that
lay strewn around the ramp.

The group stopped at the edge of the western dune wall.
The vehicles they had brought along from the Invincible al-
ready ringed the area in a wide circle and the bunched rays
of the emitters formed a protective energy screen. The men
had left their transport vehicles and the info-robots about
one hundred yards from the spot where the sand wall encir-
cled Condor’s base. Now the men looked down onto the
ridge of the dune.

The ramp was suspended about five yards above the
ground, as if it had been suddenly stopped in midair while it
was lowered downwards. The elevator, however, was un-
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4 : The Cosmic Carnival of Stanislaw Lem

touched and its open door beckoned the men to enter.
Nearby oxygen bottles stuck out from the sand. Their alu-
minum sheaths glistened brightly as if somebody had left
them lying there just a few minutes earlier. Several steps fur-
ther on, a blue object rested gleaming on the sandy ground.
It was a plastic container, as they noticed on closer inspec-
tion. Everywhere inside the hollow around the foot of the
spaceship was scattered a vast quantity of all kind of things:
cans of food, some full, some empty; theodolites, cameras,
tripods, canisters, some still intact, others badly damaged.

As if someone had thrown the whole mess helter skelter
out of the rocket, thought Rohan, and looked up at the
darkened hole through which the crew would usually leave
or enter the spaceship. The hatch was halfway open.

The small flying scouter robot that accompanied deVries’
expedition had found the dead spaceship quite by accident.
DeVries had not tried to enter the Condor, but had immedi-
ately informed Horpach of his discovery. It had been de-
cided that Rohan’s group would be the one to uncover the
mystery that shrouded the Invincible’s sister ship. Now the
technicians came running from their engines, lugging their
toolboxes with them.

Rohan noticed something round on the ground, thinly
covered by sand. With his foot he scraped away the fine
sand, assuming he would dig up a small globe. Not sus-
pecting anything, he kept on raking until he brought to day-
light a pale yellow vault-like form. He recoiled rapidly, sti-
fling a startled outcry. Alarmed, his companions turned
around, looking at him. He held a human skull in his hand.

They found more bones and even a complete skeleton in a
spacesuit. Between the dropping jaw and the upper teeth
stuck the mouthpiece of the oxygen apparatus. The manom-
eter had stopped at 46 atmospheres. Jarg knelt down and
slowly turned the valve. The gas escaped with a hissing
noise. Because of the dry desert air no trace of rust had
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formed on the metal parts of the reduction valve; it worked
easily.

They entered the elevator but pushed the buttons in vain:
there was no electrical current. It would be quite difficult to
climb up the scaffolding of the elevator shaft and Rohan
began deliberating whether to send up some of the men in a
flying saucer robot. But in the meantime two men of the
crew had already started their upward climb; they had se-
cured themselves to each other by ropes as if they were
mountain climbers. The rest of the group silently watched
their ascent.

The Condor, a spacecruiser of the same class as the Invin-
cible, had been built a few years earlier; externally, the two
crafts could not be distinguished. The men were silent. Al-
though none of them expressed the thought out loud, they
all would have preferred to find the wreckage of a crash or
even the aftermath of a nuclear explosion. They were all
shaken by the sight of this ship in the sand, listing lifelessly
to one side as if the ground had given way under the weight
of the support pillars of the stern. There the apparently un-
damaged craft leaned in the midst of a confusion of objects
and human bones; the men shuddered.

In the meantime the climbers had reached the entrance
hatch, opened it fully and quickly disappeared from view.
They remained there for a long while. Rohan was growing
restless, when suddenly the elevator jerked upward for
about one yard and then descended smoothly to the ground.
At the same time the figure of one of the technicians became
visible in the open door, beckoning to them to get in.

There were four of them going up in the elevator: Rohan,
Ballmin, the biologist Hagerup and Kralik, one of the tech-
nicians. Out of habit, Rohan examined the mighty, rounded
body of the ship that was gliding by behind the moving ele-
vator. He was numbed with fear for the first time this day.
The armored plates had been scratched and pitted by some
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incredibly hard tool. The marks were not especially deep,
but so close together all over that the entire hull seemed to
be dotted with smallpox scars.

Rohan seized Ballmin’s arm but he had already become
aware of this strange phenomenon. Both men tried to get a
good look at the nicks and indentations. They were quite
small, as if they had been chiseled out with a fine instru-
ment. But Rohan knew for a fact that there was no chisel ca-
pable of piercing the cruiser’s hull for even the fraction of a
millimeter. The titanium-molybdenum skin was of such
hardness that it could be affected only by chemical corro-
sives. Before he could come to any conclusion about this
problem, the elevator had reached its destination. They en-
tered the airlock.

The interior of the ship was lit up. The technicians had al-
ready switched on the auxiliary generators powered by
compressed air. The dustlike sand had accumulated in a
heavy layer only at the threshold where the wind had driven
it through the open hatch door. But there was none in the
corridors. They proceeded to the third floor and found clean
and neat, brightly lit rooms. Here and there they saw an ox-
ygen mask, a plastic plate, a book or part of some protective
suit. But farther down, the cartographers’ cabins, the mess
halls, the dormitories, the radar rooms, all the main corri-
dors and side passages, were in a state of indescribable dis-
array.

The worst was the command center. Not one single dial of
the many instruments, clocks and screens had remained in
one piece. Those disks had been made of a tough shatter-
proof glass that now covered tables, chairs, wires, plugs and
sockets in the form of a fine silvery powder. Next door, in
the library, were heaps of microfilms, partially unrolled and
twisted into wild tangles and coils. Torn books, broken
sliderules, compasses, shattered spectroscopes had been
wildly thrown all over the floor. There were stacks of Cam-
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eron’s big star catalogs shredded to pieces. Somebody must
have vented special fury on these thick volumes; they had
ripped out the heavy, stiff folio-size pages in big bundles.
The impression was one of frenzied rage combined with un-
believable patience.

Inside the club room and in the neighboring auditorium,
the passages had been blocked by heaps of clothing and
leather pieces cut from the upholstered seats of the chairs.
According to one of the technicians, it looked as if the place
had been invaded by a herd of rampaging apes.

The men were speechless at this senseless destruction.
They went from deck to deck: in a small cabin, lying arched
over in a heap near the wall, they found the corpse of a man
clad in a dirty shirt and linen trousers. Now he was covered
by a ground sheet that the technician who had been the first
to enter the room had thrown over him. The dead man was
mummified.

Rohan was one of the last to leave the Condor. He felt
dizzy. Nausea overcame him in spurts and it took all his will
power to fight off the recurring attacks. He felt as if he had
just awakened from some incredibly horrible dream. But
one look at the men’s faces told him that the whole thing
had been real.

They sent brief radio messages to the Invincible. Part of
their expedition remained on board the Condor to restore
some measure of order. But before they began this gigantic
task, Rohan arranged to have each room photographed and
carefully described.

Together with Ballmin and Gaarb, one of the biophysi-
cists, Rohan started on the way back. Jarg was driving. His
broad and usually smiling face seemed now to have shrunk,
bearing a grim expression. He was driving rather recklessly,
quite unlike his customary highly disciplined self. The
heavy vehicle, weighing several tons, was raked by sudden
Jjolts and hobbled across the dunes, throwing out sandy



8 : The Cosmic Carnival of Stanislaw Lem

fountains on either side. One of the energo-robots moved
ahead of them at an even pace, shielding the men in the
truck with its energy field. All were silent, each man busy
with his own thoughts.

Rohan was almost afraid to face the astrogator; he did not
know what to tell him. He had kept to himself one of the
discoveries he had made, one which seemed particularly in-
comprehensible and insane, and thus chilling. In one of the
bathrooms on the eighth floor he had found several soap
bars pierced with tooth marks. Famine? There had certainly
been no dearth of food on board the Condor. The store-
rooms were filled with all kinds of provisions. Even the milk
in the freezer rooms had not spoiled.

About midway they received radio signals from a small
vehicle with a robot drive. It came toward them, raising a
heavy dust cloud that followed them like a dirty umbrella.
Rohan’s car braked; the other vehicle also came to a halt.
Two men were in it: Magdow, a middle-aged technician,
and Sax, the neurophysiologist. Rohan switched off the en-
ergy screen. This way it was possible to communicate with
each other by shouting back and forth.

