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Foreword

Brother1 fan,

I used this address to readers in an editorial I wrote for the first and only issue of the Bulgarian 
newspaper Terra Fantastika all the way back in 1993. It was the first newspaper in my country, 
covering the speculative genre. Of course we intended to publish fiction, but that was not the main 
goal. I saw it as a publication about the SF&F, much more then of SF&F. Alas, the sales were low. 
Those were crazy times in my country, the political system had just changed a few years earlier and 
the reality exceeded even our most fantastic expectations.

Despite the fact that I write on occasion science fiction, at first and foremost I am a promoter and I 
prefer to enjoy and to study the genre. The latter is probably due to my curiosity; just like my day-
time job to do astronomy research does. I was surprised to discover that I would rather spend my 
time revealing the ideas and exploring the words of others rather than to come up with ideas on my 
own. My second drive is to find ways to use science fiction as a tool to promote the natural 
sciences, in particular my favorite - the astronomy.

Those who know me won't be surprised that most of the pieces I include here were written as part of
my long-standing efforts to spread the word about the Bulgarian SF&F abroad. This is a companion 
to another similarly titled book that includes about two dozen essays written in Bulgarian. The 
materials in common between the two volumes is minimal, because most of the pieces in English 
were written directly in that language, and as much as I wanted, I simply don't have enough the time
to translate back and forth the non-overlapping essays.

There is very little non-fiction in Bulgaria about the SF&F. A few critical books were authored by 
Elka Konstantinova, Ognian Saparev and more recently Kamen Todorov. There is also a number of 
articles by Atanass P. Slavov (who invented the word fantastologia, e.g. science of the fantastic) 
scattered across various venues; these are still waiting to be collected in a single volume. Critique 
and non-fiction translated in other language almost don't existent. As far as I know only Rady 
Radev has published some general reviews of the Bulgarian SF&F in Locus, in the latest incarnation
of Amazing Storis, and he has a collection of non-fiction for sale on Amazon. There are also a few 
blog posts in English here and there from other authors.

The probability that any of the Bulgarian books that I review here would see print in translation is 
negligible and older works are not easily accessible even for readers who are proficient in 
Bulgarian. I am sure that in the future the translating tools will be able to deal with fiction (this may
require no less than achieving an working artificial intelligence), but this day has not arrived yet. 
Therefore, I conscientiously adopted a more narrative style, sometime even providing a full 
synopsis of the reviewed works.

Obviously, I am a non-native English speaker and my writing needs editing. The pieces that have 
appeared in written or in some on-line publications have already been edited (and I make sure to 
mention the names of their editors in the short intros I have added to each chapter). However, this 
still leaves quite a large fraction of the book to rely only on my own language skills. To remedy this 
I conceived this project as a crowd-sourcing effort. I do not plan to charge money for for the book - 
the collection is distributed freely as an e-book. However, I intend to ask for your time and intellect:
while reading, please mark any typos, grammatical or stylistic errors and send them to me. I prefer 
to work with doc file with corrections and suggestions in save-changes editing mode. In a year or 
whenever I receive enough (whatever that means) corrections, I will introduce them in a new 
edition. The names of all contributors will be mentioned. Thank you in advance!

1 And sisters fans too, but back then I wasn't thinking much about that.



Note that the hyperlinks were not updated for this publication and won't be updated in the future 
either. The Internet is too much in flux to to keep up. Just google it! There is another reason that I 
consider more important, though - I want to preserve these essays in the form they were originally 
published. Some of them are nearly a decade old and as the time goes by they will be - hopefully - a
living monument of sites that have perished in the cracks of the global network.

My two most important English language publications are missing for copyright reasons. The first 
is a statistical study of the speculative publication landscape by sub-genre, based on the regular 
presentations of new books in Locus Online. However, I included the foreword - I have written 
introductions for each essay in this book. The second piece is an a comparative essay on the Tiptree 
Jr and her contemporary from  behind the Iran wall - the Bulgarian science fiction writer Zora 
Zagorska. It appeared in 2015 in the award winning anthology Letters to Tiptree. The foreword that 
explains the origin of that essay is also a part of this book.

Those who expect to find here a work of academic literary criticism might be disappointed. I lack 
the education to do that. Instead, I set a goal to bring the attention of wider, non-Bulgarian speaking 
audience to the speculative fiction of my country. This is more an introduction to the genre in 
Bulgarian, than anything else. The Bulgarian fiction dominates this volume, but I have not limited 
myself to it. Books from other countries that caught my attention are also reviewed. The essays are 
featured in chronological order, with a few exceptions.

Enjoy!

May 9 - June 11, 2017

Munch



Between a Hummer and a Rock: The Bulgarian Science Fiction between the East and the 
West

* * *

What essay is better fitting to open this collection than a general review of the Bulgarian speculative
genre?

Despite the fact that Bulgaria is a small county, our SF&F has a rich history. The most complete 
bibliography by Evgeny Haritonov contains thousands of publications and it does not even cover 
the last decade or two. So, I had to make some choices and I mentioned only the most significant - 
in my view - personalities and works, that represented one or another notable time, idea, trend, 
event, publication, etc. The selection was subjective and I ask those that were omitted: Please, don't 
kick me too hard, it was impossible to offer a complete review!

To promote the speculative genre of my native land I pushed this piece to appear at as many venues 
as possible. An incomplete list includes my own blog (valio98.blog.bg; in Feb 2009, The World SF 
blog (worldsf.wordpress.com; in Feb 2010) organized by Lavie Thidhar, Charles Tan and Sarah 
Newton, and in the Europa SF (www.scifiportal.eu; in Oct 2014) webzine, maintained by the 
Romanian fan Cristian Tamas.

* * *

18/10/2012

I. Ivan Vazov - near-future speculative fiction from a century ago

Ivan Vazov (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ivan_Vazov) is the father of the modern Bulgarian 
literature, no less. He was born in 1850, and died in 1921. During the first twenty eight years of his 
life our country was part of the Turkish empire. Vazov saw the end of a five century long yoke and 
the birth of a new independent kingdom of Bulgaria. This was time of enthusiasm and hopes, akin 
to the first years after the American Revolution. Everything seems to be within reach, one just had 
to extend his hand…

It is no surprising, that he turned to speculative fiction as a tool to write about the future of our 
country - his only speculative fiction story “The Last Day of the Twentieth Century is an attempt to 
imagine how Bulgaria will literally flourish and prosper. It was written in 1899, and it describes 
literally one day of the life of the king, hundred years in the future.

The story doesn’t match very well with the rest of Vazov’s work. He is best known for poetry and 
his realistic novels - sagas about a big uprisings that preceded the independence and the life in the 
young new country. There is nothing in his works suggesting that he may follow the tropes of Jules 
Verne and others early speculative fiction writers.

There is one other aspect that sets this story apart. The characterization is minimalist, the 
personalities are two-dimensional and the entire story is descriptive and schematic. Clearly, it is 
nothing more than a vehicle for the author’s optimism. We see a world in which Bulgaria is a large 
country encompassing all the territories that at the time of Vazov contained Bulgarian population. It 
has even a Mediterranean port and an Admiralty. The economy is prospering, the industry is happily
polluting the skies above the capital. Vazov boldly gives a figure for Sofia's population - 350,000; 



more than a million lived in the "real" Sofia at the turn of the century. There are inconsistencies - 
from a modern point of view - the King rides in a horse drown carriage, but he uses a video link to 
discuss dinner plans with his son. There are dark shades in the story - a big war occurred in 1972 
and in one seeing the king is remembering some other misfortunes. However, His Majesty 
concludes that overall the twentieth century was good to the Slavs. In passing Vazov - he was a 
known russophile - tells us that Russia has taken the Dardanelles.

At a first glance it may seem that in this story Vazov is bordering the modern day nationalists, but 
we should remember when this piece was written. Bulgaria was a young country then. Until 
recently it was divided in tow, and the southern half would remain, at least on paper, a Turkish 
province for another eight years. Many regions with compact Bulgarian population remained in 
other countries and would gradually return over the next decades or two. The entire Bolkans were 
one large ex-Yugoslavia. Vazov was affected by these issues and his natural positive outlook drove 
him to imagine a better future, the way he could understand it at the time.

The story was first published in 1912. It has been largely forgotten, until very recently. It is no 
surprise - one of the characters is a king, and the future of a socialist country couldn’t include any 
kings. The Last Day… had little influence on the Bulgarian speculative fiction, but it captured one 
of the main feature that eventually gained popularity in our genre literature - it is strongly connected
with the unique cultural background of the country. This is both a source of strength and a 
weakness, because it gives the writers an access to a rich national mythology. The flip side is that 
these roots can make the setting and the characters incomprehensible to the outside readers. Yet, 
there are exceptions and some of them made their way into the webzine Oceans of the Mind 
(http://www.trantorpublications.com/oceans.htm) in an issue dedicated to the Eastern European 
speculative fiction writers: http://www.trantorpublications.com/issue_xviii_ - _EEurope.htm

We still haven’t got our own Tolkien, but the aspiring Vazovs of today often use the Bulgarian 
mythology and continue the tradition of the native Bulgarian folklore storytelling. A good example 
is The Assassination, by Johan Vladimir: http://www.trantorpublications.com/issue_xviii_ - 
_EEurope.htm#The%20Assassination

Johan Vladimir is the literary pseudonym of the writer and professional journalist Angelina Ilieva. 
Her personal page (with wonderful illustrations but only in Bulgarian only) can be found at: 
http://www.johanvladimir.com/

The Bulgarian speculative fiction is not limited to intra-cultural fantasy. There are some writers, that
try to transcend the national traditions and to write more worldly speculative fiction… I will 
introduce some of them in the next installment.

*

II. Svetoslav Minkov and the diabolic fate of the speculative fiction writers who tried their 
hand at publishing

Svetoslav Minkov was born in 1902. The timely end of the WWI saved him from the military 
career, his family was preparing for him, and he plunged into literature. It is difficult now to figure 
out why this successful librarian (working at the National Library), and even diplomat (working at 
one time at the Bulgarian consulate in Japan) turned to speculative fiction, but he is the author of 
the first Bulgarian speculative fiction book - the story collection “Blue chrysanthemum” (1922) and 
he is the founder of the first worldwide speculative fiction publishing house, exclusively devoted to 
the genre - Argus (1922). Indeed, it was created with the sole purpose of printing his own book, but 
went further on to publish Edgar Alan Poe and the controversial German modernist Hanns Ewers.



The most notable Minkov’s books - to me - are the story collection The Lady with the X-Ray Eyes 
(1934; surprisingly, it was translated in English, and copies from the1965 English edition can still 
be found at some on-line second-hand booksellers) and the novel Heart in a Cardboard Box (1933),
written in a collaboration with Konstantin Konstantinov. Both are social grotesques. In the title 
story of the collection, the lady acquires X-ray eyes only to make a disappointing discovery that 
many people around lack brains. I guess, most of us know that too, despite having just ordinary 
eyes, but at the time of writing the magic capability of X-rays to peek inside the human body was 
still a novelty and the desire to take a look inside the human brain has always been in the back of 
most people’s minds. The Heart… is a retelling of the oldest story about an artist in a crisis who has
literally lost his heart. It is funny and witty, but as the realization of the tragedy slowly sinks in the 
reader’s mind, the atmosphere darkness.

The diabolical social criticism is a popular topic in the modern Bulgarian speculative fiction and I 
am not talking about the communist-era politically-inspired literature. The social transformation of 
the East was - and still is - painful, and the reality provides plenty of background material: from the 
corrupt government officials to free shootouts between the competing gangster groups. Think of the 
Chicago in the 1920s or living in the The Godfather world.

Probably, the most notable modern followers of Svetoslav Minkov are Yantcho Cholakov (b. 1967) 
and Aleksander Karapantschev (b. 1951). Interestingly, they both tried their hands in the publishing 
business: Cholakov founded a small publishing house Ophir, and Karapantschev is part of the 
present-day incarnation of the very same Argus publisher, founded by Minkov himself.

Cholakov’s page (http://yanchocholakov.hit.bg) contains some English, French and Russian 
translations of his work (i.e. http://yanchocholakov.hit.bg/depopulated.htm). 

He debuted in the late 1980s, but his most notable novel The History of the Lonely Private appeared
in 1995. There are various opinions how to classify this book ranging from alternate history (or 
rather alternate biology) to pre-historic heroic western. It is the tale of a famous fighter, summoned 
to take part in the siege of… Troy. It wold have been familiar, if the character had not belonged to a 
race of anthropoids (see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arthropod) rather than humans. The book 
contains supplementary material including “documentary” images and maps 
(http://yanchocholakov.hit.bg/izobrajenia.htm). A plot summary in English can be found at: 
http://yanchocholakov.hit.bg/rezume.htm

Cholakov received the Graviton award - the highest distinction in the Bulgarian speculative fiction -
in 1997 for his publishing work.

Aleksander Karapantschev is not an overly productive writer and in my view this speaks well of 
him. Among the Bulgarian speculative fiction authors he is probably the one who has worked more 
than anybody else as an editor and it shows. My favorite story of him is In the Unimo Era (1984) - 
the title story of his 2002 debut book that brought him an Eurocon award. It takes place in a 
consumer’s paradise when the Unimo machine - a modern 3D printer by other name - can create 
two hundred types of soup, but it can not create happiness. This short summary doesn’t make justice
to the otherwise engaging story.

Stapen Croyd is a poetic dispute with the famous A. C. Clarke story Silence, please! The characters 
of both tales suffer from the excessive “noise” of the world, and they fight it with technological 
solutions - Clarke has destructive interference, and Karapantschev has the technology to “harvest” 
the science from one place and release it in another.

However, while Clarke concentrates on the technological solution itself, and to some extent on its 
effects on the public life, Karapantschev tells the story from the point of view of an old poet who 
discovers that the silence has just been harvested out from the last quiet place - the cemetery. The 
event transcends to the level of a personal tragedy.

Unfortunately, only one of Karapantschev's works has been translated abroad. It appeared in the 



speculative fiction webzine Phantazm (http://www.phantazm.net/index.htm). You can read it at: 
http://www.phantazm.net/fiction/the_last_story/science_fiction.htm

Karapantschev also received a Graviton in 1996 for his work at the new Argus publishing house. He
won a second Eurocon award for editing the Bulgarian speculative fiction magazine FEP 
(Fantastika, Evristika and Prognostika) in 1989.

Given their background, it is not surprising that Cholakov and Karapantschev are considered the 
best stylists in the modern Bulgarian speculative fiction, and they take in our genre literature a place
similar to that of Bradbury in the Western speculative fiction.

