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BRITAIN's  J.G. Ballard is  not a great fic-
tion w riter, but h e  is  an im portant one . 

If th at s e em s  lik e  an incons istent judgm ent, 
be  advis ed th at Am erican readers  w h o k now  
Ballard only via h is  m oving, Spielbergable 
m em oir Em pire  of th e  Sun do not k now  th e  
real J. G. Ballard. Th e  real Ballard h as  s ince  
th e  early '60s  be en a pione er of a certain sort 
of literary science  fiction I lik e  to call Psy-
Fi. Psy-Fi, often parodic, surreal and grot-
e s q ue , and alm ost alw ays  s et in som e  near 
and recognizable future , s e e k s  to explore  th e  
psych opath ology of post-atom ic life , stuff 
lik e  h igh  tech nology, m as s -m edia, advert-
is ing, PR, totalitarianism , etc.

Ballard's  19 73 cult novel Cras h , a coldly 
th eoretical fable about th e  e roticism  of auto-
m obile accidents  and th e  relations  of viol-
ence  to orgasm  and deform ity to celebrity, 
rank s  w ith  Anth ony Burge s s 's  A Clock w ork  
Orange  and W illiam  Burrough s ' Nak e d 
Lunch  as  bas ically defining th e  Psy-Fi genre . 
And, forays  into m em oir and m as s -m ark et ap-
peal notw ith standing, Ballard h as  toiled and 
produced h is  be st w ork  in th e  m etal arbor of 
th is  w e ird allegorical tech no-lit. H is  late st 
U.S. releas e , War Fe ve r, a collection of s h ort 
storie s  w ritten betw e en th e  m id-'70s  and th e  
late '80s , is  vintage Ballardian Psy-Fi, and 
its  m ost succe s sful piece s  s h ow  Ballard at 
h is  engaging, exasperating be st. And Ballard 
at h is  be st h elps  s h ow  w h y th e  Psy-Fi m as -
ters  h ave h ad such  a profound influence on 
contem porary Am erican fiction w riters , not 
only genre -re stricted cyberpunk s  lik e  W illi-
am  Gibson but s e rious  postm odern artists  
lik e  Don DeLillo, W illiam  T. Vollm ann and 
M ark  Leyner.

Clinical, dogm atic, relentles sly re ifying 
and w orld-clas s  im aginative, Ballard is  
really m ore  a social critic th an a storyteller. 
And, except for a couple of h ard-core  sci-
ence  fiction piece s  lik e  "Report on an Uniden-
tified Space Station," all of War Fe ve r's  14 
storie s  grow  out of th e  parodic expans ion of 
som e  s ingle angst-producing feature  of m od-
e rn social life . In "Th e  Secret H istory of 
World War 3," Ronald Reagan is  brough t 
back  from  advanced s ene scence  for a th ird 
pre s idential term  in '9 2, and w h en th e  U.S. 
electorate, "Watch ing th is  robotic figure  
w ith  h is  goofy grins  . . . began to as k  if th e  
Pre s ident w as  brain-dead, or even alive at 
all," Reagan's  h andlers  begin releas ing ex-
h austive reports  on h is  h ealth , update s  and 
panel discus s ions  th at so m e sm erize  a nation 
of TV-w atch ers  (for w h om  th e  Pre s ident's  
EKG-trace is  finally broadcast lik e  stock  q uo-
tations  at th e  bottom  of all program m ing) 
th at th e  people ignore  a spasm odic nuclear 
exch ange w ith  th e  U.S.S.R. in favor of ex-
pert analys e s  of pre s idential bow el-function 
and th e  First Lady's  cosm etic tuck s .

In "Dream  Cargoe s ," a scuttled garbage 
barge  spills toxic w aste s  onto th e  s h ore s  of a 
Caribbean atoll, spaw ning gorgeous  new  life  
form s  and m etam orph os izing h um an con-
sciousne s s  into a k ind of tech no-m ysticism  
until th e  Navy steps  in w ith  flam eth row ers  
to stop th e  "pollution." In th e  collection's  
title story, th e  factional w arfare  in Be irut is  re -
vealed to be  orch e strated by th e  U.N., w h ich  
h as  be en protecting 30 years  of com plete 
global peace  by fueling paranoia and h atred 
am ong th e  Be irut com batants , us ing th e  figh t-
ing as  a controlled experim ent in m utating 
"th e  virus  of w ar."