After Rohan’s departure they had discovered the frozen
body of a man lying in the hibernator of the Condor. They
thought they might be able to bring the man back to life,
and Sax had brought the necessary instruments from the /n-
vincible. Rohan decided to go along, justifying this sudden
change of plans by saying that Sax was traveling without an
energy field. The truth was, however, that he dreaded the
confrontation with Horpach; he was glad to have an excuse
for postponing this unpleasant task. Rohan’s group turned
around and chased back, raising big dust clouds.

There was a great deal of activity around the Condor.
Various objects were still dug up from the dunes. Off to one
side was a row of corpses, now neatly hidden under white
sheets. More than twenty dead bodies had been found. The
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ramp was in working order, the power supply had been
completely restored.

The approaching convoy had been detected by the men at
the Condor, for the dust cloud was visible from quite a dis-
tance. A passage into the inside of the energy dome had
been readied for them. There they were greeted by a physi-
cian, Dr. Nygren, who had refused to examine the man from
the hibernator without some professional assistance.

Rohan availed himself of the privilege of acting here as
the commander’s deputy; he accompanied the two physi-
cians aboard. The wreckage that blocked the entrance into
the hibernator had since been cleared away. The thermome-
ters registered zero degrees Fahrenheit. The two doctors ex-
changed meaningful glances. Rohan understood enough
about hibernation to realize that this temperature was too
high for a reversible death, and on the other hand, too low
for hypothermal sleep. There was no indication that this
man had been intended to survive his stay in the hibernator.
He had most likely stumbled inside by accident—another
riddle, just as nonsensical as everything else that had hap-
pened on board the Condor. And indeed, as soon as they
had changed into thermo-protective suits, turned the hand-
wheel to “open” and lifted up the heavy trapdoor, they saw,
stretched out on the floor, face downwards, the body of a
man in his underwear. Rohan helped the physicians carry
the frozen man to a small upholstered table with three over-
head lamps that supplied light without casting shadows. It
was not a proper operating table but merely a kind of
stretcher for small manipulations that were sometimes car-
ried out inside the hibernator.

Rohan hesitated before looking at the man’s face; he had
been acquainted with many members of the Condor’s crew.

But this man was a stranger to him. If his limbs had not
been so icy cold and stiff, one could have believed that he
was simply asleep. His lids were closed. Thanks to the dry,



10 : The Cosmic Carnival of Stanislaw Lem

hermetically sealed room, his skin had not lost its natural
color, although he looked quite pale. His subcutaneous tis-
sues, however, abounded with tiny ice crystals. Once again
the two physicians communicated with each other by mean-
ingful glances. They laid out their instruments.

Rohan sat down on one of the empty, freshly made up
cots that were arranged in two long rows. Everything here
was in perfect order. Several times he heard the clicking of
some instruments, the whispered consultation between the
two medical men. Finally Sax stepped back from the
stretcher and said: “There’s nothing else we can do here.”

“You mean he’s dead,” said Rohan. It was not so much a
question he posed as a conclusion he drew, the only possible
interpretation of the doctor’s words.

Nygren had switched on the air conditioning system in
the meantime. It was not long before warm air began to
stream into the room. Rohan rose from the cot in order to
leave the hibernator when he noticed the physician return-
ing to the stretcher. He picked up a small black satchel off
the floor, opened it and pulled out that apparatus about
which Rohan had heard so much but which he had never
seen until now. With slow, almost pedantic movements, Sax
began to untangle the cords whose ends had flat electrodes
attached to them. He placed six electrodes against the dead
man’s skull and fastened them with an elastic band. Then he
crouched down and pulled three pairs of headphones out of
the satchel. He put on one of these and kept testing the but-
tons of the machine inside a plastic case. His eyes were
closed, his face bore an expression of deepest concentration.
Suddenly he frowned, bent over further and stopped fid-
dling with the button. He quickly removed the earphones
from his head.

“Dr. Nygren—" he said in a strange voice. His colleague
seized the earphones in turn.

“What is it?”” whispered Rohan with trembling lips.
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This apparatus was referred to by the space crews as the
“corpse-spy.” With it one could “auscultate the brain” of
recently deceased persons, or those dead in whom decay had
not yet set in, or a body like this one that had been preserved
by very low temperatures. Long after death had occurred
one could ascertain what the last conscious thoughts and
emotions had been.

The apparatus sent electrical impulses into the brain;
there they followed the path of least resistance, moving
along those nerve tendrils that had formed one functional
entity during the preagonal phase. The results were never
too reliable, but it was said to have obtained extraordinarily
significant data on many occasions. In cases like the present
one use of the “corpse-spy” was clearly indicated.

Rohan somehow suspected that the neurologist had never
really counted on reviving the dead man, but had only come
to listen and find out the secrets buried in his frozen brain.
Rohan stood without moving, aware of the dull beating of
his heart and the dryness in his mouth, as Sax handed him
the second set of earphones. Had this gesture not been so
simple, so matter of fact, he would not have dared put on the
headphones. But he felt encouraged by the steady gaze of
Dr. Sax who squatted before the set as he slowly turned the
amplifier button.

At first he heard nothing but the humming of the current.
He felt relieved, for he did not really want to hear more.
Without realizing it on a conscious level, he wanted nothing
more than that the dead man’s brain remain silent.

Sax straightened up and adjusted Rohan’s headphones.
Rohan saw something emerge from the white light that fell
on the wall of the cabin: a gray light, dimmed as if by ashes,
floating vaguely somewhere at an undeterminable distance.
Without knowing why, he tightly squeezed his eyelids to-
gether.

Suddenly he could perceive clearly what it was he had just
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seen. It looked like one of the corridors inside the Condor;
there were pipes running along the ceiling. The passage was
totally blocked by human bodies that seemed to move. But
it was only the image that was waving to and fro. The people
were half-naked; shreds of clothing barely covered them.
Their skin was unnaturally white and was sprinkled with
dark spots like some kind of a rash. Perhaps these spots were
not on the skin but were rather a peculiar visual phenome-
non, for they were scattered everywhere: tiny black dots on
the floor and the walls. The entire image seemed to fluctuate
like a blurred photograph taken through a deep layer of
flowing water. The picture seemed to stretch, then con-
tracted again, billowing and swaying.

Terrified, Rohan forced his eyes open. The image faded
away and vanished; only a shadow remained in the brightly
lit room.

Sax began to make some adjustments on the apparatus
and Rohan heard, coming from inside him, a faint whisper:
“..ala...ama...lala...ala... ma...mama...” Noth-
ing else. Suddenly weird noises came from the earphones:
caterwauling, tweeting and crowing; high-pitched sounds
that repeated over and over again like some crazy hiccup or
some wild horrible laughter, or tortured electronic circuits.

Sax rolled up the cords and put them back in his bag. Ny-
gren took a sheet and threw it over the dead man, covering
up his body and face. The man’s mouth had been tightly
shut but now his lips parted slightly, giving his face an enor-
mously surprised expression. It must be the heat, thought
Rohan; it had become quite warm inside the hibernator, or
at least it felt warm to him. He perspired heavily, the water
trickled down his back. He was glad to see the face disap-
pear under the white sheet.

“What is it? Why don’t you say anything?”” Rohan called
out.
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Sax tightened the straps around the plastic case, then
stepped closer to Rohan. “Pull yourself together, Naviga-
tor!”

Rohan narrowed his eyelids and clenched his fists. But it
did not help. In such moments he would fly into a violent
rage, which he could suppress only with great difficulty.

“Sorry,” he stammered. “But what did that mean?”

Sax unzipped his protective suit. The bulky garment slid
to the ground; nothing remained now of his portly figure.
Once again he was the same gaunt, stoop-shouldered man
with the narrow chest and delicate hands.

“I don’t know any more than you do,” he answered.
“Maybe even less.”

Rohan felt lost; he did not understand any longer, but he
seized upon the neurologist’s last words.

“What do you mean, less?”

“Because I just arrived. I haven’t seen anything besides
this corpse. But you’ve been here all day. Doesn’t this image
suggest anything to you?”

“No. Those—they were moving. Were they still alive
then? What were those little black spots all over them?”

“They weren’t moving. That was an optical illusion.
These engrams are registered on the brain like a photo-
graphic still. And sometimes it happens that several images
are present, like in a multiple exposure. But this was not the
case here.”