I said earlier, that the Bulgarian speculative fiction is not limited to the intra-cultural fantasy. It 
doesn’t end with the poetic reminiscences either. The next installment will bring us back to the 
golden age of the Bulgarian Hard speculative fiction : 1960-70’s…

*

III. The Golden Age of the Bulgarian Hard Science Fiction

 

While the previos tendencies in the Bulgarian speculative fiction can easily by associated with one 
or two names, the hard science fiction is too broad for that, explaining the lack of personal names in
the title of this post.

The American and British Golden Age science fiction trickled into the Bulgarian genre community, 
despite the ideological and trade obstacles of the Cold War, both directly via translations into 
Bulgarian and via translations into Russian. Books in Russian and occasionally in some other 
foreign languages were available in Bulgaria through specialized network of bookstores. Often the 
Russian books were more accessible to us than to the citizens of the Soviet Union themselves - it 
was typical to see at those bookstores in the Bulgarian port cities many Russian sailors, waiting in 
line for the latest book in the Internationl SF series. One way or the other, we became privy to the 
futuristic insights of Asimov, Clarke, Russel and others, and our own SF writers finally saw the 
light some time during 1960-70s…

Lyuben Dilov (1927-2008; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lyuben_Dilov) was the leader of that pack 
and after three decades of reading science fiction he still remains my favorite from his generation. 
He had the misfortune to start working in the most ideologically severe environment, and his earlier
books (i.e. The Atomic Man, 1958) suffered from the forced ideological concepts. However, later he
was gradually able to break free from these artificial boundaries. The Weight of the Spacesuit (1969)
is a first contact novel written along the traditions of the space opera, and it advocates the idea that 
with or without a spacesuit, the humans are all too human. The Icarus’s Road is also a space opera 
and a coming of age story of Zenon Balov - a kid brought up on an interstellar spaceship who has 
trouble finding his place in the static world of the adults that have spent half of their lives aboard. 
He has to shatter the environment, to open space for himself. The alternative is to walk away and 
the end of the book is dubious - Zenon literally walks away into a … black hole, that just might be a
window to another intelligence. This novel brought the first Eurocon award to Bulgaria, back in 
1976. Arkady Strugatsky considered it one of the five best speculative fiction novels written in the 
East Europe at the time.

Lyuben Dilov defined his own version of the Fourth Law of the Robotics: “A robot must always 
establish its identity as a robot” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Laws_of_Robotics). Creating 
new Laws has become a tradition in the Bulgarian science fiction. Nikola Kesarovski (1944-2007; 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikola_Kesarovski) defined his own Fifth Law: “A robot must always 
know that it is a robot”, in the appropriately titled story The Fifth Law (1983).



Dilov is also popular with a string of short stories. My favorites are: My Strange Friend the 
Astronomer (no surprise here) and The Whole Truth about the Chimp Topsy. Now that the author 
has passed away, we will never know if the title of the latter story is an intentional and sophisticated
multilingual word game: Topsy sound like the English word top and like the Bulgarian word for ball
(like in goofball). Either way, Topsy, who is launched aboard an US space ship, ends up leading a 
revolution against the tyranny on another world, just by virtue of … behaving like a chimp.

Pavel Vezhinov (1914-1983) was a mainstream author who didn’t stay above SF forays. In The 
Doom of Ajax (1973) a crew of the star ship Icarus has to make a major sacrifice, to save a dying 
extraterrestrial civilization. To open a bracket here - the idea that we can sacrifice ourselves better, 
faster, and cheaper… wait this is from another opera… than anybody else is quintessential in the 
Slavic culture (BTW, I think the irony is the only way a small country with thirteen century long 
history can look upon itself).

Strictly speaking his best book does not belong to the hard science fiction subgenre. However, it is 
considered by some to be the most notable achievement of the Bulgarian science fiction, so I will 
mention it nevertheless: in the novel The Barier a down-to-Earth composer runs into a girl that has 
escaped from a mental institution. She was locked there because she claimed she could fly. 
Eventually, they fall in love, and to his surprise, the composer discovers that he can fly, too. He is so
shaken, he escapes in the countryside, trying to come to grip with his new ability. Broken, the girl 
commits a suicide. The novel is included in the curriculum of the university-level Bulgarian 
literature studies. It was filmed in 1979 and there are plans for a remake in Russia.

Many a young authors work along the speculative field today, but in my opinion Nikolay Tellalov is
the leading figure in the subgenre. He was born in Bulgaria in 1967, but had the (mis-)fortunte to 
have lived in two countries that do not exist anymore - the Soviet Union and East Germany. He is 
the only Bulgarian speculative fiction author who has created a large series of interconnected novels
- a four-book multi-genre fantasy/alternate history/space opera cycle Waking Up a Dragon. But the 
work that established him as the most notable hard science fiction writer from the new generation is
the novel Nano (2007) - an attempt to describe the indescribable, the Vinge's Singularity. It is 
amazing how Tellalov walks the thin line between admiring the powers that the nanotechnology 
would give the individual, and the dangers that these new abilities will bring when every one of us 
has can do things on scales that used to belong to entire countries, no less. Interestingly, Nano 
shares the admiration and the concern with the all-powerful future with another book, written in the 
distant 1966 - Four Fantastic Novellas, by Alexander Gerov (1919-1997). I was surprised that this 
work could appear at the time because the main character wakes up in the “happy” future, finds it 
too stale, and attempts to escape further ahead, in an even more distant future.

It is understandable why neither Dilov, nor Vezhinov managed to make a notable transition across 
the borders (except to Russia). The fact that the work of Tellalov is not available in a Western 
language is worrying as well, because it suggests that the old political borders have converted into 
cultural ones. It is pity that the Bulgarian hard science fiction with all its potential of surpassing the 
language and culture barriers easier than any other subgenre is still confined (almost) within the 
linguistic boundaries of our country.

The personal page of Nikolay Tellalov is located at: http://drakonche.zavinagi.org/1280/index.htm

The only foreign translations of hiss works there are a few stories in Russian.

*

IV. Thou shall not be forgotten.

Unfortunately, this excursion across the years and names can not last forever. It was never meant to 
be complete and I am not even going to pretend that it was objective - I was simply telling you 



about my favorite speculative fiction books and writers from my country. Before I finish, here are a 
few words about some modern Bulgarian genre writers of interest, at least in my view:

Khristo Poshtakov (b. 1944) is probably the most widely published and translated present-day 
speculative fiction author from Bulgaria. His print runs in Russia reach four digit figures, he has a 
few books in Spanish, and many stories in English, Spanish, and French. He won a Eurocon for 
debut in 1994. Here are some links to his work:

http://www.trantorpublications.com/issue_xviii_ - _EEurope.htm#Ten%20Thousand%20Dollars

http://www.phantazm.net/fiction/the-most-terrible-beast/science-fiction.htm

http://www.mindfirerenew.com/issue4fall05/Khristo.html

I like the best his first novel Adventures in Darville which tells how some commoners, not much 
different than the classical little man of Charles Chaplin, fight for freedom.. Poshtakov is also 
known for his work promoting the Bulgarian speculative fiction abroad.

Last but not least, I would like to point at two promising young writers, that are among the best (but
not the last!) hopes to bring the Bulgarian genre fiction above the beyond the limitations of the 
language and culture. They are both called Ivaylo Ivanov, and one can only distinguish them from 
their middle initials.

Ivaylo G. Ivanov was born in 1971 in Varna. He is a professional lawyer. His story “Father” made 
its way into the fanzines Oceans of the Mind (in English), AXXON (in Spanish), and Lunatique (in 
French):

http://www.trantorpublications.com/issue_xviii_ - _EEurope.htm#Father

http://axxon.com.ar/rev/172/c-172cuento5.htm

http://www.eons.fr//main.php?lang=fr&rubrique=Catalogue&idlivre=92

Ivaylo P. Ivanov was born in 1973 in Sofia. He is a professional economist. Unfortunately, he has 
not been published aboard yet, but some of his stories are exceptionally original and intense. My 
favorite is I dreamed of a human face (2005). It describes and artificial ecosystem, created by the 
survivors of a space ship wreck. They were forced to use the only biological material they had - 
themselves, and as a result, all living beings in their new world, from herbivores to predators 
descend from men and have preserved enough humanity to be aware of who they were and what 
they have become. The ending is cautiously optimistic - it doesn’t matter if you look like a human, 
what makes a difference is if you behave like one. 

I can go on with other named: Agop Melkonian, Petar Kadzhilov, Lyubomir Nikolov… and I am 
sure I have missed names and stories worth telling you about but I will stop here.

Finally, we do have our Forrest Ackermans, too. Perhaps, the most distinguished ones are Atanas P. 
Slavov, Yuri Ilkov and Kalin Nenov. Slavov was the editor of the first specialized Slavonic science 
fiction and fantasy magazine Orphia2. The first and (alas) only issue was present at the 1990 
Worldcon in the Hague, and won the Carel award. An image of the front cover can be viewed here: 
http://bgf.zavinagi.org/upload/7/72/Orphia.jpg

Ilkov is the editor and publisher of the longest-running (since 1999) Bulgarian speculative fiction 
fanzine Tera Fantastika3: http://bgf.zavinagi.org/index.php/%D0%9A
%D0%B0%D1%80%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%BA%D0%B0:Tera_fant_all.jpg;

Slavov and Nenov are the creators of the Human Library Foundation (a link in Bulgarian: 
http://choveshkata.net/) aimed at popularization and publishing of quality literature, specifically SF. 
You may have noticed that Nenov is the translator of many of the stories in Western publications 

2 A second issue was released at the Eurocon in 2016 in Barcelona. The entire run was sold out. As of recently, 
collector's copies of the first issue are being sold for 25 USD on Amazon.
3 It is still being published, albeit at irregular intervals.



that I pointed at - translation and popularization of the Bulgarian SF abroad is one of the goals of 
this organization.

*

Here are a few links to tome additional general articles, related to the Bulgarian speculative fiction:

- a take at the history of the Bulgarian speculative genre, by the writer Khristo Poshtakov, was 
published in Phantazm: 
http://www.phantazm.net/fiction/science_fiction_in_bulgaria/introduction.htm

- A more specific article, about the Bulgarian fandom in 2006, with many othe rlinks, by Rossie 
Decheva is available here: http://www.concatenation.org/europe/sfbulgaria2006.html

- An article about the Eurocon 2004, held in Bulgaria by Jim Walker: 
http://www.concatenation.org/conrev/eurocon04.html

The late Robert Sheckley was one of the guests of honour.

Many other resources, such as webzines, discussion forums and websites of various Bulgarian 
speculative fiction societies and clubs were skipped conscientiously because they are mostly in 
Bulgarian, and therefore out of the scope of this review.

I hope my presentation of the genre in Bulgaria has been interesting and that it might prompt you to 
follow some of these links.



A Statistical Study of Locus Online's Notable Books

* * *

A. and B. Strugatsky, my favorite writers, needed more that a dozen books to created and then to 
deconstruct the fictional Noon universe. It is an extremely complex canvas of an Utopian future that
still forces the characters to make moral choices and to face challenges. The Culture novels of Iain 
M. Banks (and to some extent the Star Trek TNG) are perhaps the closest Western analogs I know 
of.

Naturally, the vast Noon world has sprang many sequels and related works. Some of them shine 
with excellent writing and style, with complex ideas; but many go towards simplification. It is 
easier to write loosing the shades of gray. However, even some of those pieces contain witty 
notions. One author, whose name I forgot, postulated that the paradise in the Noon universe is faked
by hidden artificial intelligencies. One of the characters eventually revealed the truth by figuring out
that the human population of the Earth is much smaller than the official number. How did he find it 
out?  -  By tracing the production of the small boxes that are used to store the ashes of the cremated 
dead.

I was not inspired by this particular story, but I did adopt a similar approach when I tried to answer 
by myself the question if the science fiction of the hard kind is dying and being replaced by fantasy 
and horror. I counted the newly published books by genre and reached the conclusion that will be 
described bellow.

Many pens and keyboards have been broken trying to prove if this is true or false; even more are yet
to be broken. So, book reviews became my cremation boxes. My little paper with its three figures 
will not close the issue. In fact, it is just a snapshot of the situation at the tie of its writing. It 
appeared in Strange Horizons, the issue of 6 July 2009 
(http://www.strangehorizons.com/2009/20090706/ivanov-a.shtml). It was edited by Joseph Howse 
who was a senior article editor at the magazine at the time.

* * *

The full text of this essay is available at: http://www.strangehorizons.com/2009/20090706/ivanov-
a.shtml



Amateur's Thoughts on the Challenges of Translation

* * *

My first experience in translating dates from early 90s, when I tried to translate in Bulgarian a story 
by the Russian speculative fiction writing tandem Liubov and Evgeniy Lukini. I gave up after just a 
few sentences, because I failed to convey the rich nuances of the original.

This essay epitomizes on my interest in speculative fiction, and in haiku. I don't remember what 
exactly prompted me to write it, only that I was at the European Southern Observatory on Cerro 
Paranal, after dinner (which is really breakfast, if you work night shift). I was waiting by the 
swimming pool for my colleagues, (the note at the end says: 2009-12-21, Paranal, Chile). We were 
about to go up for a night of observing at the Very Large Telescope, a.k.a. the VLT. It is in fact a 
complement of four giant 8-meter telescopes, and a few smaller ones.

Working at Paranal for fifteen years was a truly fantastic experience. The first time I arrived there in
early 2001 I remember looking out of the window at the red copper colored dirt outside and 
thinking: here is the control room, the four rocket ship are over there, and the only road leading 
away goes to the small settlement. It was easy to imagine we are on a distant planet: the strange to 
me Southern sky, that I was still gazing at in dismay, was opening above us every night. For all I 
care we might have been at the other end of the Milky Way, thousands of parsecs from the Sun. 
Furthermore, at the beginning of the operations we slept in containers, probably similar to those that
the first colonists on Marts will inhabit some day. Not to mention the dry atmosphere with 3-5 
percent humidity and the lack of oxygen - we were in the high altitude Atacama desert, and indeed 
the air was quite thin at 2600 meters above the sea level. But I preferred to pretend, for a short 
second, that we were on another planet!

Back to the hurdles of translation now. The essay appeared on my bilingual blog on Jan 28, 2010.

* * *

Desert blooms.
Time to fall in love.
Spring on Mars.

Сезон любви.
Колючка расцвела.
Весна на Марсе.

Време за любов.
Кактуси цъфтят.
Пролет на Марс.

These are three translations of my lame (I am not a poet, these were put together - I don't dare to say
written - just to have an working example) take at speculative fiction haiku: in English, Russian, 
and Bulgarian, respectively. Strictly speaking, none of them is the original and they are not really 
translations, I was creating them in parallel, to demonstrate my point, but I tried to make them 
identical, as much as I could.
Indeed, the three haikus are similar (more or less), yet they are so different, they will hardly leave 



their readers in the same state of mind.

