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RITAINYS JG. Balrd is nota greatfic-

tion writr, buthe is an im portantone.
Iftatseems e an inconsisent judgment
be advised tatAmerican readers who k now
Balrd on¥ \ia his mowing, Spie bergab
mem oir Empire oftie Sun do notknow te
reald G. Balbrd. The realBallkrd has since
te ear¥ 60s been a pioneer ofa certain sort
of Ierary science fiction | ke © callRy-
H. Ry-H, ofen parodic, surrealland grot
esque, and ahostalays setin some near
and recognizab B future, seeks o expbre te
psychopatiobgy of postatomic e, stuff
ke high €chnobgy, mass-media, ad\wert
ising, PR, otaHarianism , etc.

Balhrds 1973 cuknowe ICrash, acoli ¥
tieoreticallfab B aboutte eroticism of auto-
mobi} accident and te re htions of viol
ence © orgasm and deformity o ce Bbrity,
ranks wit Antony Burgess's A Chbckw ork
Orange and Willan Burroughs' Naked
Lunch as basical¥ defining tie By-H genre.
And, forays into m em oir and m ass-m ark e tap-
pealnoty it standing, Balkrd has i lkd and
produced his bestwork in te metalarbor of
tis weird algorical €chno- It His hest
U.S. re Base, War Fe\er, a co Bction ofshort
stories writen between te mid-70s and te
ke '80s, is Vintage Balbrdian Ry-H, and
it mostsuccessfullpieces show Balhrd at
his engaging, exasperating best And Balrd
athis besthe bs show why te Ry-H mas-
€rs hawe had such a profound inflience on
contm porary American fiction writrs, not
onl genre-restriced cyberpunks Bke Wil
am Gibson but serious postn odern artis®
kke Don DeLilb, Willan T. \0 lh ann and
Mark Leyner.

Clnicall dogm atic, re Inthss ¥ reifying
and worl-chss imaginat\e, Balhrd is
reall more asocialcritic tan a storye Br.
And, except for a coup} of hard-core sci-
ence fiction pieces ke "Reporton an Uniden-
tified Space Station,” aBof War Fe\erts 14
stories grow outofte parodic expansion of
som e sing } angstproducing fature ofm od-
e social Ie. In "The SecretH istory of
WorB War 3,” Ronall Reagan is brought
back from adwanced senescence for a tird
presidentaltrm in 92, and when te U.S.
e bcorak, "Watthing tis robotic figure
wit his goofy grins . . . began © ask ifte
President was brain-dead, or exen ale at
al" Reagan’s hand Brs begin re Basing ex-
haustive report on his healh, updaks and
pane Bdiscussions thatso mesmerize a nation
of TVwatchers (for whom te Presidents
EKG-trace is final broadcast Ik e stock quo-
tations at te botiom of al programming)
tatte peopk ignore a spasmodic nuclar
exchange wit te U.S.SR. in fawor of ex-
pert anabses of presidentialbow e Hunction
and e HrstLady's cosmetic tucks.

In "Dream Cargoes,” a scutthd garbage
barge spi M toxic wasts onto te shores ofa
Caribbean ato B spaw ning gorgeous new B
forms and metam orphosizing human con-
sciousness int a kind of €chno-m ysticism
untilte Naw stps in witt fhmetrowers
 stop te "polition.” In te colction’
tith story, te factionalw arfare in Beirutis re-
ealld © be orchestrakd by e U.N., which
has been protcting 30 years of comphle
gbballpeace by fue Ing paranoia and hatred
am ong t e Beirutcom batant, using tie figh €
ing as a contro Bd experiment in m utating
"“te \irus ofwar."