“But those spots? Are they also an optical illusion?”

“I don’t know. Anything is possible. But I don’t think so.
What would you say, Nygren?”

Nygren had already peeled off his protective suit.

“I don’t know either. I’'m not sure whether they were arti-
facts or not. There weren’t any on the ceiling, were there?”

“The black spots? No. They only covered the dead bodies
and the floor. And some of them were on the walls—"
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“If that had been a second projection, they would have
been all over the image,” said Nygren. “But you can never
be sure with engrams. So much is purely due to chance.”

“And that voice? That—babbling?” Rohan searched des-
perately for an answer.

“One word was perfectly clear: ‘Mama.’ Did you hear it?”

“Yes, I did. But there was something else. ‘Ala .. . lala’’
That was repeated over and over again.”

“Yes, but only because I made a systematic examination
of the entire occipital lobe,” said Sax. “In other words, the
area that controls acoustic memory,” he explained for
Rohan’s benefit. “That’s what’s so unusual here.”

“Those words?”

“No. Not those words. A dying man might think of any-
thing. If he had been thinking of his mother, those words
would have been quite normal. But his auditory memory
bank was absolutely empty. Do you understand?”

“No, I'm afraid I don’t. What do you mean by empty?”

“As a rule we cannot obtain any useful results when we
search the occipital lobe,” explained Nygren. “Too many
engrams there, too many stored words. It’s as if you would
attempt to read one hundred books simultaneously. Sheer
chaos. But this one,” he glanced over in the direction of the
elongated shape under the white sheet,“he had nothing in it.
No words, only those couple of syllables.”

“Yes, you are right. I have examined everything
thoroughly from the sensory speech center to the sulcus Ro-
landi,” said Sax. “And the same syllables kept recurring.
These were the only phonemes that have been left in there.”

“And what happened to the rest?”

“There aren’t any others,” Sax seemed to lose patience.
He jerked the heavy apparatus violently upwards and off the
floor, making the leather handle squeak. “They aren’t there
and that’s all there is to it. Don’t ask me what happened to
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all the other words. This man must have totally lost his
acoustical memory bank.”

“But how about the image?”

“That’s something entirely different. This he saw. He did
not even have to understand what he perceived. Just like a
camera that does not comprehend but still registers what-
ever object you aim it at. I have no idea whether he under-
stood it or not.”

“Could you help me with this, please, Nygren?” The two
physicians carried their gear out of the hibernator, and the
door fell shut behind them.

Rohan was alone in the room. He felt so desperate that he
stepped over to the table, flung back the white sheet, unbut-
toned the dead man’s shirt and carefully examined his chest.
He trembled when he touched the body, for the skin had
become supple again. As the tissues were thawing out, a
general relaxation of all the muscles had taken place. The
head, which until now had been propped up in an unnatural
position, had sunk down limply. Now it seemed indeed as if
he were sleeping. Rohan searched the body for evidence of
some mysterious epidemic, some kind of poisoning or insect
bites, but he could find nothing. Two fingers of the left hand
spread apart and a small, gaping wound became visible. A
few drops of blood began to ooze out of the torn flesh, and
began to drip on the white foam rubber cover of the table.
That was more than Rohan could stand. He did not even
bother to pull the sheet back over the corpse; he ran out of
the cabin, pushed aside the men who stood in his way and
rushed toward the main exit as if he were being pursued. He
was stopped by Jarg in the airlock, who helped him strap on
the oxygen gear and pushed the mouthpiece between
Rohan’s lips.

“You didn’t find anything, Navigator?”

“No, Jarg. Nothing, nothing at all.”
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He was unaware of the others beside him as he descended
in the elevator. Outside the motors howled. The storm had
grown stronger; sand clouds whizzed past and pelted the
rough surface of the Condor’s hull.

Suddenly Rohan remembered something. He walked over
to the stern, raised himself on his toes and palpated the thick
metal. The armored plate felt like rock, old weathered rock,
dotted with hard nodules. Over near the transporters he no-
ticed the tall figure of engineer Ganong, but he did not even
try to ask him what he might think of that strange phenome-
non. The engineer would know no more than he did himself:
namely, nothing. Absolutely nothing. :

He rode back in the largest vehicle, together with a dozen
other men. From his seat in the far corner of the cabin, he
heard their voices as if from a great distance. Terner brought
up the question of poisoning, but he was shouted down.

“Poisoned? With what? All the filters are in top shape, the
water supply untouched, oxygen tanks all full, an abun-
dance of food ...”

“Did you see what the man looked like that we found in
the navigation room?” asked Blank. “I used to know him.
But I would never have recognized him if I hadn’t see his
signet ring.”

Nobody answered. Back at the Invincible Rohan went
directly to Horpach, who had been kept up to date on
everything via television and the oral reports of the group
that had returned earlier. They had also brought along with
them several hundred photos. Unconsciously, Rohan was
relieved that he did not have to describe to the commander
what he had seen.

The astrogator gave him a piercing glance and rose from
the table where a large map of the area was spread out and
partially covered by stacks of photographs. They were alone
in the large command center.

“Pull yourself together, Rohan,” he said. “I can sympa-
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thize with the way you feel right now, but we need cold rea-
son, a clear head. no emotions. We'll get to the bottom of
this damned story.”

“But they had every imaginable safety device: energo-
robots, laser beam protectors and particle throwers. The big
antimatter mortar is right there in front of the ship. They
had all the same things to protect themselves that we do.”
said Rohan in a toneless voice. He slumped down into a
chair. “Forgive me.”

The astrogator took a bottle of cognac from a small cup-
board.

“An old home remedy. Sometimes it does a lot of good.
Drink that, Rohan. A long time ago people used this on
battle fields.”

Rohan took the drink and swallowed it in one gulp.

“I checked the counters of all the energy aggregates,” he
said in a reproachful tone. “The crew was never attacked.
They never fired a single shot. They simply, simply—"

“Went stark raving mad,” completed the unruffled com-
mander.

“If only we could be sure of that! But how could that
happen?”

“Did you see the log book?”

“No, Gaarb took it along with him. Do you have it here
now?”

“Yes, I do. There’s the date of landing and only four en-
tries, concerning the ruins, the same ones you men exam-
ined, and—the flies.”

“What flies?”

“I don’t know. This is the exact text here . ..”

He picked up the open book from the table.

*“‘No sign of any life on land. Composition of the air ...
Then the result of the air analysis follows. But then—here it
is: ‘At 18:40, the second armored patrol unit returned from
the ruins. They encountered a local sandstorm with strong
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activity of atmospheric electrical discharges. Could restore
communication by radio despite these disturbances. The pa-
trol reports large swarms of tiny flies .. .””

The astrogator put down the book.

“And what else? Why don’t you go on?”

“That’s all there is. This is the end of the last entry.”

“And there’s nothing after that?”

“You had better look at the rest of this yourself.”

He pushed the log book over to Rohan. The page was
covered with illegible scrawls. Rohan inspected the crazy
doodling with amazement.

“This one here looks like a B,” he said softly.

“Yes. And this one like a G, a capital G. As if a small child
had tried to write this. Don’t you agree?”

Rohan was silent. He still clutched the empty glass in his
hand; he had forgotten to put it down on the table. He was
thinking of the ambitions he had harbored until recently, of
his dream to himself become commander of the Invincible
some day. Now he was grateful that he did not have to de-
cide what the future fate of this expedition should be.

“Please summon the leaders of the specialist groups.
Rohan, wake up, will you!”

“I’'m sorry. A conference, Astrogator?”

“Yes. Have them all come to the library.”

Fifteen minutes later they were all assembled in the large
square room with the brightly decorated walls and endless
rows of books and microfilms. The fact that this room was
decorated exactly like the library of the Condor was unset-
tling. No matter which wall or corner he looked at, he could
not banish the images of insanity that had been etched in his
brain.

They had all taken their usual seats. The biologist, the
physician, the planetologist, the electronic engineer, the
communication officer, the cyberneticist and the physicist
were all seated, their armchairs arranged in a semicircle.
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These nineteen men formed the strategic brain of the space-
ship.

The astrogator stood by himself at the half-lowered
screen.

“Is every man here familiar with the situation on board
the Condor?”

A murmur of affirmative voices could be heard.