*

Let's consider the English version. My guess is that the first line will bring up associations with the 
American Southwest and the few weeks during which the desert is painted with various colors. 
Typically, this happens in March, but in Southern Arizona it may be a bit earlier, in Feb, making 
every trip to see the flowers a romantic outing.
The haiku ends with a punch-line of sorts: yes, it is a desert, yes, it is time to fall in love, but this is 
a Martian desert! The fantastic element becomes clear at last - there is someone who can fall in love
on Mars and there is someone to fall in love with, too. It's left to the reader's imagination to figure 
out who they are, but the falling in love in Spring is a well known human tradition, so most likely 
these are colonists from Earth, building lives from themselves on the red planet.

*

Next, comes the Russian version. This is another foreign language to me, so my little exercise 
should be taken with caution, I just did the best I could here. For the benefit of the English speakers 
I will translate it once again in English, this time literally, a word for a word:

Season of love.
Prickles bloom.
Spring on Mars.

At first, it does look very similar, but the Russian version contain a word that changes the neuances:
колючка (prickle; it doesn't have the negative Wester connotation of prick, though). The famous 
Soviet/Russian speculative fiction writers Arkady and Boris Strugatsky used it to describe a species 
of the Martian flora. To the readers of their Noon Universe 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noon_Universe) books the prickles are Martian flowers. They bloom 
in red and blue but only once every five Martian years. The falling blossom leaves on the surface of 
the plant a brilliant circle. You can tell how old an individual specimen is just counting these 
circles.
This single world transports - I hope - the reader in the Utopian Noon Universe where everybody 
has love, trusted friends, and a satisfying work (not a satisfying job, mind the difference). The 
characters of the Noon books were household names to my generation in Eastern Europe. This was 
the world we wanted to live in, when we were kids, and even more so when we grew up.
The simple romantic haiku becomes a gate to that world, a bridge to the dreams of reader's youth. 
The chances are that even those who are too young to have encountered the Noon books before the 
fall of the socialist system, would have heard of them (for example, from the resent Russian 
blockbuster "Obitaemy ostrov"; see http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0972558/), and may find in these 
three lines an invitation to cross the bridge and explore further the Noon Universe.

*

Finally, the version in my native Bulgarian. It is identical to the Russian one, except for the 
prickles. It uses the Bulgarian word for cacti instead, and this is not because the Noon Universe is 
strange to the Bulgarian reader, but because another powerful image has always inhabited the 
Bulgarian subconsciousness, and I wanted to take advantage of it.
The 1993 movie "Arizona Dream" (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arizona_Dream) of the Serbian 
Director Emir Kusturica rocked the world of the intelligentsia in my country. The posters, 



advertising the movie in Sofia promptly features a cactus and a fish. The title of the movie became a
euphemism for leaving the poverty-torn Bulgaria. Just as Johnny Depp's character resigned from his
unpleasant job to move among the Arizonian cacti, many young Bulgarian men and women wanted 
to go to some place elsewhere in search for opportunities. Many went away, some returned, others 
never came back. There were those - like me, - who ended in Arizona, of all places. Regardless of 
the chosen path, the cactus from the old movie poster has a special significance for all of us, it 
imprints a different meaning onto those three lines for many people from my country.

*

I refrain from claiming that every reader will perceive these haikus as described here. I am sure the 
more observant readers might start to suspect that the associations I was describing became more 
and more personal. Indeed, this is how I interpret my own haiku, and those are the associations that 
made me to use one word or another. But this goes beyond words, into the realms of the cultural 
backgrounds and affinities, that are so different if one grew up using English, or Russian, or 
Bulgarian. This is both wonderful and tragic, because using different languages we can enrich our 
experiences, but at the moment choose one of them we lock ourselves in a fixed cultural reference 
system.
I have no recipe how best to tread between the gain and the loss. Every writer and reader has to 
make his or her own choice in which language to write or read. I feel I am lucky to be able to draw 
on three or even four noticeably different cultures.



The Carpet Makers (Die Haarteppichknüpfer), by Andreas Eschbach

* * *

Anthropology was my second favorite, during the yearly years at the university. I even considered 
for a while taking some courses, but the pressures of every day life at the years when the changes in
Bulgaria made me reconsider. So, my interest remained at a purely layman's level. However, I think 
this is enough to appreciate a good book that explores these issues. The Carpet Makers belongs to 
this class in terms of setting and form, but on a basic level this is really a book about freedom.

I was careful to mark the spoilers in this essay, because the book is easily available to the English 
readers, as well as readers in a few other languages. For whose who opt to skip my review, I would 
say that in my opinion the book is well worth reading,

This review appeared in my own bilingual blog on Feb 17, 2010.

* * *

This is a different kind of a book.

The modern day readers swim in a see of English language speculative fiction, dominated by 
fantasy and horror, written by American, English, Australian, and Canadian. I am stating an 
observation here, not making an accusation. There are serious reasons for the existing state of the 
market: a vast number of choices of good authors from these countries, and a careful policy of 
publishers to rely on well known names. However, this also implies potential loss of diversity. Of 
course, the non-English language author doesn't automatically imply original and different outlook, 
or new ideas. Readers who are "looking for the strange" - to use an expression from one of the 
Noon Universe novels by the Strugatsky brothers, - have to make considerable efforts.

The appearance of The Carpet Makers by Andreas Eschbach in the list of Tor Books in 2005 was a 
lucky break. The novel attracted my attention after I came across a promising review on the 
Internet. At first, I didn't realize it was penned by the author of The Jesus Video, a book I had read a 
few years earlier in a Russian translation. It was just as well, because The Video had left me 
disappointed. I found out later that that novel was to the German book market what The Da Vinci 
Code was to the American (and not only) one: it was a bestseller, and eventually led to a rather 
successful movie (which I haven't seen). 

*

BEGIN SPOILERS on The Jesus Video

I found the The Video a somewhat simplistic thriller about the present-day discovery of a tape 
recording that shows the crucifixion of Christ. The sole fantastic element in the book is the premise 
- an American tourist accidentally travels twenty centuries back in time during a walk in Jerusalem 
and uses his hand held camera to film Jesus Christ. I almost missed the second fantastic element - 
the SONI batteries continue to hold enough charge for a short peak at the record, once every 
hundred years or so.

END SPOILERS on The Jesus Video



*

Luckily, I didn't connect the two books, otherwise I might have never read The Carpet Makers. The 
review promised a Le Guin like story set in an original multi-layered world, with interesting 
characters and other features of the literary speculative fiction (whatever that may be). It took some 
time and efforts until I got the book delivered to Chile. It took even longer until I read it, and more 
time still until the scale and the grandeur of the story sunk in.

The first difference, to me, between this The Makers and the run-of-the-mill science fiction books 
was the language: rich, baroque, even convoluted style, often with passive voice and reversed word 
order than it is common to find in English or in my native Bulgarian. It felt as if the purpose of this 
complicated language was to stop the reader, to slow down the perception of the story. The long 
sentences were intertwined with short ones, as if to underline the contrast between them. I haven't 
read the original, and it remained a mystery to me if these features are "native" to the book or an 
artifact of the translation. If Eschenbah had played with the language intentionally (although I have 
my doubts because The Video was nothing of the sort; yet, this may be due to a poor Russian 
translation), I can only congratulate him because it led to a harmony between the style and the 
thoughtful exploration of the strange world.

The book starts slowly, the first few chapters are told from different points of view and after reading
about fifty pages the reader understands that this book has no main character. Or rather the main 
character is the story of the world itself. I like novels like this. The book is a classical investigation, 
an anthropological procedural, not unlike The Seeker by Jack McDevitt (a Nebula award winner for 
2007; a quest to understand how a porcelain cup with a logo of a long lost passenger space ship can 
appear on the antiquarian market). The drive to turn the pages of The Carpet Makers comes from 
the question why the colonized planets in the entire Galaxy weave carpets from human hair. 
Thousands of planets, thousands of years, millions of carpets. Why?

The carpets are extremely intricate and take years to complete. Each carpet maker manages only 
one per lifetime, and he uses the hears of his wive and daughters. One can imagine, that the 
marriages on these worlds are driven primarily by the quality of the human hair.

Eschbach begins to tell the story from the bottom up, from the point of view of a few people living 
on a backyard planet, one of the thousands that allegedly is specialized in delivering carpets for the 
Emperor's palace. Gradually, the action leaves these carpet makers and traders, and rises to the next 
level to show us that carpets are produced on countless planets, and to reveal us that the rebels who 
twenty years ago deposed the Emperor and took the Palace, found no human hair carpets there. Not 
even one.

We gradually understand that the true mystery is where the carpets go, and why the lives of the 
entire human population of the Galaxy revolves around them. Frankly, I didn't guess it right. My 
theory was that the carpets have technological application that somehow holds the Empire together, 
for example as part of the communication or transportation devices.

I was wrong.

Eventually, while the story of Eschbach offered encounters with archive workers, and 
revolutionaries, I started to realize that the solution will be different, but never quite suspected what 
exactly it will be. Yet, the author had left enough clues towards social and historical answer.

It is worth noting that some secondary chapters are wonderful stand-alone miniatures, but 
nevertheless they help to carry the story further. A good example is the love triangle chapter, about 
two man and a woman on a vast space station where the carpets are transferred from one ship to 
another. To resolve the conflict the two men sign up for a game, a big annual event on the station. 
The winners are promoted to managerial level positions. The trouble is, nobody has seen any of the 
promoted. Aware of this, one opponent intentionally looses. The intelligence of the winner is 



transplanted into a bionic brain of a security robot, and his sole consolation remains the opportunity 
to monitor continuously the object of his love through the thousands security cameras on the station.

*

BEGIN SPOILERS on The Carpet Makers

At first, I found the novel lacking a satisfying closure. The expectations built up throughout the 
entire story were too high. Was this all? As it turned out, the imposed carpet industry that employed 
the entire population of the Galaxy was a simple act of revenge. Eighty thousands yars before the 
events in the novel, the current Galactic empire had conquered its last mighty rival. In a last act of 
defiance, the leader of the fallen power insulted the conqueror: "you can do anything to us, yet you 
can't cover your head with hair" (the baldness was an unfortunate side effect from longevity 
treatments that had helped the winners). "Wait and see how I can cover this entire planet with the 
hair of your people," was the answer of the victorious Emperor. And the did it - he covered the 
planet with carpets, made from the people's hair.

It took eighty thousand years.

It took a few minutes before the horror of the situation descended on me. On a whim, a man robbed 
millions from their true faiths. I could see at that point the first few chapters in a very different light.
Their "simple", "measured", and "steady-paced" life of the carpet makers and the people around 
them (the carpet making is a big industry, that has naturally maintained a whole lot of other 
industries that offer services to the carpet makers; all are affected by the Emperor's ancient caprice) 
came out in a tragic light. It was all forced, the people were prevented from bettering themselves, 
from following their potentials. They were locked in a single plane by the forced carpeting.

The meaning of the last chapters when the people found out that their whole lives and the lives of 
countless generations before them were condemned to uselessness didn't give me much reasons to 
feel optimistic either. It was hard to stop the century long inertia. Yes, one of the carpet makers 
stopped to weave. Was it because he actually accepted that Emperor has been deposed? Or because 
he was too tired to tie the thin human hairs? Eschbach uses a few encounters between an old 
Imperial archivist and a new rebel historian to state directly that the people exit one illusion only to 
enter another, and the shelves in the archive contain many more stories like the one told in the book.

END SPOILERS on The Carpet Makers

*

The time I spent on The Carpet Makers was a good investment. It was a stylish and thoughtful 
book, that offers a fresh look at the century old problems. Undoubtedly, the question of absolute 
power and freedom is particularly vibrant in Germany, a country with a history of leaders with 
unlimited powers that have led it to two world wars. Despite the fragmented story, and the short 
appearance of individual characters, they were memorable and well rounded. The book pushes a 
willing reader in the direction of difficult questions and offers thinking material, something that I 
find lacking in many recent bestsellers. This is what puts the novel apart from the majority of the 
other reading.

The Carpet Makers was Eschbach's first book, published in German in 1995. Latter on, I discovered
from his official web-site (http://www.andreaseschbach.de/) that the book has a loosely bound 
sequel Quest, published in 2001. It tells the story of an space expedition sent out by the fallen 
empire shortly before it was conquered, to search for the mythical First Planet of the Humanity. 



Alas, the book has not been translated yet into a language I can read.

*

Andreas Eschbach was born on Sept 15, 1959 in the town of Ulm, Germany. He studied an 
aerospace engineering but never graduated, and had a small computer consulting company. He 
started writing at the age of twelve, but his first professional publication appeared in 1991. He lives 
in France, and his window is facing the Atlantic (at least this was the case when I did an Internet 
search on him). Eschbach has won many German speculative fiction awards, including the Kurd 
Laswitz award. He is one of the most successful modern German genre writers, his work has been 
translated in ten languages.



Bulgarian SF&F in 2009 in the Locus magazine annual overview of international speculative 
fiction

* * *

I friend of mine once pointed out that the Western science fiction is self-sufficient, that it offers to 
its readers all the diversity they may want. I won't go into a discussion whether this is true or false, 
but I would stress that the extra translation costs put a natural barrier between the foreign works and
the English book market.

This makes the initiative of Jeff VanderMeer all that more valuable - back in early 2010 he 
compiled an overview of international science fiction and fantasy for 2009. It appeared on Mar 11, 
2010 at the Locus website at: http://www.locusmag.com/Reviews/2010/03/overview-of-
international-science.html

Three days later I added information about a few Bulgarian books. Here I offer a slightly expanded 
version of that summary.

* * *

It may be interesting to add to the scope Bulgaria, a small country in comparison with the ones 
listed above, with a population of about seven and a half million. I was surprised to discover that 
nearly forty books published in 2009 fall into the speculative fiction category. The typical print runs
for national writers are typically 500-1000 copies, the famous foreign SF&F names sell a few times 
more. The limited market effectively precludes making a living from writing alone, so even the 
most successful mainstream writers in my country have a day job.

The Sturgeon's law tells us that we cannot expect more than a few good books among the 2009 
crop, and I haven't read all forty or so titles, but here are a few that drew my attention.