War Fever is an unusual tight, unified
story co lction, noton¥ because it autor
has tree or four basic Ry-H obsessions he
sinmp¥ works and reworks, butallo because
Balhrd uses such a distinctive setofsty ks
and tchniques. Stuctural, exery one of
tis book s stories is exoske Bal it symbol
and meanings are righton te surface, right
in your face; and tey, ratier tan pbtor
charackr, proMde te storys deve bpmentall
drive. As is S.0.P. for Balkrd, m any ofWar
Fe\er's se Betions are narrated in e firstper-
son, wit te narrator adopting tis "I'm-te-
bstand-on k-person-who-can-articu bht-
whats-happened” tone so common 1t sci-
ence fiction. And Balbrd, as albays, bws
his form alfun. A diehard experimentallst he
has stories here in te form of an index ©
te autobiography ofsome em inentfictionall
20t-century guy (“The Index,"” cute but
slght Kke a concre® poem), and, in te
Rbyrintiine "Nots Tow ards a MentaIBreak -
down," in e form of numbered schobrl
g bsses on aone-sentnce fragm entofan un-
finished essay detaillng a fam ous neurosur-
geons plinge inb schizophrenia and
murder. This Bststory,my favorit inte col
Bction, is noton ¥ a Borgesian m ane Bofin-
v biton, it an ingenious study in
dissociation, in which te academ ic ob pctiv
ity oftie gbsses and te pat o bgicalpat os
of te notks’ subgctcountrpointand dance
and final marry in te creepy re\e htion of
Justwho's autoring tie gbsses. One of Bal
Brd% fineststories ever, "Noks Towards . . ."
abne makes War Fexerwort te purchase.

Yetanot er unifying fature oftis co Bc
tion is tathere Ballhrd betrays alMtiree of
his biggest weaknesses as a Py-H writr.
The firstis tathis tone is so \ery coll. Its
notan accidentt atm ostofWar Fe\er’ ch ar-
actrs manifestdissociation’s num bness and
autom atism , nor t at Balhrds m osteflective
narrative persona here is tatofa detached
chnicallreportw rier (four of tese stories
are narrakd by M.D.%, with academ ics, sur-
geons, psychiatrist and scientis® phying
key rolls in anoter six). The genre of Ry-
H, postn odern © te quick, seems t de-
mand tis Flt schohr¥ narrative \oice, an
air of Bb chnicians boking atstff under
ghss. Butte poverty of affecthere makes
Balhrd's stories atonce creepier and em pty
of human qualty; o many of te pieces
seem bud butem pty, lke screams.

Anotier of tiis coBctions troub Bs is

tat Balhrds prose isn‘talltat great H is
narrators hawe consistnt penchant for still
td metricalyuestions, for clinky, bom bast
ic pronouncement, and for rater cliched
descriptions.

Balhrds tird and worst weakness is
tathe’s aboutte Bastsubth major wrikr
going. As do many Psy-H fictions, Balkrd’
stories wie M teir temes Kke bhck-jacks,
rare b give teir readers a chance 1 exercise
discernmentor insight You nexer really get
achance o read Ballkrd. H is narrators pont-
ficak constantl, dechiming on tie meaning
ofsymboll, te irony of wist, te signific-
ance of exerytiing exen rem ot ¥ signific-
ant These RNad-food intrusions, togeter
wit te factt atBalkrd’s fictions are basic-
all one-trick ponies, alworking off some
sing B surreallm etaph or, can ofen Baw te
audience wanting Bss. Sl te stories in
War Fever are surprisingy and consisently
com pe Eng. They're predicb ¥ and some-
tim es annoying, buttey're usual under 10
pages; and Balhrds inered, torough ¥
postindustriallphibsophy of fiction - which
is basical¥ tatde Lsion, halicination and
rationallzation are todays mediation, at
£mpk © constructan inner psychic realty
in te face of an em pty, mechanized, m ass-
marketd and fictionallm odern worll - has,
since tie '60s, been wort readers"atention.

The shortstory, a mode where Ballrd
can dispense wit de\e bped charackr and
diachronic pbt, and where he can use his
great gift for form allingenuity © afford te
reader fresh ness and \ariety, seems o me ©
be JG. Balrds strongest form. Short,
dense, vivid, hallicinatory, som etimes pom -
pous, ofen tul disturbing, tese pieces in
War FRver are Balhrds Py-H gems, and
teyhaw vale.

David FosterWalkce's m ostrecentbooks are tie
shortstory co Bction Gir Wit Curious H air
and,wit Mark Cost b, Signifying Rappers, an
essay aboutm usic and race.
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