“So far twenty-nine dead bodies have been located by
the search troops in the vicinity of the Condor. Another
thirty-four on board ship itself, including one person who
was excellently preserved inside the hibernator. Dr. Nygren
has just returned from there and will give us his report
now.”

“I’'m afraid there isn’t too much to report,” said Dr. Ny-
gren as he rose to his feet. Slowly he walked over to the as-
trogator. Nygren was almost one foot shorter than Horpach.

“Among the corpses we found nine that were mummified,
that is in addition to the one the Commander has just told
you about; that one is undergoing special examinations.
Outside in the sand, mostly skeletons or remains of skele-
tons were dug up. The mummified bodies were found inside
the ship where especially favorable dry conditions are pres-
ent such as low humidity, almost no putrefying bacteria and
fairly low temperatures. Those bodies that remained on the
outside have all decayed. This process has accelerated here
in the rainy season due to the high iron oxide and iron sul-
fide content in the soil. These chemicals react with weak
acids—but I believe these details are insignificant. In case a
more thorough explanation of these reactions should be de-
sirable, our colleagues from the chemical department would
certainly oblige. In any event, mummification was impossi-
ble outside the spaceship, considering that rain water and
dissolved substances from soil and sand have been working
on everything in the area for several years. This accounts for
the polished surface of the bones.”
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’

“Pardon me, Nygren,” interrupted the astrogator. “The
most important aspect for us is the cause of death, not what
happened afterwards.”

“There are no indications of violent death, at least none
we could detect in the well-preserved bodies we saw,” re-
plied Nygren quickly. He did not look at anybody in the
room, but stared at something invisible in his raised hand.
“Apparently they must all have died from natural causes.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“No external causes could be detected. Several fractures
of legs and arms might have come about at a later date, but
it will take additional experiments to determine that. Those
bodies that had been dressed show no damage either to the
epidermis or the skeleton. No injuries—apart from some
scratches, and they assuredly did not bring about death.”

“How then did they perish?”

“I don’t know. It almost looks as though they starved or
died of dehydration.”

“There was plenty of food and water left aboard the Con-
dor,” interjected Gaarb.

“I am aware of that.”

For a moment no one spoke a word.

“Mummification means first of all complete dehydration
of the body,” explained Nygren. He was still not looking at
anyone present. “The adipose tissues undergo changes, but
they do not disappear. But these people had practically no
fats left. As if they had starved to death.”

“But this was definitely not the case of the man from the
hibernator,” remarked Rohan, who was standing behind the
last row of seats.

“Correct. He probably froze to death. It is a mystery to me
how he could have ventured inside the hibernator. Maybe
he simply fell asleep there while the temperature kept fall-

”

ing.
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“Is there any likelihood of mass poisoning?” inquired
Horpach.

“No.”

“But Doctor, how can you so categorically . ..”

“I can very well dismiss this so easily,” replied the physi-
cian. “Under planetary conditions, poisoning is conceivable
only by way of the lungs, when breathing in poisonous gases
via the esophagus or the skin. However, one of the
well-preserved bodies was wearing an oxygen mask. The
oxygen tank was still half full and would have lasted for sev-
eral more hours.”

That’s right, thought Rohan. He remembered the man,
the tight skin around his skull, the brownish spots on his
cheekbones, the eye sockets filled with sand.

“These people could not have eaten anything poisonous,
simply because there is nothing edible to be found. At least
not on land. And they never got as far as the ocean. The ca-
tastrophe occurred shortly after landing. They had sent out
only one scouting troop into the interior of the ruins. That
was all. But here comes McQuinn. Are you through,
McQuinn?”

“Yes, I am through,” answered the biochemist from the
door.

All heads turned around. He made his way through the
rows of chairs and remained standing next to Nygren. He
was still wearing his lab coat and a rubber apron.

“Do you have the results of the analysis?”

“Yes.”

“Dr. McQuinn has examined the corpse we found in the
hibernator,” explained Nygren. “Will you tell us what you
have found out?”

“Nothing,” replied McQuinn. His hair was so light that
it was difficult to know whether it was blond or gray. His
eyes were just as pale. Even his eyelids were covered with
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freckles. But right now his big horsey face did not strike
anyone as funny.

“No organic or inorganic poisons. All enzyme values nor-
mal. Nothing abnormal detected in the blood. The stomach
contents were some half-digested zwieback and food con-
centrate.”

“But how did he die?”

“He just froze to death,” answered McQuinn. He noticed
that he still had on his rubber apron. He untied the strings
and threw the apron over the back of the chair before him.
The slippery material slid off the chair onto the floor.

“What is your opinion, gentlemen?” the astrogator asked.
He would not let go so easily.

“No opinion,” countered McQuinn. “All I can say for sure
is that these people were not the victims of some poisoning.”

“How about radioactivity, some substance with a very
brief half-life? Or hot radiation?”

“Hot radiation in fatal doses leaves traces such as dam-
aged capillary walls, petecchiae, changes in the blood. There
are no such changes. No radioactive substance in a fatal
dose would completely vanish within eight years. There is
less radioactivity here than we have on Earth. These men
were not exposed to any type of radiation. I could swear to
that.”

“But something must have killed them,” insisted Ballmin,
the planetologist, raising his voice.

McQuinn did not speak. Nygren whispered into his ear.
The biochemist nodded his head in affirmation, walked out
of the room. Nygren stepped from the podium and sat down
in his usual seat among his colleagues.

“That’s not too encouraging,” remarked the astrogator.
“Apparently we can’t expect much help from the biologists.
Would someone else express an opinion?”

“Allow me.” Sarner, the nuclear physicist, rose from his
chair. “We might find a clue to what brought about this ca-
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tastrophe in the very condition of the ship itself,” he began,
letting his eyes run slowly along the row of his seated col-
leagues. He had big farsighted bird’s eyes whose irises
looked almost pale next to his pitchblack hair. “That means
there is an explanation somewhere that we can’t perceive at
this moment. The chaos in the cabins, the untouched provi-
sions, the condition and location of the dead bodies, the
damaged installations—all this must mean something.”

“Is that all you have to say about it?” interjected Gaarb
angrily.

“Take it easy. We're still completely in the dark. and the
first thing we have to do is find the right approach to this
problem. I believe we lack the courage to call some of the
things we observed on board the Condor by their right
name. This is why we cling so desperately to the hypothesis
of some mysterious poisoning which resulted in mass insan-
ity. Just remember, it is necessary, for our own sake as well
as for that of the dead crew of the Condor, to face the facts
with an open mind. I'd like to urge you—in fact, I insist—
that we all speak out freely: what was it that shocked you
most when you were at the Condor? Something that you
have not been able to confide to anybody yet. something so
horrible you’d rather forget than even mention it—"

Sarner sat down. Rohan overcame his inner resistance
and told about the soap bars he had noticed in the bath-
room.

Then Gralew got up. Underneath the stacks of torn maps
and books the whole deck had been strewn with dried
human excrement. ’

Another spoke of a can of food that showed impressions
of teeth. as if someone had tried to bite through the metal.
Gaarb had been deeply shaken by the scrawls in the log
book and the entry about the flies. But he did not stop there.

“Let’s assume a cloud of poisonous gas escaped from the
tectonic vault inside the city. Couldn’t the wind have carried
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this poisonous air to the rocket? If they’d been careless,
hadn’t closed the air hatch properly—"

“Only the outer hatch was not properly closed, Gaarb.
We know that from the sand accumulated inside the airlock.
The inner hatch was tightly shut, remember?”

“They might have closed it later on, when they were al-
ready feeling the effects of the poison gas.”

“That is impossible, Gaarb. If the outside hatch isn’t
locked, you can’t open the inside hatch. The two never open
at the same time. The possibility of carelessness or accident
is totally ruled out.”

“In any event, one thing is clear: it must have happened
suddenly. Mass insanity—look, I won’t pretend we never see
cases of psychosis during space flights, but never on a
planet, especially not a few hours after touchdown. Mass in-
sanity that gripped the entire crew could only be the result
of some kind of poisoning.”

“Or infantilism,” remarked Sarner.

“What? What did you say?” Gaarb was dumbfounded.
“Is that supposed to be a joke?”

“I’d hardly be joking in a situation like this. I said infan-
tilism. No one else seems to have thought of it, despite the
childish scribbles in the log book, despite the star almanacs
that were ripped to pieces, despite the painstakingly drawn
letters. You've all seen them, haven’t you?”