*

ФантАstika 2008 (Fantastika 2008), annual almanac, appeared in 2009. Publisher Foundation 
Human Library. The title is an intentional mix of Cyrillic and Latin letters, forming the Bulgarian 
generic term for speculative fiction. This volume contains an extended profile of the Bulgarian 
genre writer Grigor Gatchev, and stories by L.P. Nikolov, A. Karapanchev, M. Petkov, V. Todorov. 
The almanac contains a lot of reviews and articles on history and theory of the genre. The Bulgarian
part of the book is available online under Creative Commons License at (the translated part is 
excluded for copyright reasons): http://fs.choveshkata.net/index.php/%D0%A4%D0%B0%D0%BD
%D1%82%D0%90stika_2008

*

Упражнения по безсмъртно писане (Exercises in Immortal Writing), a collection by Yancho 
Cholakov from the town of Burgas, with an ironic title. It contains reprints and new writings. The 
main piece is a short novel Историята на Самотният редник (The History of the Lonely 
Private), an alternative history, re-telling of the Troy battle, in a world of sapient arthropods. It is a 



dark, but engaging story. The author is known for his literary experiments, and he has the reputation
of the best stylist among the Bulgarian SF&F writers. He has a degree in Literature from the Sofia 
University, which also makes a difference.

*

Слънце недосегаемо (Sun Intangible) by Nikolay Tellalov is the fourth book by an unique hard 
science fiction - Fantasy cross over series, the first Bulgarian speculative fiction epics. The volumes
alternate genres between Fantasy, Space opera, and Alternate history. The main premise of the series
is that dragons exist, much as they were described in the Bulgarian mythology. These fantastic 
creatures impact the reality in some rather unexpected ways, reaching as far as enabling a more 
harmonious society and an advanced space travel. The novels are set apart from the majority of the 
Bulgarian (and World's) speculative fiction by the positive outlook to the future.

*

This short summary is incomplete, surely there are other books worthy of mentioning, but I will 
restrain myself to the ones I have read.



I Told You So or Is Vidia Naipaul a Third World Writer?

* * *

Vidia Naipaul is not a speculative fiction writer. This is one of the few pieces in the collection that 
is not directly related to the genre, but it has everything to do with borders and the separations that 
are all too familiar to the people who inhabit the SF&F ghetto. So, I decided to include here it 
anyway.

The following is a slightly edited version of the long comment I posted at the World SF blog 
(https://worldsf.wordpress.com/2010/03/12/third-world-worlds-link-compilation/) on Mar 16, 2010

* * *

Abundant self-citation in science is abhorred. Yet, I will start with one, it helps to demonstrate a 
point. I few weeks ago I wrote a comment in a blog: 
(http://www.nebulaawards.com/index.php/guest_blogs/international_sf_and_problems_of_identity) 
saying: "... I have been delighted to see Western speculative fiction writers writers - Ian McDolanld 
comes to mind - that explore foreign cultures. Ironically, these are probably the best "International 
SF" (quotes were intentional!) books of today." 

I dare say that the essay of Mr. Spinrad (whom I respect very much for his alternate history novel 
The Iron Dream) that appeared shortly after in Asimov's SF strongly supported my idea. To 
summarize, he first reviews his knowledge of the foreign speculative fiction: "I at least, am at a loss
to point to any science fiction that I know of that has evolved independently in non-European 
languages or cultures disconnected there from." Next, he admits: "If it exists, I haven’t seen a 
significant amount of it translated into any language I can read, however badly, nor have I read 
much about it in secondary sources." Then, he proceeds to discuss in detail the successes and 
failures of books by British or US writers set in Third World countries (missing in the process some 
notable examples as the recent novels by Jon Courtenay Greenwood's Arabesk series, Adam 
Roberts's Yellow Blue Tibia, Chris Roberson's Celestal Empire series, The Hunter's Run by the trio 
Daniel Abraham, Gardner Dozois, and George Martin, etc.). 

In effect, the title of the essay is misleading, which must have caused most of the outcry. It is about 
the perception of the Third world by Western writers, and not about the Third World writers 
themselves, as the beginning of Mr. Spinrad's essay explained.

But to me, the thoughts of Mr. Spinrad are mainly a testimony that the foreign SF&F remains a terra
incognita to most Western readers (and editors, and publishers). 

He show some preoccupation with the locale of the books, and judging from the responses, I 
suspect that this is a popular misconception. The geographical setting is not identical with 
expressing the spirit of a culture. Perhaps the best example is The Left Hand of Darkness, by Ursula 
Le Guin. It is not set in China, but a few years after reading it, I took a Philosophy class at the 
University, and it required some effort to reckon where from I was familiar with the Confucianism. 
Eventually it occurred to me - from that novel! Another example is The Carpet Makers by Andreas 
Eschbach, which contains a very German discussion on power, without being set in Germany. 
Formally this is a pure far-future space opera.

It is hard to expect "independently evolved" speculative fiction as the genre in its modern form 
evolved from the works of Herbert Wells, Edgar Allan Poe, and Jules Verne barely more than a 
century ago. However, there is a body of foreign writers that do incorporate in their work the 



folklore and the culture traditions of their native countries. I think, the fact that Mr. Spinrad has not 
encountered such works only demonstrates the rarity of the translations, and the bias toward more 
culturally-independent stories that can easily be transplanted in the pax-americana.

Furthermore, the country-to-country market scale variations work against the foreign SF&F because
a smaller national market doesn't absorb the same number of books per capita: the writers can't 
make a living from professional writing alone, and on average half of the time that they would have 
spent producing immortal novels would be eaten up by their day-job. 

Some self-censuring, perhaps at subconscious level, takes place among the "Third World" writers 
too. Small countries usually have great pasts, and being "big"in the past and "small" today implies 
there was a moment of a crash. Any attempt to write a positive future for your country can easily be 
interpreted as revanchism, and it takes a lot of sensitivity to avoid the trap of building a positive, 
albeit fictional, feature for your culture, not at the expense of others.

Mr. Spinrad's thoughts made me ask myself if somebody like Vidia Naipaul is a Third World writer. 
He comes from the mainstream which helps him a bit, relative the to the speculative fiction. I think 
that the genre writers from developing nations find themselves in even more disadvantageous 
situation than their mainstream colleagues because a large portion of the speculative fiction finds its
roots in science and technology, where the lag of the developing nations is particularly strong. 
Naipaul was born in Trinidad and Tobago in the Caribbean, he was educated in Oxford, he writes in 
English, and he had a British born wife. A main topic of his writing seems to be yet another 
continent - Africa. He has been accused of looking down upon the Third World. Is he a Trinidadian 
writer, an African writer or a British writer?

As fascinating as these questions are, their answers doesn't make a difference whether we like his 
writing and his ideas or not. I think it is the same with the speculative fiction. The strange settings 
and the foreign culture background can make it easier to express some ideas (i.e. they are very 
powerful for creating the sense of strangeness), they can add variety to the genre, but at the end 
these are tools for expressing an idea. Science Fiction and Fantasy are world genres. At present they
are dominated by USA and UK writers and publishers, but this is OK with me as long as the story 
and book markets are open and (hopefully) accept works by foreigners on merit.

Finally, a personal experience of the SF&F globalization: a few years ago in a train in the 
Netherlands I (a Bulgarian fan) had a short chat with a Spanish fan reading an English language 
edition of a Russian novel "Night Watch" by Sergei Lukyanenko (born in Kazakhstan, then part of 
the USSR, to a Russian-Ukrainian father and a Tatar mother, living currently in Moscow), that the 
Spaniard had bought in UK.



Independent SF Series: Pioneer One

* * *

Movies are a whole different ball game than the books. Having a day job or a spouse willing to 
support you while you write your bestseller is doable. Making a movie under these circumstances is
nearly impossible.

Indy movies are brave efforts, but they have difficulty finding wide distribution channels and they 
rarely meet with commercial success. I am sure many talented people have refrained from entering 
the filed for these reasons, and I wonder how many interesting ideas were never recorded on a tape.

The crowd funding platforms changed the field for both would-be-writers and directors and I am 
sure the impact was more tangible for the latter. Pioneer One is a testament to that. Here I describe 
my impressions from the pilot that went on to collect a few awards and nominations. Eventually, six
episodes filmed in 2010-2011 and I saw all of them. In that short span the creators started to build a 
complex mythology and the prospects for the second season was enticing, but the pressures of every
day life and fund rising eventually ended the show. Too bad, because as I found out recently, there 
were plans for a second show named Contol, set in the same universe. The pilot tells the fast paced 
story of an attempted asteroid landing and how the Earth bound political conflicts intervene.

The review bellow was published in my blog on Ayg 8, 2010.

* * *

Josh Bernhard and Bracey Smith released the pilot episode of their science fiction series Pioneer 
One a few weeks ago. It is an independent TV show, licensed under the Creative Commons license, 
and meant for distribution via bit torrent. The first episode had a budget of 6000 USD. The target of 
20,000 USD necessary for filming the next batch of episodes has already been reached from 
donations. The site of the project is: http://vodo.net/pioneerone

The first episode is available on youtube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0UCBk6LTmNY

I saw it today, and I am impressed by the quality - for an independent project, with non-professional
actors, it is great! The story more than makes up for the technical shortcomings, it creates plenty of 
suspense remaining more humane than most Hollywood genre series. 

The main premise that the real world Soviet Union had the technology to send a manned mission to 
Mars is questionable. In fact, the projected sample return mission 
(http://www.astronautix.com/craft/mars5nm.htm) from the mid-70s was canceled because of the 
high risk of failure. But long duration space flights are fact of history, and the Russian Valery 
Polyakov (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Valeri_Polyakov) still holds the long duration record for a 
single flight, set in mid-90s. 

The story puts the modern-day Department of Homeland Security against an old American 
adversary - the Soviets. We find out during the initial few minutes that something is about to enter 
the Earth's atmosphere, and it sheds radiation. It is no surprising that the first reaction is to classify 
it as a terrorist plot, but as the investigation progresses, a more frightening truth becomes obvious. 
The officer in charge shows uncharacteristic restraint. Too bad we are not shown (yet) the kid - the 
victim of the times in which his parents lived, and of the confrontations in which they played a role.

The casting and typing of the leading roles evokes memories of Fox Mulder and Dana Scully (in his
case of James Rich the physical resemblance is amazing). I wonder if this was intentional.



The movie is loaded with post-modernist riddles. Fro example, The Case of the Red Planet has a 
clear real-world prototype. The Cold war story told by retired CIA spy turned golfer really 
happened.

The idea of the series converses with some other books and movies: Red Moon, by David S. 
Michaels and Daniel Brenton (http://www.luna15.com/redmoon/), or the in-preparation independent
movie Iron Sky (http://www.ironsky.net/site/). While the Nazis on the Moon have long been a part 
of the science fiction (and UFO) mythology, the possibilities offered by the Soviet space programs 
are relatively unexplored. However, it seems to gain popularity.

Some nitpicking - the Sky Sweeper Astrological survey seems like an uncorrected typo in the labels, 
rather than an intentional pun. The limited wardrobe used by the main characters is also something 
that should not require too much effort or money to fix.

To me, the main weakness of the pilot was in the lack of dynamics. The most emotionally loaded 
scenes occurred with characters standing around an isolation yard window or having a video 
conference. Hopefully, the bigger budget of the next episodes would help to fix the problem, but I 
see a number of missed opportunities in this episode too. For example, the kid, trying to storm out 
from the isolation yard, and actually talking directly with Sofie Larson before collapsing, would by 
much more dramatic and memorable than conveying his words via the field operative.

I am looking forward to see the next episodes. According to the series web site, the filming will 
begin in Sept 2010.



E-book Sales in Eastern Europe - an Experiment by Sergey Lukyanenko

* * *

Is the speculative fiction dying? Are the sales going down? Are the readers loosing interest? Those 
and other questions implying an apocalyptic reality and even worst future for the genre are often 
asked by concerned fans and writers. Symptomatically, distributors and publishers, the ones who 
have the solid answers, keep mum.

I read about Lukyanenko's experiment and wrote about it in Chile, while I was on Paranal. The 
posting appeared on my blog on Nov 28/29, 2010.

* * *

The Russian science fiction and fantasy writer Sergey Lukyanenko (of the “Night Watch” fame) just
reported on his blog4 (in Russian: http://dr-piliulkin.livejournal.com/233826.html) the results from a
small experiment on e-book sales. 

Actually, the experiment is not that small - apparently he asked the readers of his blog (http://dr-
piliulkin.livejournal.com/) to pay him 1 Russian ruble (about 0.03 US dollars, as of Nov 29, 2010) 
to support his writing. In return he promised to release a free piece of his writing. Many of his 
books are already freely available over the net, without his approval, and he is one of the vocal 
supporters of anti-piracy measures. He wanted to test if the donations could be sufficient to support 
a genre writer.

Lukyanenko is a very well known name, the best selling modern genre writer. Apaprently, he is not 
pressed for money so he promised to donate the income to some charity, and after the test was over 
he said he would even match every ruble with one of his own, to double to donation. The money are
collected via some Russian analog of PayPal (PayPal doesn't work in Russia, or rather you can pay 
with it, but you can't draw real money).

The post was read by 52,993 people. It is not clear if multiple visits were accounted for, i.e. via IP 
checks. Lukyanenko points out that this number is higher than his typical number of readers which 
is about 25,000.

Donations from 2640 people were received, for 6404 rubles (about 200 US dollars) in total. Many 
people donated more than the one ruble he asked for.

It appears that only about 5 percent of the readers are willing to pay money to support their favorite 
writer. The caveat here is that there are two unaccounted groups. First, that of the people who are 
not genre readers and would not buy a speculative fiction book, but have visited the posting 
following a randomly encountered link. This makes the estimated fraction of the paying people a 
lower limit. The second groups are the genre readers who would buy the book but won't visit his 
blog. Lukyanenko had typical sales at least a few times higher than the number of visitors to that 
particular post. I expect that people who are not following his blog are typically not "massive" 
Internet user and probably would not pay as much as the visitors, lowering the average fraction of 
the "payers". Which group would dominate the final balance is anyone's guess.

Lukyanenko draws two conclusions:

(1) A new writer in Russia typically sells 5000-7000 copies. If only 5 percent of the readers are 
willing to support him or her, there is no hope to sustain a writing career via donations.

4 The blog is defunct. So much about the transient glory on Internet.



(2) An established writer like Lukyanenko himself sells 200,000 copies (the blog readers mention 
that the typical cover price is 250-300 rubles). Of course, only part of this goes to the author. If the 
Russian book market is anything like the one in Bulgaria, the cover price is split as follows: a half is
taken by the distributor, a third covers the production cost, and the writer receives whatever is left. 
Lukyanenko doesn't quote his income, but he implies that it exceeds by far what he would have 
made if he was getting only the full cover price for 5 percent of the sales.

Finally, he said that the low response level didn't surprise him, but that nevertheless he will release 
to the readers a piece of his work for the money that they have sent him.

*

It is a curious experiment5 and it does give some food for the thought. The low returns are not a 
surprise to me either, given the state of the Russian economics, and the low fraction of people 
would Internet access, relative to the rest of the world. However, I suspect that with time the public 
consciousness of the readers will cause more and more people to reach for legal e-books and to 
become more ... accustomed to the concept of supporting their favorite artists.

