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City is a crude yet bittersweet tale of the evaporation of mankind.
~

One of the goals I've set for myself this year
is to start sampling more older science
fiction. There's a few motivations behind
this, naturally. First and foremost, even
though I love to read the stuff and write
about it, I am lamentably behind on the
classics (heck, I haven't even read Dune
yet), and some catch-up work is sorely
needed. There's also a research element to
it; I've also got some other projects in mind,
so naturally I'm also on the lookout for
tropes to steal. Finally, I've been feeling a
bit out of place with the contemporary SF
market, so I'm looking back to the past to
see if the crude prototypes have some sort
of appeal to me that the modern stuff lacks.
All the usual reasons, really.

  
Anyway, it was for all these reasons that I
ended up reading Clifford Simak's City
earlier in the month. I'd had a few
encounters with it in the past; I read one of
the stories that was incorporated into it back
in my high school days, but thought nothing
of it until I heard more about the stories
discussed in a disparaging fashion on this
dead blog. A few months later, I was
reading an old interview with Michel
Houellebecq in which he mentioned that considered City to be a masterpiece. Since I've
always placed the wisdom of French misanthropes above that of Anglo-Saxon internet
people, I had to take a look.

  
I'm not going to lie: by today's standards, it's not very good. And yet, it's not
something that can be dismissed out of hand.

  
The novel itself is a fixup, an old SF writer's term for a novel made up of a group of
short stories assembled into a single narrative. Everything in City appeared in various
magazines between 1944 and 1951, while the novel itself finally emerged in 1952. It's
really not the best assembly job: the book is essentially a collection of eight short
stories presented as a series of ancient myths linked by a few "editorial notes" between
each section. As a result, the book never quite transcends its origins to read like a
single narrative.
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There are also some issues with the way the book reads as a work of science fiction.
Naturally, quite a bit of it is sorely dated by today's standards. I was rather surprised to
find that people in the 1940s still believed that Jupiter had a solid surface, as well as in
Lamarckian evolution. There's also this weird theme in which phenomenal mental
powers can be achieved by the proper concentration of the will, but that's hardly
unique to this book, science fiction, or art from the first half of the 20th century.
Seriously, that belief was everywhere. Rather more interestingly, City seems to be
caught between two SF traditions. It is a scientific romance, a type of SF story that
eschews conventional literary structure (i.e. characters, plot) in order to present a
society or planet from an evolutionary perspective, the type of story writers like H. G.
Wells and Olaf Stapleton are best known for. However, it is one that has been filtered
through an American writer working in the pulp zine tradition.

  
The results are...interesting.

  
City is the story of humanity from around now to ten thousand years in the future,
mostly centered around various members of the Webster family, a family that, in pulpy
tradition, proves to be surprisingly important to the course of history. The first story,
probably the most conventionally pulpy of the lot, is centered around the final
dissolution of urban life in 1990. In the story, the introduction of household atomic
power units as well as tank-grown food has inflicted a terminal wound on the structure
of civilization. Cities have emptied out as urban dwellers relocate themselves to
suddenly-affordable countryside while former farmers begin to invest the now-
abandoned suburbs. The story itself concerns an uprising by the former farmers against
an increasingly useless city government. The farmers win, naturally, serving to further
underline that the period of urbanization has come to an end. 

  
After this, the structure of life remains unchanged for decades. By the 2200s, the
planet consists mostly of homesteads loosely organized under a world government. The
only holdouts are the mutants, long-lived hyperintelligent that have no desire to
integrate into the rest of society and feel at best a smirking condescension towards the
human race. While they initially maintain a nomadic existence, they eventually come to
sequester themselves in small keeps, working on who knows what unknowable things.
As an aside, after reading City, it struck me that the posthuman Elohimite clones living
in the post-collapse world of Michel Houellebecq's The Possibility of an Island owe a lot
to these mutants, and I was wondering why no other reviewers had picked up on that.
Then I remembered no one reads science fiction and had a good laugh.

  
Of course, since this is an American SF novel, there's still a frontier to penetrate, and
the first half of the third millennium is taken up with the exploration of the Solar
System. However , four events serve to push humanity on a new course. The first is
the creation of the Dogs by one of the Websters, dogs who have been surgically
modified to speak and who can make use of robots as surrogate hands. As a species
they tend to be very friendly, playful, even mildly intelligent within certain limits. The
second event concerns the manned exploration of Jupiter, a process that involves the
physical transformation of a human into a type of Jovian creature called a "Loper." As is
eventually revealed, a human consciousness placed in a Loper body quickly grows to
perceive the Jovian environment as a sort of sensory nirvana. While most researchers
modified in this fashion flee into the wilderness, one eventually returns, spreading the
gospel of Loperdom. While this would ordinarily not amount to much, it is the third
event, the discovery of a half-forgotten Martian philosophy that allows perfect
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empathy, that allows the truth of Loper life to be disseminated worldwide. The final
event, initially overlooked in the story, concerns a mutant's whimsical experiment with
ant colonies resulting in the creation of an industrialized ant colony.