“But so what?”” said Nygren. “Are you trying to say that’s
a disease?”

“No. Not a disease. You are right there, doctor.”

Once again they all fell silent. The astrogator hesitated.

“We might be on the wrong track. The results of necros-
copy are always uncertain. But for the moment I can’t see
what harm it would do. Doctor Sax—"

The neurophysiologist described the image they had
found in the brain of the frozen man in the hibernator; he
also mentioned the syllables in the acoustics memory bank
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of the dead man. A veritable flood of questions followed.
Even Rohan was cross-examined by his colleagues, since he
had been present during the experiment. Still, no conclusion
could be drawn.

“When you speak of tiny black spots, doesn’t that remind
you somehow of the word ‘flies’?” said Gaarb. “Wait a min-
ute. Maybe the cause of death was something else. Maybe
the whole crew was attacked by poisonous insects. You can’t
recognize insect bites on mummified skin. And the fellow in
the hibernator was simply trying to escape from the insects
that got his friends—and then froze to death.”

“But how would you account for his total loss of memory
before death?”

“Total amnesia? Are you sure that diagnosis is correct?”

“Yes, as far as we can generally rely on the results of a
necroscopic examination.”

“What do you think about this poisonous insect theory?”

“Let’s hear what Lauda has to say about that.”

Lauda was the chief paleobiologist on board. He stood up
and waited until they had calmed down.

“It isn’t simply by accident that we haven’t brought up the
matter of these ‘flies” Anyone who understands anything
about biology knows that outside a certain biotope—in
other words, a higher unit composed of environment and all
species occurring in it—no organism can exist. This holds
true for every corner of the universe we have explored thus
far. Life either creates a large variety of forms or none at all.
Thus no insects could develop without simultaneous devel-
opment of plants on the dry land, or other symmetrical non-
vertebrates. I don’t intend to give you a lecture on evolution;
I trust it will suffice if I assure you that there cannot possibly
be any flies here. Or any other arthropods, for that matter—
no hymenoptera or spiders. There aren’t any related forms,
either.”

“How can you be so sure about that” demanded Ballmin.
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“If you were one of my students, you wouldn’t be here
with us now,” said the paleobiologist drily. “You would
never have passed the exam.” The others smiled involuntar-
ily. “Naturally I can’t judge your knowledge in the field of
planetology, but I'd give you an F in the biology of evolu-
tion.”

“Typical shop talk. What a waste of time,” someone whis-
pered behind Rohan. Rohan turned around and looked into
Jarg’s tanned, broad face winking at him.

“Maybe the insects didn’t evolve here,” insisted Ballmin.
“Maybe they were brought in from the outside.”

“From where?”

“From the planets of the Nova.”

Now the whole group began to talk at once; it took a long
time before order was restored.”

“Colleagues,” said Sarner. “I know where Ballmin got his
idea. From Dr. Gralew.”

“Well, I won’t deny it,” admitted the physicist.

“Excellent. Let us assume we can no longer afford the
luxury of plausible hypotheses and need some really wild
ones. That’s all right with me. My dear colleagues and fel-
low biologists, suppose a spaceship had imported insects
from a planet of the Nova into Regis II1. Could these insects
have adapted to local conditions?”

“Of course, if we want to get into wild hypotheses,” ad-
mitted Lauda. “But even wild hypotheses have to be able to
supply explanations for everything.”

“Such as what?”

“Such as an explantion as to what corroded the outer
armor plate hull of the Condor to such an extent that the
ship can no longer take off unless it’s completely over-
hauled. Do you really believe some insects could adapt to a
diet of molybdenum alloy? That’s one of the hardest sub-
stances in the whole universe. Engineer Petersen, tell us,
what could destroy this type of armored plate?”



“The Condor” : 27

“If it's been properly tempered. nothing I know of.” an-
swered the deputy chief engineer. “You could drill into it
with diamonds. but you would need a ton of diamonds and
a thousand hours at your disposal. Another possibility
would be acids. Anorganic acids, of course, and only at
temperatures of at least two thousand degrees and with the
proper catalysts.”

Then how do you explain what corroded the armored
plate of the Condor?”

“I haven't the faintest idea. If the ship had been immersed
in an acid solution, and at the proper temperature, it would
look like that. all right. But how anyone could get the same
results without arc-light plasma burners and catalysts is be-
yond me.”

“Well. so much for your flies, my dear Ballmin.” said
Lauda and sat down.

“There is no sense in continuing this discussion any
longer.” remarked the astrogator, who had remained silent
until now. “Perhaps it was too soon for such a debate. All we
can do now is carry on with our examinations. We'll split up
in three groups. One will explore the ruins. another the
Condor, and the third will make forays into the interior of
the western desert. That’s stretching our forces as far as they
will go; I simply can’t remove more than fourteen energo-
robots from our perimeter here. even counting some ma-
chines we might take from the Condor. Third step routine
procedure is still in force, of course!”



From Solaris

w

Genius and mediocrity alike are dumbfounded by the teem-
ing diversity of the oceanic formations of Solaris; no man
has ever become genuinely conversant with them. Giese was
by no means a mediocrity, nor was he a genius. He was a
scholarly classifier, the type whose compulsive application
to their work utterly divorces them from the pressures of
everyday life. Giese devised a plain descriptive terminology,
supplemented by terms of his own invention, and although
these were inadequate, and sometimes clumsy, it has to be
admitted that no semantic system is as yet available to illus-
trate the behavior of the ocean. The ‘tree-mountains,” ‘€x-
tensors,” ‘fungoids,” ‘mimoids,” ‘symmetriads’ and ‘asymmet-
riads,” ‘vertebrids’ and ‘agilus’ are artificial, linguistically
awkward terms, but they do give some impression of Solaris
to anyone who has only seen the planet in blurred photo-
graphs and incomplete films. The fact is that in spite of his
cautious nature the scrupulous Giese more than once
jumped to premature conclusions. Even when on their
guard, human beings inevitably theorize. Giese, who
thought himself immune to temptation, decided that the
‘extensors’ came into the category of basic forms. He com-
pared them to accumulations of gigantic waves, similar to
the tidal movements of our Terran oceans. In the first edi-
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tion of his work, we find them originally named as ‘tides.’
This geocentrism might be considered amusing if it did not
underline the dilemma in which he found himself.

As soon as the question of comparisons with Earth arises,
it must be understood that the ‘extensors’ are formations
that dwarf the Grand Canyon, that they are produced in a
substance which externally resembles a yeasty colloid (dur-
ing this fantastic ‘fermentation,” the yeast sets into festoons
of starched open-work lace; some experts refer to ‘ossified
tumors’), and that deeper down the substance becomes in-
creasingly resistant, like a tensed muscle which fifty feet
below the surface is as hard as rock but retains its flexibility.
The ‘extensor’ appears to be an independent creation,
stretching for miles between membranous walls swollen
with ‘ossified growths,’” like some colossal python which
after swallowing a mountain is sluggishly digesting the
meal, while a slow shudder occasionally ripples along its
creeping body. The ‘extensor’ only looks like a lethargic
reptile from overhead. At close quarters, when the two ‘can-
yon walls’ loom hundreds of yards above the exploring air-
craft, it can be seen that this inflated cylinder, reaching from
one side of the horizon to the other, is bewilderingly alive
with movement. First you notice the continual rotating mo-
tion of a greyish-green, oily sludge which reflects blinding
sunlight, but skimming just above the ‘back of the python’
(the ‘ravine’ sheltering the ‘extensor’ now resembles the
sides of a geological fault), you realize that the motion is in
fact far more complex, and consists of concentric fluctua-
tions traversed by darker currents. Occasionally this mantle
turns into a shining crust that refiects sky and clouds and
then is riddled by explosive eruptions of the internal gases
and fluids. The observer slowly realizes that he is looking at
the guiding forces that are thrusting outward and upward
the two gradually crystallizing gelatinous walls. Science
does not accept the obvious without further proof, however,
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and virulent controversies have reverberated down the years
on the key question of the exact sequence of events in the in-
terior of the ‘extensors’ that furrow the vast living ocean in
their millions.