5 It is interesting to compare this “study” to the on-going project “With A Littel Help” (http://craphound.com/?p=2360) 
of Cory Doctorow.



Bulgarian Science Fiction and Fantasy: Boutique Publishing in SFF Fan Clubs

* * *

The following essay is largely self-explanatory excursion to my youth. I can add that the science 
fiction club that I mention here still exists, after all this time.

It appears on a site dedicated to reviews of short fiction - The portal, on 20/12/2010: 
http://sffportal.net/2010/12/bulgarian-science-fiction-and-fantasy-boutique-publishing-in-sff-fan-
clubs-review-of-the-commemorative-book-“with-the-name-of-ivan-efremov”/

It was edited by Val Grimm and I have  to express my gratitude to her for the time and patience with
which she corrected my never quite ready pieces.

* * *

1. Boutique Publishing

A unique language spoken in a single small country is a blessing and a curse, because it is a core 
element of the national identity, but it also puts writers and fans in isolation and in a seemingly 
hopeless uphill battle with the tide of translated fiction. Unfortunately, a small country also implies 
a limited market, which often makes it impossible to sustain a professional writing career, 
especially in genre fiction. This has been the case with most Bulgarian speculative fiction writers, 
both before and after the political change that occurred in 1989.

This combination of political and economical reasons has created a curious phenomenon - a small 
scale publishing, often by non-professional individuals or fan societies. Despite the lack of formal 
literary or marketing education they are usually experts on the speculative genre. Their efforts gave 
birth to amazing achievements in the printed word.

Usually, these books are either story collections that include the kind of literature the SF&F fans 
would like to read, or simple fanzines. Fiction and non-fiction are often mixed, including fine 
stories, interviews with favorite writers and even bibliographies.

I will review here a typical example that appeared thanks to the efforts of a major Bulgarian SF&F 
fan club. Not because it is the most notable book or the club is the largest, but because this is a 
collection I just finished reading. I beg forgiveness from the SF&F authors and promoters that will 
remain unmentioned.

*

2. The Club and the Writer

Ivan Efremov is a SF&F society founded in 1974 in Sofia. It was named after the famous Soviet 
hard-SF writer Ivan Efremov (1908-1972). He was a paleontologist who made some notable 
contributions to the studies of the fossilization process. But he was also a thinker on par with 
Stanislaw Lem, and a humanist on par with Anthon Chekhov. His most notable books became 
possible only because they coincided with the “warming up” of the Soviet system during the 
Hruschov era.

Efremov was sidelined during later Soviet times for omitting the ideology from his books, and now 
he is sidelined because it has gone out of fashion to believe in utopias. Yet, the generations of SF&F



fans from this club retained the name of their patron regardless of the political winds of the day.

It may seem strange today to name a club after a foreign writer, but forty years ago Bulgarian SF&F
was in its infancy. There were handful of notable books, and only a few writers who went further 
than propagating the party line in the future. Translations were few, and the Bulgarian fans barely 
had heard of the “Golden Age” science fiction. Efremov was towering above this bare landscape, 
and his ideas about moral and biological evolution of the human race didn’t sound hollow. Only 
some twenty or thirty years later we would get our national epic science fiction, the fantasy based 
on the Bulgarian folklore, and the alternative history that experiments with our own history.

Over the years the club became a notable presence in the cultural life of Sofia, it has helped in the 
publication of many books, and in the wider promote of the genre.

*

3. The Book - A “Samuel Pepys Diary” from the Early Days of the Bulgarian Fandom

С името на Иван Ефремов (With the name of Ivan Efremov; ISBN 978-954-91898-5-8) spans 284 
pages, hidden behind a blue-black cover symbolizing the darkness of space where the action in 
many of Efremov’s novels took place. It was published by ERNOR publishing house and it was 
edited by Yury Ilkov and Alexander Karapanchev. The print run is 250 copies, less than the number 
of pages it contains, and it commemorates the thirty-fifth anniversary of the club, and the centennial
anniversary of the writer.

The book is split into three sections. The first is dedicated to the club, and contains a number of 
essays, where former and current members reminisce over the impact the fandom had on their lives.
I myself attended the weekly meetings in 1988-1994, and I needed all my emotional strength to go 
through these memories. Most of the club’s founders are no longer with us, and the remembering 
lost friends was painful. On the other hand it was reassuring to see that many of the contributors to 
this volume were young people. The book also brought back to me the old realization how in 
academia, surrounded by students, some elderly professors can get another breath of life and 
creativity. The second part is a mini-biography of Efremov. It also includes a few critical articles 
about his literary heritage. The book ends with translations from Russian of a collection of 
memories, essays and critiques by Russian writers and fans.

I was reading the essays and stories thinking how easily humanity can lose memory of past events. 
This book is an attempt to play Samuel Pepys and to leave a “diary” of the early years of the 
Bulgarian fandom. Who were those fans, what was the fan life back then - the book offers many 
answers to these questions. One of the pieces that gives some funny insight of the ambitions of 
those then-young people tells how they went in the midst of the night to “select” a room for the club
in the building of the future community center6, still under construction at the time. A testimony of 
their confidence is the choice they made of the main lecture hall - they were sure to fill it up with 
fans.

The memoirs go further to tell how the club was “smuggled” through the administrative net to 
receive an official bill of clean ideological faith, how the fans assembled the great club library, how 
they organized conventions and genre art exhibits, how they published books and fanzines, how 
they dreamed.

The early 70′s were an age of techno- and other kinds of optimism, not just in the West. The future, 
the stars, it all looked within reach. The moon landings were just happening, the astronauts were 
still visiting our celestial neighbor. Arthur Clarke created his famous table with predictions - if not 

6 A direct translation from the appropriate Bulgarian expression would be “cultural center” because it was a an 
institution (and a building) devoted mostly to cultural activities, i.e. amateur theater, dances, etc.



us then our children are supposed to see the contact with the extraterrestrials...

Now we know better, of course. The future holds the end of oil, global warming, the rise of the 
oceans and terrorist attacks. What about technology and space? The Mars sample return mission is 
just ten years away, the Moon base is barely twenty years away... The Mars sample return mission 
has been just ten years away and the Moon base has been barely twenty years away for a few 
decades now. Strangely, these intervals never seems to shrink. And what is worse, the human spirit 
has shrunk instead of future timelines because - as somebody wiser said before me - “there is no 
prosthesis for the human spirit.”

Both Efremovs - the club and the writer - come from the time when there was no need of prosthesis,
and the spirit could overcome even the worst political, ideological or economical barriers. But they 
are not dead, and this little book, printed in only 250 copies, is a small triumph of the spirit.

*

4. A Gem of a Story

Hidden among these 284 pages is a short novelette, Билет за Вега (А Ticket to Vega) by Miglena 
Nikolchina (b. 1955). It first appeared back in 1981 in Modeli-2, the second of four fanzines 
published by the club. It was reprinted in 1990 in a story collection by the respectable Bulgarian 
publishing house Hristo G. Danov, and to the best of my knowledge this is its third publication, 
which testifies that the good stories never die. Currently, the author is a professor of literature at the 
University of Sofia - the oldest, and in my view the most prestigious of all university in Bulgaria.

The chances that it will appear in print in English are slim at best, so I will give a few spoilers away
here. The story is a flashback, told from the point of view of Nadya, an accomplished lady 
astronomer7 who works on stellar evolution. She remembers her childhood, spent in a small sleepy 
town in the Northern part of the country, on the Danube river. It is a roasting hot summer day when 
a strange woman arrives. “I come from Vega, but others think I am Anelia, your cousin. It is 
convenient, so you better call me Anelia, too,” she says. We, and the kid, are left wondering if it is a
joke. And so begins the friendship of this ten year old girl and her newly found cousin. Nadya 
discovers the world, and the reader discovers both the world and the kid - she is curious and 
inquisitive, and unbelievably for someone so young - she has her feet firmly set on the ground.

Yet the story has a dreamy feeling about it. The heat, the vapor rising above the river, the adult 
cousin who occasionally drops a comment how the words of humans are rough and hurt her mouth, 
but it is all worth it because she can live among them - all this breaks the ice between the two. 
Gradually the woman wins the little girl over. Nadya wants to know what the Vegan language is 
like, and if there are purple trees on Anelia’s planet. It is a wonderful process to relive together with 
the child - she sees for the first time the infinite possibilities and the endless variety of the world.

One night, hovering between dream and reality, Nadya sees how three visitors, presumably from 
Vega, come to warn her cousin that the little being she cares so much about will grow, but at 
unbearable cost to Anelia herself: “death or degradation,” they say. Anelia is adamant and cuts the 
conversation short when she realizes that her little friend is awake. Of course, we can never be sure 
if this conversation truly happened or it was just a dream of a small girl that wants to travel to the 
stars or at least to become an astronomer.

The story ends abruptly with a tragic accident, although enough hints are dropped along the way: 
Nadya attempts to swim to the green island in the middle of the river, and she nearly drowns. Anelia
manages to save her but collapses. “She is gravely ill,” the women from the neighboring houses say.
We never know for sure if her bleeding mouth is due to the rough human words or to some real 

7 I can not NOT appreciate that she is a colleague of mine!



disease.

I had read the story before, and I knew the ending. The “people known as Anelia’s parents” come 
and take her. Nadya grows up to become a scientist, and all her attempts to find her cousin or to 
contact her relatives fail. Over the years she begins to doubt if Anelia really existed. The reader is 
left in doubt as well.

A Ticket to Vega is a poetic story, yet it questions reality in a way reminiscent of the work of Philip 
K. Dick. It is a simple story, yet it touches the essence of humanity and humanism.

*

5. Epilogue

It was a pleasure to read With the Name of Ivan Efremov, and it was a pleasure to write about it. But 
most of all, it is still a pleasure to be part of fandom (Bulgarian or otherwise). This is a book that 
inspires one to think positively in times when negativism and catastrophe are becoming a norm. It is
a somewhat surprising observation, given the fact that both the writer Efremov and the club named 
after him come from an age of confrontation of epic proportions. To me it is only an evidence that 
positivism is always present and to give an example from the speculative fiction genre one doesn’t 
have to go further than the latest works of Cory Doctorow, Paul McAuley or Paolo Bacigalupi.

I can only regret that the language barrier will most likely leave such talented writers as Miglena 
Nikolchina and even Ivan Efremov (and many others from small countries) unknown to the wider 
world.



New Scientist, Flash Fiction Competition 2010

* * *

Short stories are difficult to write, flash fiction is even harder, at least in my humble opinion. Doing 
this in science fiction doubles the challenge: packing even a simple story line together with the 
characters that are needed to humanize it in a few sentences and adding to these a complex 
scientific idea makes the goal almost unattainable.

Bellow I offer a review of the stories from a flash fiction competition in New Scientist. The piece 
appeared in The portal (editor Val Grimm) on Jan 18, 2011: http://sffportal.net/2011/01/new-
scientist-flash-fiction-competition-2010/

* * *

New Scientist is a for-profit popular science magazine, published since 1956, based in the UK. I 
find it easier to describe this magazine in negatives: it isn’t a peer-reviewed scientific journal, and it
doesn’t specialize in one particular scientific field. The paper edition is accompanied by a 
comprehensive web site (www.newscientist.com) which offers up-to-date news content. The longer 
articles are usually partially available online, requiring subscription for full access.

To the best of my knowledge New Scientist has held a flash fiction contest twice. The first one took 
place in Sept-Oct 2009. It called for 350 word stories describing the world 100 years from now, and 
was judged by a panel headed by Stephen Baxter.

Interestingly, the 2009 contest was preceded by a selection of stories about the future, written by 
famous science-fiction writers (http://www.newscientist.com/special/sci-fi-the-fiction-of-now). 
One, named Kelvin 2.0 ( http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20327263.700-kelvin-20-by-
stephen-baxter.html), written by Baxter himself, touched on a similar point as Starfall (to be 
mentioned later) about short-lived stars. Lord Kelvin, together with Herman von Helmholtz, 
authored a now-discredited theory that the stars shine by converting their gravitational energy into 
light. Stellar lifetimes then would be only millions of years. Baxter described a future when the 
humanity needs Lord Kelvin to help people learn how to cope with the thought of the inevitable 
thermal death of the Universe. The death has moved from millions to billions of years, but it still 
remains just as inevitable.

The second competition happened in Oct-Nov 2010. The word count limit was the same, and the 
stories had to describe the world if a discredited scientific was actually factual. The contest 
announcement cited some examples: what if the ether existed or the light was made of corpuscles 
emitted by the eyes. Neil Gaiman was the judge, but he was given a selection of only ten nominated
stories to choose from. The winner appeared in a special Dec 2010 paper edition, and all ten stories 
that made the final cut were posted on the magazine’s web site (they are all accessible at 
http://www.newscientist.com/blogs/culturelab/flash-fiction-competition-2010/).

Atomic Dreams (http://www.newscientist.com/blogs/culturelab/2010/12/flash-fiction-2010-atomic-
dreams.html), by Jerome Cigut won the 2010 contest. It is a story composed entirely of news 
clippings, spanning the period 1937-2005, including one from New Scientist itself. This form 
underlines the limitations of the 350 word limit. In effect (and this is true for most of the final ten 
nominations) Atomic Dreams lacks an exposition, climax, and resolution. There is not even a proper
protagonist-antagonist pair.

The titles and news items here serve to describe a sequence of historical events in an alternative 



world where atomic power technology is so easily accessible that it replaced internal combustion 
engines in every day use by the mid-twentieth century. However, the author has put clippings to 
good use to make a point that humanity never avoids to fall into the same trap twice. The story left 
me with a bittersweet feeling that there might be hope for the future. Neil Gaiman complemented 
the minimalism, which nevertheless “shows us our own world through a mirror”.

The two runners-up were Starfall (http://www.newscientist.com/blogs/culturelab/2010/12/flash-
fiction-2010-starfall.html), by Kevin Hennley, and Gaius Secundus ER 
(http://www.newscientist.com/blogs/culturelab/2010/12/flash-fiction-2010-gaius-secundus-er.html),
by Shaun Freney.

Starfall is a doomsday scenario told from the point of view of a physicist, member of a team that 
predicts the end of the world. The story plays with the chicken licken (chicken little, for the 
American readers) falling sky folktale, except skies literally fall here. I encountered some 
inconsistencies: if the stars have fallen before, then the equilibrium between them (which in the 
story is maintained by the light pressure; quoting: “The force of their light and their attraction to 
one another balances the pull of Earth.”) would have been changing and they would not be 
unmovable objects. I feel a lot of space is wasted describing in detail the ‘theories’ of Leibniz and 
Poincare. I liked the framing structure, used to turn the global catastrophe into personal tragedy for 
the characters.