  
The effect of all these events is dramatic. By the 3200s, humanity numbers a mere five
thousand souls, almost all of whom are sequestered in the city of Geneva. The rest of
the species has become Jovian. The Dogs continue to thrive, spreading a gospel of
universal compassion while experimenting with their own esoteric arts. In due course, a
Webster decides to seal Geneva off from the rest of the world using an old defense
shield, leaving the entire planet in the paws of the Dogs. As the millennia speed by, the
Dogs succeed in granting speech to all the mammals of the world, resulting in a realm
that resembles a children's picture book, or perhaps the garden of Eden. There is no
more war, and no more murder, even for food. The only cloud on the horizon is the
ants, who continue to built their tower higher. And higher. And higher.

  
Now, all of you keen and clever readers out there are probably skimming through this
with one eyebrow cocked, wondering why I'm not tearing into this like usual. Well, the
reason for this is simple: despite all the bad science and dubious motivations, Simak
does one thing well in this novel. He preserves the element of decline.

  
This is a novel about the end of the world. In this story, humanity decreases in power
and dwindles into a dim memory. Even in the first story has an autumnal cast to it, set
in an nearly abandoned suburb that is reverting back to wilderness. As the decades roll
on, the wilderness grows, reducing us to an archipelago of homesteads in an endless
forest, until eventually we leave the picture altogether, with only the Dogs and our
surviving robots to inherit the world. Even in the final stage of human life in Geneva,
society has shrunk to a peacefully anarchic leisure society, one whose members are all
too aware that there is nothing left to do with life except amuse themselves or roll the
dice with cryogenics and hope for a better future somewhere down the line. As
someone who's been closer to death than most people, I've long been fascinated by the
concept of decline and decay, and City, while crude, manages to build a suitable
bittersweet portrait of our disappearance from the world. It also might not be out of
line to suggest that the image of Geneva is, a heart, an image of America, or at least
the American Dream, as a fossilized remnant.

  
Along with decline, I have interest in tragedy. And make no mistake, City is a tragedy,
one who tragic elements manage to ameliorate one of the odder elements of the book.
In the last four sections of the book, a new theme predominates: that of the evil of
mankind. According to City, humanity is a fundamentally evil creature, one who is
prone to violence, to destructive expansion, to murder. In the end, all that can be down
with Man is to remove him from the planet, either by his apotheosis into a new type of
being on Jupiter or by isolating him in Geneva, and allowing the compassionate,
friendly, and most importantly anti-destructive Dogs to make the world a beautiful
garden. From the perspective of 2012, it's a very strange belief. It's also rather odd for
being made in primarily moral terms; while a modern reader would expect an argument
against humanity to be made in the defense of nature, there is not a trace of ecological
thinking in City. The best explanation I have for this is that Simak wrote the stories
that make up the final half of the book after the end of World War II, an event that
touched off a current of apocalyptic despair throughout the world. This was the period
when Orwell wrote of a boot stomping on a human face forever, and William Golding
wrote of the fall through the air of the true, wise friend called Piggy. After Treblinka,



11/8/2017 Ferretbrain - Shutting Down

file:///C:/Alasdair%20-%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/Alasdair%27s%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/ferretbrain.com/articles/article-828.html 4/4

Dresden, and Nagasaki, a sane man could reasonably suggest that mankind didn't
deserve to exist anymore. Whether he knew it or not, Simak was probably caught up in
the spirit of the times while he wrote, placing all of the ills of the world on our
shoulders while giving his Dogs the few scraps of virtue we had cast aside to make
good again.

  
And yet, despite building up his narrative to support this course of events, Simak
seems to suggest that it might be for naught. By the final two sections of the book,
violence has retreated so far from the hearts of the Dogs that they have increasing
trouble dealing with the world. Among the other animals, there is a palpable
undercurrent of mania, a sense of an eternal struggle to repress darker instincts that
comes across as repeated insistences and reassurances that they are not falling back
into barbarism, akin to the endless rituals of Dr. Moreau's beast-men. By the end of the
book, the Dogs are being pushed out of their habitat by the expansionist ants, and it
becomes quite clear that nothing can be done other than other than relearning war,
which Simak cannot bring himself to permit his creations to understand. The framing
story implies a side-step of the issue, with the dogs eventually settling another realm,
but it is not convincing. In the end, the Dogs, which were meant to embody the more
compassionate qualities of humanity, cannot survive in the world or the book. And that
failure is the great tragedy of City.

  
For most of you reading this, I would not recommend City. It's far too much of an
awkward, crudely assembled and thought-out to be of much interest to a lay reader
except as a historical curiosity. But for me, as a prototype for Brian Aldiss' and J.G.
Ballard's apocalyptic stories, and as a tale in its own right, City will always be
something that should be treasured whenever it is uncovered, to remind us of the
mutability of all things, a story that lets us feel the soft breath of the coming winter.
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