Various organic functions have been ascribed to the ‘ex-
tensors.” Some experts have argued that their purpose is the
transformation of matter; others suggested respiratory pro-
cesses; still others claimed that they conveyed alimentary
materials. An infinite variety of hypotheses now moulder in
library basements, eliminated by ingenious, sometimes dan-
gerous experiments. Today, the scientists will go no further
than to refer to the ‘extensors’ as relatively simple, stable
formations whose duration is measurable in weeks—an ex-
ceptional characteristic among the recorded phenomena of
the planet.

The ‘mimoid’ formations are considerably more complex
and bizarre, and elicit a more vehement response from the
observer, an instinctive response, I mean. It can be stated
without exaggeration that Giese fell in love with the ‘mim-
oids’ and was soon devoting all his time to them. For the rest
of his life, he studied and described them and brought all his
ingenuity to bear on defining their nature. The name he
gave them indicates their most astonishing characteristic,
the imitation of objects, near or far, external to the ocean it-
self.

Concealed at first beneath the ocean surface, a large flat-
tened disc appears, ragged, with a tar-like coating. After a
few hours, it begins to separate into flat sheets which rise
slowly. The observer now becomes a spectator at what looks
like a fight to the death, as massed ranks of waves converge
from all directions like contorted, fleshy mouths which snap
greedily around the tattered, fluttering leaf, then plunge into
the depths. As each ring of waves breaks and sinks, the fall
of this mass of hundreds of thousands of tons is accompa-
nied for an instant by a viscous rumbling, an immense thun-
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derclap. The tarry leaf is overwhelmed, battered and torn
apart; with every fresh assault, circular fragments scatter
and drift like feebly fluttering wings below the ocean sur-
face. They bunch into pear-shaped clusters or long strings,
merge and rise again, and drag with them an undertow of
coagulated shreds of the base of the primal disc. The encir-
cling waves continue to break around the steadily expanding
crater. This phenomenon may persist for a day or linger on
for a month, and sometimes there are no further develop-
ments. The conscientious Giese dubbed this first variation a
‘stillbirth,” convinced that each of these upheavals aspired
towards an ultimate condition, the ‘major mimoid,” like a
polyp colony (only covering an area greater than a town) of
pale outcroppings with the faculty of imitating foreign
bodies. Uyvens, on the other hand, saw this final stage as
constituting a degeneration or necrosis: according to him,
the appearance of the ‘copies’ corresponded to a localized
dissipation of the life energies of the ocean, which was no
longer in control of the original forms it created.

Giese would not abandon his account of the various
phases of the process as a sustained progression towards
perfection, with a conviction which is particularly surprising
coming from a man of such a moderate, cautious turn of
mind in advancing the most trivial hypothesis on the other
creations of the ocean. Normally he had all the boldness of
an ant crawling up a glacier.

Viewed from above, the mimoid resembles a town, an il-
lusion produced by our compulsion to superimpose analo-
gies with what we know. When the sky is clear, a shimmer-
ing heat-haze covers the pliant structures of the clustered
polyps surmounted by membranous palisades. The first
cloud passing overhead wakens the mimoid. All the out-
crops suddenly sprout new shoots, then the mass of polyps
ejects a thick tegument which dilates, puffs out, changes
color and in the space of a few minutes has produced an as-
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tonishing imitation of the volutes of a cloud. The enormous
‘object’ casts a reddish shadow over the mimoid, whose
peaks ripple and bend together, always in the oposite di-
rection to the movement of the real cloud. I imagine that
Giese would have been ready to give his right hand to dis-
cover what made the mimoids behave in this way, but these
‘isolated’ productions are nothing in comparison to the
frantic activity the mimoid displays when ‘stimulated’ by
objects of human origin.

The reproduction process embraces every object inside a
radius of eight or nine miles. Usually the facsimile is an en-
largement of the original, whose forms are sometimes only
roughly copied. The reproduction of machines, in particu-
lar, elicits simplifications that might be considered gro-
tesque—practically caricatures. The copy is always mod-
elled in the same colorless tegument, which hovers above
the outcrops, linked to its base by flimsy umbilical cords; it
slides, creeps, curls back on itself, shrinks or swells and fi-
nally assumes the most complicated forms. An aircraft, a net
or a pole are all reproduced at the same speed. The mimoid
is not stimulated by human beings themselves, and in fact it
does not react to any living matter, and has never copied, for
example, the plants imported for experimental purposes. On
the other hand, it will readily reproduce a puppet or a doll, a
carving of a dog, or a tree sculpted in any material.

The observer must bear in mind that the ‘obedience’ of
the mimoid does not constitute evidence of cooperation,
since it is not consistent. The most highly evolved mimoid
has its off-days, when it ‘lives’ in slow-motion, or its pulsa-
tion weakens. (This pulsation is invisible to the naked eye,
and was only discovered after close examination of rapid-
motion film of the mimoid, which revealed that each ‘beat’
took two hours.)

During these ‘off-days,’ it is easy to explore the mimoid,
especially if it is old, for the base anchored in the ocean, like
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the protuberances growing out of it, is relatively solid, and
provides a firm footing for a man. It is equally possible to
remain inside the mimoid during periods of activity, except
that visibility is close to nil because of the whitish colloidal
dust continually emitted through tears in the tegument
above. In any case, at close range it is impossible to distin-
guish what forms the tegument is assuming, on account of
their vast size—the smallest ‘copy’ is the size of a mountain.
In addition, a thick layer of colloidal snow quickly covers
the base of the mimoid: this spongy carpet takes several
hours to solidify (the ‘frozen’ crust will take the weight of a
man, though its composition is much lighter than pumice
stone). The problem is that without special equipment there
is a risk of being lost in the maze of tangled structures and
crevasses, sometimes reminiscent of jumbled colonnades,
sometimes of petrified geysers. Even in daylight it is easy to
lose one’s direction, for the sun’s rays cannot pierce the
white ceiling ejected into the atmostphere by the ‘imitative
explosions.’

On gala days (for the scientist as well as for the mimoid),
an unforgettable spectacle develops as the mimoid goes into
hyperproduction and performs wild flights of fancy. It plays
variations on the theme of a given object and embroiders
‘formal extensions’ that amuse it for hours on end, to the
delight of the non-figurative artist and the despair of the sci-
entist, who is at a loss to grasp any common theme in the
performance. The mimoid can produce ‘primitive’ simplifi-
cations, but is just as likely to indulge in ‘baroque’ devia-
tions, paroxysms of extravagant brilliance. Old mimoids
tend to manufacture extremely comic forms. Looking at the
photographs, I have never been moved to laughter; the rid-
dle they set is too disquieting to be funny.

During the early years of exploration, the scientists liter-
ally threw themselves upon the mimoids, which were spoken
of as open windows on the ocean and the best opportunity to
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establish the hoped-for contact between the two civiliza-
tions. They were soon forced to admit that there was not the
slightest prospect of communication, and that the entire pro-
cess began and ended with the reproduction of forms. The
mimoids were a dead end.

Giving way to the temptations of a latent anthropomor-
phism or zoomorphism, there were many schools of thought
which saw various other oceanic formations as ‘sensory
organs,” even as ‘limbs,” which was how experts like Maar-
tens and Ekkonai classified Giese’s ‘vertebrids’ and ‘agilus’
for a time. Anyone who is rash enough to see protuberances
that reach as far as two miles into the atmosphere as limbs,
might just as well claim that earthquakes are the gymnastics
of the Earth’s crust!

Three hundred chapters of Giese catalogue the standard
formations which occur on the surface of the living ocean
and which can be seen in dozens, even hundreds, in the
course of any day. The symmetriads—to continue using the
terminology and definitions of the Giese school—are the
least ‘human’ formations, which is to say that they bear no
resemblance whatsoever to anything on Earth. By the time
the symmetriads were being investigated, it was already
clear that the ocean was not aggressive, and that its plas-
matic eddies would not swallow any but the most foolhardy
explorer (of course I am not including accidents resulting
from mechanical failures). It is possible to fly in complete
safety from one part to another of the cylindrical body of
an extensor, or of the vertebrids, Jacob’s ladders oscillating
among the clouds: the plasma retreats at the speed of sound
in the planet’s atmosphere to make way for any foreign
body. Deep funnels will open even beneath the surface of
the ocean (at a prodigious expenditure of energy, calculated
by Scriabin at around 10'” ergs). Nevertheless the first ven-
ture into the interior of a symmetriad was undertaken with
the utmost caution and discipline, and involved a host of
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what turned out to be unnecessary safety measures. Every
schoolboy on Earth knows of these pioneers.