Gaius Secundus ER has a more traditional structure, and it is not surprising because it describes a 
setting somewhat familiar to many from the famous TV show ER: a patient is rushed into an 
emergency room in a hospital where doctors with strangely Romanesque-sounding names strive to 
save his life. Except the medicine here is different, and the author plays brilliantly with many old 
misconceptions that the medical science has gone through, over the centuries. There is even a nice 
game of words at the very beginning that sets the tone of the story and gives a hint of what’s to 
follow. This is my personal favorite among the top stories.

A few more stories stand out. In my view, Chain reaction 
(http://www.newscientist.com/blogs/culturelab/2010/12/flash-fiction-2010-chain-reaction.html), by 
Bev Vinsent, is the most literary of them all, filled with small surprises (watch for the window) and 
unspoken hints. The characters are given depth, not an easy feat when you have only 350 words to 
play with.

Another memorable piece is Returns (http://www.newscientist.com/blogs/culturelab/2010/12/flash-
fiction-2010-returns.html), by Will Mitchhell. In the USA the title would have probably been 
Reruns, referring to the popular habit of TV networks to fill in airtime with old shows. The story 
combines an original premise with a forceful political position, described with some typical British 
understatement and presented as a personal discovery of the protagonist.

Finally, Bioethics Paper (http://www.newscientist.com/blogs/culturelab/2010/12/flash-fiction-2010-
bioethics-paper.html), by Claire King, didn’t work for me. Still, I won’t forget it because of the 
effort it took to go through it. Perhaps the problem was the form - the story is written as a exam 
with two parts and ten questions. The author literally gives the reader a test. I found it hard to put 
together the picture of the world where the exam comes from, may be because I lacked the 
necessary background. A little nitpicking - a scientific paper or an exam would not introduce 
abbreviations if they are not used in the text.

Notably, the premises used in the ten finalist stories can be split into rather well defined categories. 
Four are biology related: Lysenko’s theory of the environmentally acquired inheritance is correct; 
homeopathy works; the Native American belief that eating something causes people to assume its 
properties is correct; and pneuma is the original material from which everything living is made. 
There are five physics or astronomy-based premises: atomic bombs can start a chain reaction in the 
Earth’s atmosphere; Venus and Mars are habitable without terraforming; stars live only six thousand
years; the Universe is closed and small, barely a hundred light years across; atomic power is easily 



accessible (strictly speaking this is technological rather then scientific assumption).

There were no excursions into economics or the social or behavioral sciences, which is hardly 
surprising, given the audience of New Scientist: five of the authors have backgrounds from natural 
sciences or engineering, two are writers (one is rather accomplished, with more than sixty published
stories), one is a librarian, and two are economists. However, there were no obvious biases among 
the last group - for example, one of the economists wrote a story with a biological premise, the 
other with a physics/technology-based one. Both artists wrote about physical theories, and the 
librarian - about a biological one. On the other hand, the two professional biologists wrote about 
biology, and the two engineers wrote about physics.

Three of the ten selected authors were women, as far as one can tell from the short bios and the 
names. Two wrote about biology, one - about physics. The list of finalists was dominated by 
English-language countries: US and UK contributed three participants each, Australia two, France 
and Canada one each. However, not all of the writers were actually born in the countries where they
live; for example the Canadian author was originally from India.

It is nice to see a new contest for hard science fiction becoming a tradition in times when many 
readers complain about the alleged death of this genre. Of course, the extremely compact format 
turns most of these stories into short descriptions of ideas rather than sophisticated literary works 
with complex story arcs and full-blooded characters. In a sense, these stories have to work like 
jokes, with surprising punch lines, they must be operating with hints and employing cultural 
references that would deepen the readers experience. Most of the selected finalists succeed in this 
difficult task.



A Whiff of Cold Air: The Longing for the Lost Dream of Space in Soviet and American 
Science Fiction

* * *

Comparative reviews widen the perspective and even if I write about a single piece of fiction, I 
always try to bring up the wider genre landscape, because it adds some context and deepens the 
picture. Occasionally, I come across works that literally talk to each other, even though their authors
may have been divided by time, space, ... and the Iron Curtain.

This is the case of the following review, and I find that the two stories offer a surprisingly similar 
threetment of the space dream, despite all thheir difference. It was published in The Portal (edited 
by Val Grimm) on April 6, 2011: http://sffportal.net/2011/04/a-whiff-of-cold-air-the-longing-for-
the-lost-dream-of-space-in-soviet-and-american-science-fiction/

* * *

Лунный сон (The Moon Dream), by Alexandr Lazarevich, 19898

Requiem, by Robert A. Heinlein, in Adventures in Time and Space, eds. Raymond J. Healy and J. 
Francis McComas, Random House, 1946

*

The Moon Dream and Requiem are two stories written by a Soviet and an American speculative 
fiction writers, separated by ideological and temporal borders, yet, related by a surprisingly close 
sentiment towards the space frontier. They come from an era of clearer dividing lines where the 
enemy was treacherous and the friends were reliable as our leaders liked us to think.

The Soviet story The Moon Dream was written in 1989, when the once mighty Soviet Union was 
falling apart. To the best of my knowledge it never saw printing. I encountered it on the Russian 
Samizdat site (http://zhurnal.lib.ru/l/lazarewich_a_w/) following a link on an astronautics 
discussion forum, many years ago. The name of the site literally means self-publishing, but for the 
Russians it bears a special connotation - this word was used to refer to the illegal publication of 
dissident books in Soviet times, usually simply by typing them on a typewriter, on carbon paper. It 
may sound like another web venue for self publishing, but Samizdat is more than that, it is the place
where Russian bestsellers such as Sergey Minaev’s Metro 2033 saw its first readers. Every month a 
few of the novels first published on Samizdat go into print, and the electronic texts quietly 
disappear from the site.

The Moon Dream belongs to the cryptohistory genre, which is defined by the premise that 
something happened in the past that remained secret and led to our present-day reality. This is 
different from the alternate history, in which the past, the present, and the future are unlike the ones 
we know because some event in the past, the so-called point of divergence, had a different outcome 
than in our history.

Lazarevich says in the introduction that the story was inspired by the 20th anniversary of the Soviet 
non-flight to the Moon. The declassified Soviet archives and memoirs of the retired Soviet 
cosmonauts and engineers tell us that the Soviet Union indeed attempted to send a man to the 

8 A free audio book narrated by the author has appeared in 2011.



Moon. Hardware was developed, and the Soviet lunar module even flew in Earth’s orbit for testing. 
Ultimately, the effort withered after the American lunar landing, because the Soviets could not 
accept to be second. Today, historians still dispute the real reasons for this failure: a late start, 
insufficient resources and, paradoxically, decentralization of the efforts, being chief among them.

Later on, the Soviet Union developed and carried out an advanced program for unmanned lunar 
studies, culminating in a few automated sample return missions. Lazarevich bases his story on these
events, but overwrites the history of the first probe to perform soft landing, Luna 8, and tells us how
the gravely ill chief designer Sergey Korolev rides this station on a one way trip to the Moon. 
Korolev the character connects the story with the real past: Korolev the historical personage was the
head of the Soviet Moon program, a mystical figure behind all the successes and the propaganda 
stunts that filled the newspapers at the time. Indeed, he died shortly before the flight of Luna 8 from
complications during hearth surgery.

For a reader from Russia, the story has a strong emotional charge, and judging from discussions on 
the Internet, the emotions cover a wide spectrim. There are some outright rejections - the Soviet 
space program ultimately was launched in the Stalin’s age of terror, and Lazarevich admits that. But
there are comments expressing deep admiration because the story "fulfills" the fondest dreams of 
the Russian space cadets, and offers a short escape into a world of an alternative Moon race 
outcome.

There are not many works of the cryptohistorical genre, but these two types of reactions are 
common tropes in alternate history, which is often used to express political views or to construct 
dream worlds. These are especially common in East European science fiction written after the fall 
of Communism, but the Western reader may have encountered them occasionally as well. Some 
typical examples in the space-oriented sub-genre are the Children of Apollo by Mark Whittington 
and Resurrection Day by Brandon duBois, which mirror each other and express rather partisan 
views. I suspect, these dreamed worlds and fictional characters were born from the political 
preferences of their authors.

Lazarevich wrote his story at the end of the Cold War, but he is clearly a child of his time, and he 
can’t escape the stereotypes of the Soviet thinking. Nevertheless, his story has one redeeming 
quality which justifies the half an hour it takes to read it. The Moon Dream is a powerful 
manifestation of the longing for a new frontier, for space. This idea is expressed here in a brutal, but
very intimate way. Korolev of Lazarevich doesn’t explicitly say “I go to the Moon because I can”, 
but he surely does go. The writer escapes the zero-sum-game thinking of the Cold War evading 
temptation to replay the political and propaganda match, reaching an alternative outcome. The flight
of Korolev is a personal journey which evades the omnipotent eye of the government. The chief 
designer (some Russians capitalize his job title out of respect) walks around the lunar surface much 
like any tourist who wants to absorb the spirit of a strange new city and must do it on foot.

Requiem was written in 1939, and it appeared in the Jan 1940 issue of Astounding. The story carries
the typical American go-get-it attitude. It follows the tribulations of Delos Harriman, an 
entrepreneur, a super-successful Howard Hughes or Bill Gates of the space industry, who never flew
in space himself. He is an influential player in Heinlein’s future history milieu. Most Western SF 
readers are probably familiar with him from the novella The Man Who Sold the Moon that appeared
in 1950, which describes the phenomenal success of Harriman in turning the space into another 
open frontier.

In Requiem we meet an old and broken man, who has all the riches of the world, but never managed
to go to space himself. Tragically, the person who made it possible to take a suborbital flight for 
twenty-five dollars at a county fair has never ascended above the Earth’s grip: there was no room 
for a second passenger on the first flight to the Moon, and after that Harriman became too important
an asset for his company to be allowed into space (interestingly, Yury Gagarin was also forbidden to
fly, even on a jet fighter, for a while, as he was too valuable for Soviet propaganda).



Harriman is far from his prime and he suffers from heart problems that leave him a limited time to 
fulfill his dream. Ridden with despair, he embarks on an illegal and risky trip that will take him to a 
grave marked with a “shipping tag torn from a compressed-air container, and pinned to the ground 
with a knife.” The tag bears a quote from the Robert Louis Stephenson’s Requem.

*

The tragic conclusions of both journeys are obvious from the start: Korolev and Harriman overtake 
many obstacles on the Earth, they survive precarious journeys in space, but their hearts give away 
shortly after they land on the Moon. Yet I was elated reading these stories, because the two 
protagonists achieved their dreams.

Heinlein is clearly a better writer. His work is more dynamic, he uses indirect means to evoke 
emotions, and he follows my favorite cinematic approach: ‘show, not tell’. In contrast, Lazarevich is
more talkative and the author’s voice comes through in the narrative, and even obscures the voices 
of the characters at times. His story contain some heavy infodumps and yet, it was much easier for 
me to relate to, perhaps because of the common background and the similar psychology of people 
from Bulgaria and Russia.

The premise of a one-way flight to the Moon or Mars has been used a lot in SF. The legend has it 
that a non-suicidal version in which the astronaut would be regularly supplied from the Earth was 
even proposed to NASA by a team of engineers from a contractor company in the 1960s, when the 
Soviet delay was still a mistery to the US intelligence. As far as it is known, the space agency never 
pursued the idea, but Robert Altman used it in his 1968 movie Countdown, and the collaborative 
team David S. Michaels and Daniel Brenton wrote the novel Red Moon, which describes a similar 
attempt by the Soviets. The idea was in the air, and it is not surprising that Heinlein and Lazarevich 
arrived at very similar stories, despite their vastly different life experiences. We can not exclude the 
possibility that the Russian writer has read the work of his American counterpart, but clearly there is
no plagiarism here: The Moon Dream contains a distinct mix of tragic destiny, daydreaming and 
even a touch of revisionism, so typical for the Slavic world.

The Moon Dream and Requiem are separated by nearly half a century, they bracket a grim period of 
history, and their authors have vastly different backgrounds: Lazarevich is a professional translator 
in the Russian space industry, and Heinlein... We all know who Heinlein is. Yet the two men are 
inherently alike, because they explore the human condition in their stories, transcending the eras 
and political systems: the ability to dream, to face challenges, and to transcend circumstances. The 
comparison between The Moon Dream and Requiem demonstrates that the science fiction genre is a
perfect tool for capturing and expressing the best human qualities.



Bulgarian SF&F in 2010 in the Locus magazine annual overview of international speculative 
fiction

* * *

The second installment of Jeff VanderMeer's initiative to collect overviews of international science 
fiction and fantasy for various countries appeared on Apr 13, 2011 at the Locus website at: 
http://www.locusmag.com/Reviews/2011/04/an-overview-of-international-science-fiction-and-
fantasy-2010/

This time he actually contacted in advance the voluntary contributors from the previous year to 
cover a extended list of countries. Bellow is a version with a few minor edits.

Unfortunately, this was also the last year the overview appears. I don't know what was the reason to 
discontinue it.

* * *

ФантАstika 2008 (Fantastika 2009), ed. Atanas P. Slavov and Kalin Nenov, pub. Foundation 
Human Library. - This is the third volume of an annual anthology launched in 2008. The title is an 
intentional mix of Cyrillic and Latin letters, forming the Bulgarian generic term for speculative 
fiction. This volume contains an extended profile of the Bulgarian speculative fiction writer 
Angelina Ilieva and stories by the Bulgarian SF writers Georgi Hristov, Gergana Veleva, Maria 
Belcheva, and Anton Fotev. Translated stories by John Varley, the Strugatsky brothers, and Dmitry 
Bilenkin are also included. The book contains a lot of non-fiction - speculative essays about the 
future, reviews of genre books, and summary of the genre events in Bulgaria for the previous year, 
as well as lavish illustrations by Bulgarian SF&F painters Stefan Lefterov and Atanas P. Slavov, 
among others. Over the years, the anthology has become for Bulgarian speculative fiction what the 
Year’s Best anthologies edited by Garner Dozois are for the English language genre scene.

*

Непознатите Стругацки (The Unknown Strugacky Brothers), ed. Yuri Ilkov, Aleksander 
Karapanchev and Vladimir Borisov, pub. ERNOR - This anthology celebrates the 35th anniversary 
of the speculative fiction fan club Arcady and Boris Strugatsky, named after the venerable brothers 
who - together with Stanislaw Lem - are still dominant figures over the landscape of the Slavic 
genre fiction. The book is a collection of some fifty short contributions, organized into three 
sections. The first is a history of the club, the second talks about the connection between the 
Strugatsky brothers and the cultural life in Bulgaria, and the third is a collection of mini-memoirs 
and essay about the brothers and their work by people from all over the world.