War Fe ve r is  an unusually tigh t, unified 
story collection, not only becaus e  its  auth or 
h as  th re e  or four bas ic Psy-Fi obs e s s ions  h e  
s im ply w ork s  and rew ork s , but also becaus e  
Ballard us e s  such  a distinctive s et of styles  
and tech niq ue s . Structurally, every one  of 
th is  book 's  storie s  is  exos k eletal: its  sym bols 
and m eanings  are  righ t on th e  surface, righ t 
in your face; and th ey, rath er th an plot or 
ch aracter, provide  th e  story's  developm ental 
drive . As  is  S.O .P. for Ballard, m any of War 
Fe ve r's  s elections  are  narrated in th e  first-per-
son, w ith  th e  narrator adopting th is  "I'm -th e -
las t- and- only-pe rs on- w h o- can-articulate -
w h at's -h appened" tone so com m on to sci-
ence  fiction. And Ballard, as  alw ays , loves  
h is  form al fun. A die h ard experim entalist, h e  
h as  storie s  h e re  in th e  form  of an index to 
th e  autobiograph y of som e  em inent fictional 
20th -century guy ("Th e  Index," cute but 
sligh t, lik e  a concrete  poem ), and, in th e  
labyrinth ine  "Note s  Tow ards  a M ental Break -
dow n," in th e  form  of num bered sch olarly 
glos s e s  on a one -s entence  fragm ent of an un-
finis h ed e s say detailing a fam ous  neurosur-
geon's  plunge into sch izoph renia and 
m urder. Th is  last story, m y favorite  in th e  col-
lection, is  not only a Borge s ian m arvel of in-
volution, it's  an ingenious  study in 
dis sociation, in w h ich  th e  academ ic objectiv-
ity of th e  glos s e s  and th e  path ological path os  
of th e  note s ' subject counterpoint and dance 
and finally m arry in th e  cre epy revelation of 
just w h o's  auth oring th e  glos s e s . O ne  of Bal-
lard's  fine st storie s  ever, "Notes Tow ards . . ." 
alone m ak e s  War Fever w orth  th e  purch as e .

Yet anoth er unifying feature  of th is  collec-
tion is  th at h e re  Ballard betrays  all th re e  of 
h is  bigge st w eak ne s s e s  as  a Psy-Fi w riter. 
Th e  first is  th at h is  tone  is  so very cold. It's  
not an accident th at m ost of War Fe ve r's  ch ar-
acters  m anife st dis sociation's  num bne s s  and 
autom atism , nor th at Ballard's  m ost effective 
narrative persona h e re  is  th at of a detach ed 
clinical-report-w riter (four of th e s e  storie s  
are  narrated by M .D.'s , w ith  academ ics , sur-
geons , psych iatrists  and scientists  playing 
k ey roles  in anoth er s ix). Th e  genre  of Psy-
Fi, postm odern to th e  q uick , s e em s  to de -
m and th is  flat, sch olarly narrative voice , an 
air of lab tech nicians  look ing at stuff under 
glas s . But th e  poverty of affect h e re  m ak e s  
Ballard's  storie s  at once cre epie r and em pty 
of h um an q uality; too m any of th e  piece s  
s e em  loud but em pty, lik e  scream s .

Anoth er of th is  collection's  troubles  is  

th at Ballard's  pros e  isn't all th at great. H is  
narrators  h ave cons istent pench ants  for stil-
ted rh etorical q ue stions , for clunk y, bom bast-
ic pronouncem ents , and for rath er clich ed 
de scriptions .

Ballard's  th ird and w orst w eak ne s s  is  
th at h e 's  about th e  least subtle m ajor w riter 
going. As  do m any Psy-Fi fictions , Ballard's  
storie s  w ield th e ir th em e s  lik e  black -jack s , 
rarely give th e ir readers  a ch ance to exercis e  
discernm ent or ins igh t. You never really get 
a ch ance to read Ballard. H is  narrators  ponti-
ficate constantly, declaim ing on th e  m eaning 
of sym bols, th e  irony of tw ists , th e  s ignific-
ance of everyth ing even rem otely s ignific-
ant. Th e s e  lead-footed intrus ions , togeth e r 
w ith  th e  fact th at Ballard's  fictions  are  bas ic-
ally one -trick  ponie s , all w ork ing off som e  
s ingle surreal m etaph or, can often leave th e  
audience  w anting le s s . Still, th e  storie s  in 
War Fe ve r are  surpris ingly and cons istently 
com pelling. Th ey're  predictable and som e -
tim e s  annoying, but th ey're  usually under 10 
page s; and Ballard's  inverted, th orough ly 
post-industrial ph ilosoph y of fiction - w h ich  
is  bas ically th at delus ion, h allucination and 
rationalization are  today's  m ediation, at-
tem pts  to construct an inner psych ic reality 
in th e  face of an em pty, m ech anized, m as s -
m ark eted and fictional m odern w orld - h as , 
s ince  th e  '60s , be en w orth  readers ' attention.

Th e  s h ort story, a m ode  w h e re  Ballard 
can dispens e  w ith  developed ch aracter and 
diach ronic plot, and w h e re  h e  can us e  h is  
great gift for form al ingenuity to afford th e  
reader fre s h ne s s  and variety, s e em s  to m e  to 
be  J.G. Ballard's  stronge st form . Sh ort, 
dens e , vivid, h allucinatory, som etim e s  pom -
pous , often truly disturbing, th e s e  piece s  in 
War Fe ve r are  Ballard's  Psy-Fi gem s , and 
th ey h ave value .

David Foster Wallace's  m ost recent book s  are  th e  
s h ort-story collection Girl W ith  Curious  H air 
and, w ith  M ark  Costello, Signifying Rappe rs , an 
e s say about m us ic and race .
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