It is not their nightmare appearance that makes the gi-
gantic symmetriad formations dangerous, but the total in-
stability and capriciousness of their structure, in which even
the laws of physics do not hold. The theory that the living
ocean is endowed with intelligence has found its firmest ad-
herents among those scientists who have ventured into their
unpredictable depths.

The birth of a symmetriad comes like a sudden eruption.
About an hour beforehand, an area of tens of square miles
of ocean vitrifies and begins to shine. It remains fluid, and
there is no alteration in the rhythm of the waves. Occasion-
ally the phenomenon of vitrification occurs in the neigh-
bourhood of the funnel left by an agilus. The gleaming
sheath of the ocean heaves upwards to form a vast ball that
reflects sky, sun, clouds and the entire horizon in a medley
of changing, variegated images. Diffracted light creates a ka-
leidoscopic play of color.

The effects of light on a symmetriad are especially striking
during the blue day and the red sunset. The planet appears
to be giving birth to a twin that increases in volume from
one moment to the next. The immense flaming globe has
scarcely reached its maximum expansion above the ocean
when it bursts at the summit and cracks vertically. It is not
breaking up; this is the second phase, which goes under the
clumsy name of the ‘floral calyx phase’ and lasts only a few
seconds. The membranous arches soaring into the sky now
fold inwards and merge to produce a thick-set trunk enclos-
ing a scene of teeming activity. At the center of the trunk,
which was explored for the first time by the seventy-man
Hamalei expedition, a process of polycrystallization on a
giant scale erects an axis commonly referred to as the ‘back-
bone,” a term which I consider ill-chosen. The mind-bend-
ing architecture of this central pillar is held in place by
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vertical shafts of a gelatinous, almost liquid consistency,
constantly gushing upwards out of wide crevasses. Mean-
while, the entire trunk is surrounded by a belt of snow foam,
seething with great bubbles of gas, and the whole process is
accompanied by a perpetual dull roar of sound. From the
center towards the periphery, powerful buttresses spin out
and are coated with streams of ductile matter rising out of
the ocean depths. Simultaneously the gelatinous geysers are
converted into mobile columns that proceed to extrude ten-
drils that reach out in clusters towards points rigorously
predetermined by the over-all dynamics of the entire struc-
ture: they call to mind the gills of an embryo, except that
they are revolving at fantastic speed and ooze trickles of
pinkish ‘blood’ and a dark green secretion.

The symmetriad now begins to display its most exotic
characteristic—the property of ‘illustrating,” sometimes con-
tradicting, various laws of physics. (Bear in mind that no
two symmetriads are alike, and that the geometry of each
one is a unique ‘invention’ of the living ocean.) The interior
of the symmetriad becomes a factory for the production of
‘monumental machines,” as these constructs are sometimes
called, although they resemble no machine which it is within
the power of mankind to build: the designation is applied
because all this activity has finite ends, and is therefore in
some sense ‘mechanical.’

When the geysers of oceanic matter have solidified into
pillars or into three-dimensional networks of galleries and
passages, and the ‘membranes’ are set into an inextricable
pattern of storeys, panels and vaults, the symmetriad justi-
fies its name, for the entire structure is divided into two seg-
ments, each mirroring the other to the most infinitesimal
detail.

After twenty or thirty minutes, when the axis may have
tilted as much as eight to ten degrees from the horizontal,
the giant begins slowly to subside. (Symmetriads vary in
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size, but as the base begins to submerge even the smallest
reach a height of half a mile, and are visible from miles
away.) At last, the structure stabilizes itself, and the partly
submerged symmetriad ceases its activity. It is now possible
to explore it in complete safety by making an entry near the
summit, through one of the many syphons which emerge
from the dome. The completed symmetriad represents a
spatial analogue of some transcendental equation.

It is a commonplace that any equation can be expressed
in the figurative language of non-Euclidean geometry and
represented in three dimensions. This interpretation relates
the symmetriad to Lobachevsky’s cones and Riemann’s neg-
ative curves, although its unimaginable complexity makes
the relationship highly tenuous. The eventual form occupies
an area of several cubic miles and extends far beyond our
whole system of mathematics. In addition, this extension is
four-dimensional, for the fundamental terms of the equa-
tions use a temporal symbolism expressed in the internal
changes over a given period.

It would be only natural, clearly, to suppose that the sym-
metriad is a ‘computer’ of the living ocean, performing cal-
culations for a purpose that we are not able to grasp. This
was Fremont’s theory, now generally discounted. The hy-
pothesis was a tempting one, but it proved impossible to
sustain the concept that the living ocean examined problems
of matter, the cosmos and existence through the medium of
titanic eruptions, in which every particle had an indispens-
able function as a controlled element in an analytical system
of infinite purity. In fact, numerous phenomena contradict
this over-simplified (some say childishly naive) concept.

Any number of attempts have been made to transpose
and ‘illustrate’ the symmetriad, and Averian’s demonstra-
tion was particularly well received. Let us imagine, he said,
an edifice dating from the great days of Babylon, but built of
some living, sensitive substance with the capacity to evolve:
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the architectonics of this edifice pass through a series of
phases, and we see it adopt the forms of a Greek, then of a
Roman building. The columns sprout like branches and be-
come narrower, the roof grows lighter, rises, curves, the arch
describes an abrupt parabola then breaks down into an
arrow shape: the Gothic is born, comes to maturity and
gives way in time to new forms. Austerity of line gives way
to a riot of exploding lines and shapes, and the Baroque runs
wild. If the progression continues—and the successive mu-
tations are to be seen as stages in the life of an evolving or-
ganism—we finally arrive at the architecture of the space
age, and perhaps too at some understanding of the sym-
metriad.

Unfortunately, no matter how this demonstration may be
expanded and improved (there have been attempts to visual-
ize it with the aid of models and films), the comparison re-
mains superficial. It is evasive and illusory, and side-steps
the central fact that the symmetriad is quite unlike anything
Earth has ever produced.

The human mind is only capable of absorbing a few
things at a time. We see what is taking place in front of us in
the here and now, and cannot envisage simultaneously a
succession of processes, no matter how integrated and com-
plementary. Our faculties of perception are consequently
limited even as regards fairly simple phenomena. The fate of
a single man can be rich with significance, that of a few hun-
dred less so, but the history of thousands and millions of
men does not mean anything at all, in any adequate sense of
the word. The symmetriad is a million—a billion, rather—
raised to the power of N: it is incomprehensible. We pass
through vast halls, each with a capacity of ten Kronecker
units, and creep like so many ants clinging to the folds of
breathing vaults and craning to watch the flight of soaring
girders, opalescent in the glare of searchlights, and elastic
domes which criss-cross and balance each other unerringly,
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the perfection of a moment, since everything here passes and
fades. The essence of this architecture is movement
synchronized towards a precise objective. We observe a
fraction of the process, like hearing the vibration of a single
string in an orchestra of supergiants. We know, but cannot
grasp, that above and below, beyond the limits of perception
or imagination, thousands and millions of simultaneous
transformations are at work, interlinked like a musical score
by mathematical counterpoint. It has been described as a
symphony in geometry, but we lack the ears to hear it.
Only a long-distance view would reveal the entire process,
but the outer covering of the symmetriad conceals the colos-
sal inner matrix where creation in unceasing, the created
becomes the creator, and absolutely identical ‘twins’ are
born at opposite poles, separated by towering structures and
miles of distance. The symphony creates itself, and writes its
own conclusion, which is terrible to watch. Every observer
feels like a spectator at a tragedy of a public massacre, when
after two or three hours—never longer—the living ocean
stages its assault. The polished surface of the ocean swirls
and crumples, the desiccated foam liquefies again, begins to
seethe, and legions of waves pour inwards from every point
of the horizon, their gaping mouths far more massive than
the greedy lips that surround the embryonic mimoid. The
submerged base of the symmetriad is compressed, and the
colossus rises as if on the point of being shot out of the
planet’s gravitational pull. The upper layers of the ocean re-
double their activity, and the waves surge higher and higher
to lick against the sides of the symmetriad. They envelop it,
harden and plug the orifices, but their attack is nothing
compared to the scene in the interior. First the process of
creation freezes momentarily; then there is ‘panic.’ The
smooth interpenetration of moving forms and the harmoni-
ous play of planes and lines accelerates, and the impression
is inescapable that the symmetriad is hurrying to complete
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some task in the face of danger. The awe inspired by the
metamorphosis and dynamics of the symmetriad intensifies
as the proud sweep of the domes falters, vaults sag and
droop. and ‘wrong notes’—incomplete, mangled forms—
make their appearance. A powerful moaning roar issues
from the invisible depths like a sigh of agony, reverberates
through the narrow funnels and booms through the collaps-
ing domes. In spite of the growing destructive violence of
these convulsions, the spectator is rooted to the spot. Only
the force of the hurricane streaming out of the depths and
howling through the thousands of galleries keeps the great
structure erect. Soon it subsides and starts to disintegrate.
There are final flutterings, contortions, and blind, random
spasms. Gnawed and undermined, the giant sinks slowly
and disappears, and the space where it stood is covered with
whirlpools of foam.