*

Факторът на добротата (The Kindness Factor), by Kancho Kozhuharov, pub. Lingea Ltd - This
novel is a science fiction time-travel tale where the future needs help from the past. It is also a 
political thriller and a love story. Last but not least, it’s a book about a writer - which draws in every



aspiring writer to identify with the characters.

*

Топлото ключе на живота (The Warm Key of Life), by Aleksander Karapanchev, pub. e-Books - 
Few people read science fiction. Few people read poetry. The cross section of these two small 
groups - on a small national book market, to begin with - is even smaller. Collections of fantastic 
poetry are rare, and this book appeared only because of the minimal production costs of modern day
electronic publishing. It offers tender and lyrical poetry, reminiscent of the early Bradbury stories.



Lawful Little Country: The Bulgarian Laws of Robotics

* * *

In this essay I returned to the Bulgarian science fiction to visit a topic that seems to be a favorite our
genre writers - the laws of robotic. Of course, the underlying ethical theme is how the humans treat 
each other and the codification of the ethics that goes all the way to the Bible. This topic is also a 
little known bridge that connect the science fiction of our little country to the wide world.

The piece appeared on June 15, 2011 in The Portal, a site dedicated to reviews of short fiction, 
created and maintained by Val Grimm: http://sffportal.net/2011/06/lawful-little-country-the-
bulgarian-laws-of-robotics/

* * *

The story The Fifth Law of Robotics by the Bulgarian science fiction writer Nikola Kesarovski 
landed its title to the only collection of this author, published by the Otechestvo publishing house in 
1983.

Isaac Asimov, perhaps with some help by John Campbell, formulated in the early 1940s the 
following three laws of robotics:

(1) A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to 
harm.

(2) A robot must obey any orders given to it by human beings, except where such orders would 
conflict with the First Law.

(3) A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First 
or Second Law.

Two versions of the fourth law were proposed by writers in Bulgaria and the United States:

(4.1) A robot must establish its identity as a robot in all cases (Пътят на Икар, Icarus’s Way, by 
Lyuben Dilov, 1974).

(4.2) A robot must reproduce as long as such reproduction does not interfere with the First or 
Second or Third Law (The Fourth Law of Robotics, by Harry Harrison, 1986).

A fifth law was invented by another Bulgarian genre writer:

(5) A robot must know it is a robot (Петият закон на роботиката, The Fifth Law of Robotics, by 
Nikola Kesarovski, 1983).

Finally, a third writer form my country had some fun:

(101). Everyone who confuses the simpleminded robots inventing new laws of robotics must be 
executed immediately... (Сто и първият закон на роботиката, The Hundred and First Law or 
Robotics, by Lyubomir Nikolov).

*

Nikola Kesarovski has a background in the hard sciences - he got an M.S. in Mathematics before 
switching to journalism, science popularization, and fiction. The Fifth Law is his first book, a 



collection of four SF stories, with strong social and psychological bent. Two of them are set in 
Asimov’s I, Robot universe. One could call them fan fiction, if it were not for the excellent writing 
and engaging plots, that set his work on a professional level. Of course, professional speculative 
fiction writers cannot exist in a small country with a limited market, they need real jobs. Indeed, for 
many years Kesarovski worked at various newspapers.

Kesarovski was the second Bulgarian writer to find himself in the footsteps of the Great Asimov. 
Lyuben Dilov was the first. He defined the Fourth Law in his novel The Trip of Icarus (1974). That 
novel was rather atypical for its time. Strictly speaking, it is a space opera describing the travels and
tribulations of a giant sublight-speed spaceship crew flying to another star. However, the core of the
story is the coming-of-age of Zenon Balov, the only child on the ship, who grows lonely, denied the 
company of his peers. Dilov mentions the Fourth Law almost as an afterthought. Despite that, he 
makes the effort to justify it as a necessity to avoid misunderstandings that could rise from the 
attempts of designers to create as humanlike robots as possible.

On the other hand, Kesarovski makes the laws of robotics a cornerstone of his piece. His story is a 
science fiction and mystery crossover, following a murder investigation in flashbacks. The narrator 
is the son of a long-retired police detective. His father still muses over his last case that left 
shattered his otherwise successful police career. In a twist, the son is a robopsychologist, a pupil of 
the venerable Dr. Susan Calvin. By virtue of his job, he is familiar with the old murder case, even 
more than his father was.

The victim is a seventeen year old genius, a successful writer named Scott Murphy, with three 
bestsellers under his belt - not the most realistic character, but he is a little more than a redshirt 
placeholder in this story. The murder appears random - Murphy is hiding in a small town, away 
from fans, trying to finish his next novel, when the killer recognizes him in a restaurant. An 
“impulsive, iron-strong, bone breaking” hug follows, and Murphy falls dead. There are tens of 
witnesses, but the detective doesn’t need their help, because the killer admits everything. 
Furthermore, he is shocked and surprised to have murdered his favorite writer.

At first the police officers are surprised too - how this diminutive 1.55-meter high man could crush 
the rib cage of another person - but their shock is soon replaced by horror as they realize that the 
killer is a robot who failed to declare himself a robot during the first interrogation. He didn’t know. 
How many other robots, unaware what they really are, walk around? This is a chilling thought, 
given that robots practically run human civilization, the father points out.

The rest of the story is told in flashback, as father and son sit on a cliff by a river, pretending to fish.
The son - whose high position in the robotics industry is implied here, and confirmed in the second 
related story - tells it, answering the father‘s unspoken questions.

This is where the story falls somewhat into the familiar tread of the political propaganda, but even 
such a story can be written with amounts of talent and skill, and The Fourth Law has a good 
measure of both.

I warn the readers of this review that I will reveal its ending because it is unlikely this story will 
ever see English translation.

The killing turns out to be accidental, indeed, but the poor robot is just as much a victim as the 
writer. Once upon a time there was a talented robopsychologist named Dick Gordon. The similarity 
with the names of Phillip K. Dick and Gordon Dickson may not be coincidental, because 
Kesarovski’s characters occasionally refer to Dostoevsky and cite Jean-Paul Sartre. Furthermore, 
two enforcers that appear later in the story suspiciously resemble Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 
from Hamlet. It is strange to find postmodernism elements in a story written on the Eastern side of 
the Iron Curtain nearly thirty years ago.

Dick Gordon becomes a subject of corporate fight between the civilian Institute of Psychorobotics 
and the semi-clandestine Institute of Osborne - a military research facility, named after its director. 



In a rather stereotypical move, Osborne tries to hire Gordon, and when the scientist refuses, the 
military subjects him to a forced brain surgery to modify his behavior.

The story shifts emphasis here. The Fifth Law suddenly becomes more relevant to Dick himself 
than to the poor robots. He is faced with a choice that puts his humanity to the test, because the 
work for Osborne implies creating robotic weapons. Through Dick, the author advocates a pacifist 
stance.

Unfortunately for the young writer who would die two years later, just before Dick so suddenly left 
the academy for Osborne’s institute, he started an experiment aimed to give robots a sense of 
humor. The experiment was brought to a successful conclusion by Gordon’s colleagues, but his 
modifications remained buried deep in the code, and gave surprising results: thirty thousand robots 
could think themselves into humans! At the end of the story Dick is gravely ill but nevertheless 
comes up with a solution defining a new law that forces the robots to know that they are robots. 

The robots forget because of a mistake and unfortunate circumstances, much as in a Greek tragedy. 
Dick Gordon forgets as a result of malicious intent, making him an even more tragic figure. 

The Fifth Law builds upon the heritage of Asimov, expanding further the great 
gedankenexperiments that the Master carried out in his I, Robot series. The plot is a bit artificial, but
to some extent the same was true for Asimov’s original works, in which he went to great lengths to 
create a paradoxical situation, just to be solved by Susan Calvin with great ease.

The first time I read Kesarovski’s stories during my teenage years - they won my attention with the 
wealth of informative details. They were a true feast for a hungry reader. Later, when I reread them 
again, I noticed his erudition, and precise prose (probably reflecting his scientific background).

Unfortunately, Nikola Kesarovski is no longer with us. Only a few stories remain because his day 
jobs didn’t let him write much science fiction, but they are all memorable and thought provoking. 
The Fifth Law is accompanied in the collection by three other pieces. The Red Drop of Blood, which
opens the book, is based on the assumption that intelligence can arise in the nanoworld (although 
this word is not used), making a drop of blood a Universe for a nano-civilization. Absolute 
Harmony is about the devastating effect of the perfect painting. In The Revolt Kesarovski brings 
back the son of the old detective from The Fifth Law, who must face a robot revolution a day after 
the death of Susan Calvin. Were the robots true gentlemen (we only see male robots in Kesarovski’s
stories), waiting for the old lady’s grand exit before starting the fight for their independence? No, it 
turns out, their timing has more to do with the self-murderous tendencies of the humans than with 
respect for the greatest robopsychologist of them all.

The story of the Bulgarian laws of robotics would be incomplete without mentioning Lyubomir 
Nikolov, known for the Bulgarian translations of J. R. R. Tolkien’s books. He made the final 
contribution - for now - to this series of laws, adding nearly a hundred of them in his sarcastic short 
story The Hundred-and-First Law of Robotics (1989). Maybe it should have been titled The Last 
New Law, because it called for the cancellation of all non-Asimov laws...

Asimov didn’t invent robots - the word was coined by the Czech writer Carel Capek, and the 
concept of artificial humans dates from antiquity - but he brought the discussion of their obligations 
and rights to a new level - and gave us a glimpse of the complicated interplay between humans and 
these new intelligent species. Hundreds or thousands of stories and novels were written on the 
subject, with or without an explicit connection to the judicial formalism of I, Robot. This formalism 
has been studied extensively, and more often than not reading about robots we have learned 
something about ourselves. The Fifth Law has carved a noteworthy place in this milieu.

The works of Dilov, Kesarovski, and Nikolov, give Bulgaria the funny distinction of having the 
most laws of robotics per capita. Ours may not be the most lawful and peaceful country in the 
world, but surely we know how to impose order upon our robots.



*

Nikola Kesarovski on Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikola_Kesarovski

Lyuben Dilov on Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lyuben_Dilov



The Treasure of Planet Earth, by Zora Zagorska - The first Bulgarian science fiction novel, 
written by a woman9

* * *

Back in 2007-2012 I wrote a series of retro reviews, commenting on old books that have been off 
print and largely forgotten. They appeared in a number of Bulgarian venues, mostly the almanacs 
Fantastika (the original title was written in a mix of Cyrillic and Latin letters: Фантаstika) and 
Vayaniya (Ваяния; in Bulgarian this is a poetic word for sculpture). Eventually, I tried to traverse 
the language barrier and wrote the following in English. It appeared on Dec 31, 2012 in the Europa 
SF (www.scifiportal.eu; maintained by the Romanian fan Cristian Tamas).

If I was working on this review today, I would have explored the similarity between the fate of the 
aliens and the refugees. Nevertheless, having written it helped me a lot in the work on the essay 
about Zora Zagorska that appeared in the Letters to Tiptree.

* * *

The fall of 1967. Late October, to be precise. Two months earlier at the NyCon in New York Robert 
Heinlein gets the Hugo award in the novel category from the hands of Harlan Ellison for The Moon 
is a Harsh Mistress, beating to it Samuel Delany with his Babel-17, and Daniel Keyes with Flowers
for Algernon, among others. Alas, all those books will remain unreachable for the Bulgarian readers
for another quarter of a century, so the young girl Pepa from Pazardzhik, a small town in central 
Bulgaria, gets another gift from her aunt Delche - the novel The Treasure of Planet Earth, by Zora 
Zagorska, as we learn from the inscription. This is the same copy that I ended up buying when I was
visiting a friend in that same town of Pazardzhik, in the Summer of 2012. Incidentally, The 
Treasure... is the first Bulgarian hard science fiction novel, written by a woman, as far as my 
investigation of various bibliographic sources indicated - mostly, the wonderful Fantastic Bulgaria 
(Болгария Фантастическая) by Evgeny Haritonov (Евгений Харитонов). There were earlier 
genre novels written by men; this one marks the entry of the fair gender - to translate directly the 
our ideomatic expression - in the speculative field in general.

The 252-page hardcover was printed in 15100 copies (unthinkable print run for the modern day 
Bulgarian speculative fiction books which sell in the range of a few hundreds10), and it appears in 
the young adult adventure series by the government run People’s Culture publishing house. This is 
the fifth book of the author who specializes in children’s adventure.

The story is basic, especially for a sophisticated modern reader: emissaries from a doomed alien 
civilization arrive on the Earth in a search for a better place to make a life, but they contact the 
wrong people, who hurt them trying to extort knowledge and secrets to typical human pursuit to 
gain wealth. Indeed, the long years of the modern mortgage and bank crises can be seen sticking out
behind that bush. Eventually, some good earthlings save the extraterrestrials and help them to 
revitalize their civilization. The advanced alien technology opens the deep space to the humanity.

Retold like this, stripped from any details, the story does sound familiar, Many modern day space 
operas tell the same story or slightly modified versions of it. The difference is that the novel of Zora
Zagorska is highly ideological. As Evgeny Haritonov points out, it is essentially a political 
pamphlet.

9 To avoid confusion - there were earlier speculative fiction novels in Bulgaria. They were written by men. In hindsight 
I should have said in the title that Zora Zagorska was the first Bulgarian woman who wrote a speculative fiction novel.
10 For a reference: a translated novel by a world known genre writer might sell a few thousands, a wold known 
mainstream writer might sell ten times more. This is the typical scale of the Bulgarian book market.



Indeed, the devil is in the details, so let’s dive into them. The novel opens at an astronomical 
observatory in the Soviet Union, somewhere on the Pacific ocean coast, as we would find out later. 
The time frame is set by the cursory comment that an elderly professor is a veteran from the 
revolution and the civil war in the early 1920-s. A young assistant brings to him the latest 
photographs of the sky which shows a maneuvering object - a precursor to the somewhat similar 
plot element that we have seen recently in Neil Stephenson’s Anathem and Ken MacLeod’s 
Learning the World. The object appears to land, and the astronomers realize that its trajectory will 
take it into a foreign country, tellingly named Dollarland. The next chapter takes us to a lonely back 
road in that country where the formerly unemployed Jack Molnar walks to the bus station, to his 
new job, jealously looking at the passing cars. He wants to be rich and when the fate makes him the 
first human to meet the aliens, he tries to make the best of this sudden opportunity.

The story unfolds. The aliens eventually are discovered by the police and a prominent senator 
invites them to a party - a fund-rising event, as we would have said today. The mafia sees an 
opportunity here as well, kidnapping two of them. Their disappearance can not remain unnoticed, 
and the senator is cornered - he wants to use them to gain political advantage, but his ties to the 
mafia prevent him from taking real steps to free the aliens (some elections in Chicago come to mind
here; these scandals were usually well covered in the Easter press at that time). To remove them 
from the public eye he sends the remaining group on a trip to a gold mine, but soon the relations 
between the extraterrestrials and their hosts deteriorate to the point that the police just tows the 
space ship away with its passengers locked inside. Eventually, the aliens escape to the ocean, saving
a black man about to be hanged by Ku KluxKlan, and use their craft as an ordinary ship, just to run 
into a nuclear test which damages the vehicle.