So what does all this mean?

I remembered an incident dating from my spell as assis-
tant to Gibarian. A group of schoolchildren visiting the So-
larisc Institute in Aden were making their way through the
main hall of the library and looking at the racks of micro-
film that occupied the entire left-hand side of the hall. The
guide explained that among other phenomena immortalized
by the image, these contained fragmentary glimpses of sym-
metriads long since vanished—not single shots, but whole
reels, more than ninety thousand of them!

One plump schoolgirl (she looked about fifteen, peering
inquisitively over her spectacles) abruptly asked: “And what
is it for?”

In the ensuing embarrassed silence, the school mistress
was content to dart a reproving look at her wayward pupil.
Among the Solarists whose job was to act as guides (I was
one of them), no one would produce an answer. Each sym-
metriad is unique, and the developments in its heart are,
generally speaking, unpredictable. Sometimes there is no
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sound. Sometimes the index of refraction increases or di-
minishes. Sometimes, rhythmic pulsations are accompanied
by local changes in gravitation, as if the heart of the sym-
metriad were beating by gravitating. Sometimes the com-
passes of the observers spin wildly, and ionized layers spring
up and disappear. The catalogue could go on indefinitely. In
any case, even if we did ever succeed in solving the riddle of
the symmetriads, we would still have to contend with the
asymmetriads!

The asymmetriads are born in the same manner as the
symmetriads but finish differently, and nothing can be seen
of their internal processes except tremors, vibrations and
flickering. We do know, however, that the interior houses
bewildering operations performed at a speed that defies the
laws of physics and which are dubbed ‘giant quantic phe-
nomena.” The mathematical analogy with certain three-di-
mensional models of the atom is so unstable and transitory
that some commentators dismiss the resemblance as of sec-
ondary importance, if not purely accidental. The asymmet-
riads have a very short life-span of fifteen to twenty minutes,
and their death is even more appalling that that of the sym-
metriads: with the howling gale that screams through its fab-
ric, a thick fluid gushes out, gurgles hideously, and sub-
merges everything beneath a foul, bubbling foam. Then an
explosion, coinciding with a muddy eruption, hurls up a
spout of debris which rains slowly down into the seething
ocean. This debris is sometimes found scores of miles from
the focus of the explosion, dried up, yellow and flattened,
like flakes of cartilage.

Some other creations of the ocean, which are much more
rare and of very variable duration, part company with the
parent body entirely. The first traces of these ‘independents’
were identified—wrongly, it was later proved—as the re-
mains of creatures inhabiting the ocean deeps. The free-
ranging forms are often reminiscent of many-winged birds,
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darting away from the moving trunks of the agilus, but the
preconceptions of Earth offer no assistance in unravelling
the mysteries of Solaris. Strange, seal-like bodies appear
now and then on the rocky outcrop of an island, sprawling
in the sun or dragging themselves lazily back to merge with
the ocean.

There was no escaping the impressions that grew out of
man’s experience on Earth. The prospects of Contact re-
ceded.

Explorers travelled hundreds of miles in the depths of
symmetriads, and installed measuring instruments and re-
mote-control cameras. Artificial satellites captured the birth
of mimoids and extensors, and faithfully reproduced their
images of growth and destruction. The libraries overflowed,
the archives grew, and the price paid for all this documenta-
tion was often very heavy. One notorious disaster cost one
hundred and six people their lives, among them Giese him-
self: while studying what was undoubtedly a symmetriad,
the expedition was suddenly destroyed by a process peculiar
to the asymmetriads. In two seconds, an eruption of gluti-
nous mud swallowed up seventy-nine men and all their
equipment. Another twenty-seven observers surveying the
area from aircraft and helicopters were also caught in the
eruption.

Following the Eruption of the Hundred and Six, and for
the first time in Solarist studies, there were petitions de-
manding a thermo-nuclear attack on the ocean. Such a re-
sponse would have been more cruelty than revenge, since it
would have meant destroying what we did not understand.
Tsanken’s ultimatum, which was never officially acknowl-
edged, probably influenced the negative outcome of the
vote. He was in command of Giese’s reserve term, and had
survived owing to a transmission error that took him off his
course, to arrive in the disaster area a few minutes after the
explosion, when the black mushroom cloud was still visible.
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Informed of the proposal for a nuclear strike, he threatened
to blow up the Station, together with the nineteen survivors
sheltering inside it.

Today, there are only three of us on the Station. Its con-
struction was controlled by satellites, and was a technical
feat on which the human race has a right to pride itself, even
if the ocean builds far more impressive structures in the
space of a few seconds. The Station is a disc of one hundred
yards radius, and contains four decks at the center and two
at the circumference. It is maintained at a height of from
five to fifteen hundred yards above the ocean by gravitors
programmed to compensate for the ocean’s own field of at-
traction. In addition to all the machines available to ordi-
nary Stations and the large artificial satellites that orbit
other planets, the Solaris Station is equipped with special-
ized radar apparatus sensitive to the smallest fluctuations of
the ocean surface, which trips auxiliary power-circuits capa-
ble of thrusting the steel disc into the stratosphere at the first
indication of new plasmatic upheavals.



Ordeal by Space

One expects that spaceship pilots in science-fiction stories
will be active. Active physically, at least—but in the ideal

case, active in mind as well as in body. What is the point, after
all, of setting a tale in the future, in outer space, or on another
planet, if there are to be neither bug-eyed monsters nor cosmic
maelstroms, difficulties, in other words, that require brains, quick
reflexes, and an occasional zap from a blaster?

One expects, when reading science fiction, events, and a hero
who is a hero.

What of Lem’s heroes? They appear to be tough enough; able
to take punishment with a stiff upper lip; showing courage, fac-
ing danger when necessary, making decisions. They are not your
modern-day anti-hero type who shilly-shallies, soul-searches,
apologizes, whines, and is generally stepped on and humiliated
by Life.

But what actually do they do, Lem’s heroes? What does Pirx,
for example, accomplish in the way of action in the many stories
that feature him? Well, not much. He is not even particularly ef-
fective as a sleuth. He is there. A witness of what transpires—of
accidents, malfunctions, crimes, deaths.

A witness, though, not a mere narrator. To be a witness, some-
times, is no contemptible or easy thing. Passive Pirx may be, but
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impassive nevers He has a way of seeing what others do not. He
perceives. He has a civilized heart.

Lem’s space adventures are essentially adventures of con-
science. The destination of the interplanetary/interstellar flight
turns out to be not the awesome technology and not the awe-
someness of things extraterrestrial, but, very simply, man. Our-
selves.

But ourselves in the most prosaic, uninflated way—without
grand phrases or noble gestures. Pirx, who is as ordinary and de-
void of glamor as toothpaste, can’t abide bombast or theatrics.
He provides, therefore, a touchstone of normalcy. So that we are
not led astray by the various hysterical-heroical myth/clichés—
about heroes, space, robots, and so on—that unfortunately rule
the world.
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The Test

w

“Cadet Pirx!”

Bullpen’s voice snapped him out of his daydreaming. He
had just had visions of a two-crown piece lying tucked away
in the fob pocket of his old civvies, the ones stashed at the
bottom of his locker. A jingling, shiny silver coin—all but
forgotten. A while ago he could have sworn nothing was
there, an old ma<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>