Luckily, the ocean currents and the will of the author take them to the coast with the observatory, 
where their approach was first detected. This is the opening of the second part of the novel. Two 
boys - a Russian and a Bulgarian (his dad is an architect overseeing the construction of some 
buildings in the area) discover the aliens and after a minor misunderstanding they are taken to the 
old astronomer from the beginning of the book. He promptly establishes excellent relations with 
them. The aliens are offered medical help, technical assistance to repair their ship. Linguists soon 
make inroads into their language, any by the end of the novel the extraterrestrials speak very decent 
Russian.

The readers learn the history of the alien civilization. It created an advanced and progressive 
society, until a small tribe turned violent and used weapons of mass destruction to nearly destroy the
planet that already suffered from shortage of water for natural reasons. A small band of survivors 
escaped to the mountains, and later to space where a nearly completed interstellar spaceship 
happened to be waiting. They selected a few stars to visit searching for either a new home or for 
help. Here the constant excitement of the aliens from seeing the abundance of water and from the 
lush life on the Earth is explained. The mutual understanding resembles somewhat the relation of 
the Federation member races in Star Trek. It is only mired by the reappearance of Jack Molnar who 
shows government issued papers claiming that the aliens are citizens of Dollarland. He tries to take 
them buck. But the atmosphere of the new place, the friendliness and the openness of the people 
have such an effect on him that he soon revises his loyalties. Jack goes back to Dollarland just to 
help free the remaining aliens from the mafia and to bring them to the Soviet Union, making great 
personal sacrifices.

The book ends on an optimistic note. Imagine a communist version of the Jack McDevitt’s 
Academy series world - the space ship is repaired, and a second one is built quickly, so the 
extraterrestrials can take to their home (it turns out to be a planet in the Alpha Centauri system) 
some people. The two groups form joint crews, instead of separating each into their own ship. The 
aliens make statements about building a proper communist society, the humans make statements 
about conquering space. Everybody is happy.



*

The trouble is, even stripped from the political rhetoric, this would not have made a very enjoyable 
reading, on too many levels: starting from the artificial cardboard characters, and ending with the 
poor and repetitive language. Unfortunately, at times the book feels like something written by a 
teenager. There are scientific errors, (Alpha Cen is not visible from Crimea). The novel feels like a 
missed opportunity, because clearly a humongous efforts have gone into it. Furthermore, there were 
already some excellent examples in the Eastern European science fiction, from social, literary and 
even scientific point of view - the first novels of Ivan Efremov had appeared a decade earlier, 
Strugatsky brothers had started publishing five or so ears earlier. By 1967 the Bulgarian speculative 
fiction already has produced some notable works of Lyuben Dilov, Pavel Vezhinov, and Atanas V. 
Slavov, not to mention the novels and stories of Svetoslav Minkov from the 1920s.

Is there a reason to read this book, and perhaps, others like it? - I think so. Despite some 
shortcomings I would not rush to discard The Treasure... If it is any excuse, it is not much different 
the vast majority of the speculative fiction at the time. In fact, a particular subgenre, that of the 
fantastic fiction of the near aim (here I directly translate from Russian фантастика ближнего 
прицела) appeared. Its typical attributes were ideologically correct communist protagonsits and 
devious evil capitalists spies. The point here is not whether the book was any different, but that 
these compomnets were necessary conditions for publishing. The Hruschov's spring didn't reach 
Bulgaria at all. 

Next, some of the topics in the book deserve unconditional recognition. The Treasure... has space 
faring allies, escaping from an ecological disaster - this is an issue more relevant to the humanity 
than ever before. The powerful drive for wealth that is so prominently featured in the novel has not 
gone anywhere either. The book was written long before the disaster of Union Carbide's plan in 
India or the more recent oil spill at the British Petroleum underwater drilling in the Gulf of Mexico. 
The young democracies of Easter Europe are still weak, immature, and can not protect themselves 
from the such dangers. Furthermore, by the modern world standards our economies are small scale 
operations. A single transnational company or even just a large bank can easily tip the political and 
economical balance in these countries in the direction that would bring them more money. It has 
already happened and a monetary board was adopted to prevent the big players on the market from 
exchange rate speculations. So, the novel offers some disturbing parallels with the darker side of the
present-day Bulgarian political system.

Lats but not least, Zora Zagorska has let us to experience a curious glimpse into a different epoch, it
is a historical document (as well as a work of art). I find particularly interesting the representation 
of the Dollarland’s life because the book presents the perception that people in the behind the Iron 
Curtain held of the Western lifestyle than anything else; or rather it is a document about the 
perception of the West that was cultivated in the East at that time. Unfortunately, the novel didn’t 
challenge me, neither emotionally with some characters that I could identify with, nor with some 
complex ideas that I would think over and over. As much as I was trying, I couldn’t find a deeper 
layer than the obvious one.

Later on, many women would leave strong marks in the Bulgarian speculative fiction. I already 
wrote elsewhere about Miglena Nikolchina (sffportal.net), and others deserve to be mentioned: 
Vesela Lyutskanova, Elena Pavlova, Ani Ilieva, etc.. Zora Zagorska deserves an admiration, because
the was the first to explore the new genre.

* * *

Who is Zora Zagorska? We can learn a lot about her from the extensive afterword, written by 



Dimiter Dobrev. She was born on Apr 5, 1910, in Bitola, now in Macedonia. Her parents were 
teachers. Her family was involved in the fight for national independence from Turkey during the 
nineteen century. Her father studied in a Music School in Odessa, and was in Russia during the 
1905 revolution. Reading between the lines we can guess that he joined the Internal Macedonian 
Revolutionary Organization upon his return, and later the communist party. He died after police 
torture. His daughter followed in his footsteps, entered a string of youth communist organizations. 
After the communist party took over in 1944 she became a functionary in the Ministry of 
Education. She started to write as a child, but her first book appeared only in 1962. The biography 
hints that she was better known for many textbooks for future teachers rather than for her fiction.



Gender bias in the contemporary short-form speculative fiction

* * *

This small statistical study is not meant to become the last word on the subject, not even close. I 
tried to add my two cents to the a discussion, and to back mu words with some hard numbers. Just 
as I do in my day job.

In hindsight, I could have also looked at the novel bestseller lists. These are complementary to the 
short story statistics in at least two ways. First, the novels represent a different stage of a writing 
career than the short forms: I guess that for most authors writing novels versus writing stories is 
much like the tenured positions in the academia versus postdoctoral positions. This is a 
simplification in many aspects, except for the most important one - most short story writers never 
write a novel, just like most postdocs never land on tenured jobs. Second, these lists reflect sales 
figures and this is a different way to measure the impact of the authors that an acceptance in a 
magazine. But that other study will have to wait for better days.

This piece was written on Apr 12, 2013 in Santiago.

* * *

A heated discussion on the Strange Horizons's contributors mailing list prompted me to put some 
numbers on the gender ratio in the contemporary short-form speculative fiction. Following my own 
example (http://www.strangehorizons.com/2009/20090706/ivanov-a.shtml) I looked at the review 
column in Locus (http://www.locusmag.com/Reviews/category/lois-tilton/) by Lois Tilton11 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lois_Tilton), and counted the contributors by gender. As far as I can 
tell, she reviews the most prominent magazines and anthologies, so the statistics should refer to the 
leading part of the market, and both print and electronic markets are included, i.e. Asimov's SF, 
Analog, Tor.com, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, Interzone, Lightspeed, Strange Horizons, Subterranean, 
etc. 

My research suffers from some caveats:

(1) The cleanest way to carry out this study is to ask the authors to define their own gender, but it is 
not practical for me to find contact details for so many people, so I resorted to checking author's 
web pages and Wikipedia entries. I am also grateful for the help I received from the participants in 
the Strange Horizons's contributors mailing list where I published this list first, to get somme 
feedback.

(2) The number of writers is relatively small. Unfortunately, this is a time-consuming study. 
Pressures of everyday life and day job meant that I could only spend so much time on it. I counted 
only the latest12 two editions. I started with the males because Tobias S. Buckell happened to be the 
first reviewed author.

*

Review from March 20, 2013: http://www.locusmag.com/Reviews/2013/03/lois-tilton-reviews-

11 Unfortunately, this column has been discontinued at some point. I liked the reviews, and this was an excellent 
channel to get reviews of magazines that I could not easily get.
12 At the time of writing.



short-fiction-mid-march-3/

M:

1 Tobias S. Buckell

2 Jay Lake

3 William Browning Spencer

4 Brian Francis Slattery

5 Chris Butler

6 Carlos Hernandez

7 Anthony Mann

8 Jake Kerr

9 Rich Larson

10 Toh Enjoe (Japan)

F:

1 Kat Howard

2 Caitlín R Kiernan

3 Melanie Tem

4 Damien Walters Grintalis

5 E Lily Yu

6 Lisa Tuttle

7 Sarena Ulibarri

8 Karen Tidbeck

9 Yukimi Ogawa (Japan)

Other or unknown:

1 An Owomoyela

* * *

Review from 6 March, 2013: http://www.locusmag.com/Reviews/2013/03/lois-tilton-reviews-short-
fiction-early-march-3/

M:

1 Nick DiChario

2 Alex Shvartsman

3 Stephen Leigh



4 Robert T. Jeschonek

5 Ian McHugh

6 Jason Helmandollar

7 Bill Ferris

8 David John Baker

9 Michael Wehunt

10 Thomas Brennan

11 Rich Larson

12 Alexander Austin

13 J. T. Petty

14 John Chu

15 William Alexander

F:

1 Shannon Fay

2 Kali Wallace

3 Jessica Brody

4 Aliette de Bodard

5 Genevieve Valentine

6 A. C. Wise

7 Liz Argall

8 Rachel Swirsky

Other or unknown:

1 Lou J. Berger

*

There were 44 contributors: 25 male (~ 57 ± 11 %), 17 female (~ 39 ± 9 %), and two in the 
unknown/other category (~ 5 ± 3 %). I assumed Poisson statistics, the uncertainties are just square 
roots of the number of people in the given category. The total percentage is 101 because of the 
round ups. 

The bottom line is that in the present short story market the M/F disparity is about 1.5:1. Clearly, 
the genre has evolved away from its state back in the 40s or 50s when the landscape was almost 
fully male-dominated, but it still has not reached a parity.

I would venture to guess that the ratio for novels is probably more uneven because of the longer 
duty cycle of the larger genres - I expect that the short story market is responding faster to the 
change in the writer's demographics.

Finally, I would like to point that only two contributors reviewed by Lois Tilton are foreigners 



living outside the English speaking world, suggesting that the native language barrier may be 
responsible for a much stronger disparity of about 20:1.

If you find errors, I encourage you to contact the author so the statistics is fixed in future editions.

*

Some other, but generally older sturies of the same subject can be found here:

http://www.strangehorizons.com/2007/20070820/0women-publish-a.shtml

http://www.strangehorizons.com/2007/20070820/1women-update-a.shtml

http://silviamoreno-garcia.com/blog/2010/12/slush-stats-crunching-numbers



Journey into Space, by Toby Litt

* * *

I came across this book in a review of novels that feature some unusual portrait of space travel. 
Amazon can work miracles, and eventually I got a hold of an used copy. The story doesn't stand out 
with a particular originality. nevertheless, I found the Journey... an interesting read, because of its 
excellent style.

The review was written in Oct 2013, but it hasn't appeared anywhere. I added a short author's bio 
for this publication.

* * *

I have in my hands a strange beast - a literary space-opera novel. 

Attn: SPOILERS!

The generation ships are a corner stone of the space opera. The first appear in the 1940s, to stay 
with us until this day. Robert Heinlein, Brian Aldiss, Clifford Simak, Harry Harrison, Gene Wolfe, 
and Ken MacLeod have told memorable stories, set on generation ships. The topic is somewhat less 
popular in the non-English science fiction, but it still has a few notable works on its own, written by
Ivan Efremov, Boris Lapin, Kir Bulichev, among others. Bulgarian genre writers, including Lyuben 
Dilov, Pavel Vezhinov, Nikolay Tellalov, have also contributed to the subgenre. The typical 
generation story is apocalyptic - the crew has long forgotten its mission, or a madman had taken the 
reigns, or a new religion has taken over the minds and the hearths of the original astronauts' 
descendants...

All this is true for the Journey into Space. The novel starts with the mid-flight crisis when the first 
passionate generation that choose to be on board, is gone. The ship Armenia is populated now by 
people who were born on board. They have never seen the Earth, and who will never see the final 
destination. They literally must live for the future, and this is a challenge not everyone is up to. Two
teenagers, Celeste and August, choose the escapist route - they discover and describe for each other 
the sensations of the distant Earth: rain, wind, various noises and smells. Until the day they 
“discover” sex and commit an incest - because they are relatives. There are good evolutionary 
reasons why the incest has become a taboo, and their kid suffers from some conditions.

Much like the crippled Claudius, he one day becomes a captain by chance, but he doesn't posses 
even a fraction of the abilities of the ancient Roman, and plunges, together with the crew, into 
decadence, disconcern, and irresponsibility. The crew losses sight of the mission goal, but this is 
just the first of the many troubles to come. It gets worse when the humanity back on Earth destroys 
itself in a nuclear war. The orgies in the ship are replaced by celibacy, and a new doomsday religion 
gets a hold of the crew. They return to the home planet, to destroy the sinners, as they see the 
shattered remnants of the humanity. The final pages reveal, that the book is an account of these 
“unfortunate events” by an archaeological expedition, that must have arrived from another system, 
possibly a result of a successful colonization by one of the other generation ships that were sent out 
together or just after Armenia. But this is never explicitly stated, the archaeologists may well be 
extraterrestrials.



The story line offers no surprises, we have seen or read all of this before in books written more that 
forty years earlier. Except, it is so well written here, that I found it very hard to put the book aside.

The only drag I noticed is the uneven tempo - the beginning of the novel is slow, and the closer we 
get to the end, the faster the events unfold. The novel feels out of balance, at least to me. There is no
logical reasons - the archaeologists have a complete record of all events on board the ship until 
hours before its destruction. It is either a deliberate attempt to introduce suspense or the author may 
have just gotten tired of it, and rushed the end. Either way, the novel doesn't need suspense, its 
strength is not in the action, but in the characters and in their evolution - something in which the 
author has succeeded beyond the expectations I had when I started the book.

I do recommend this novel - not because it offers some new ideas or fascinating adventures, but 
because it is different than the other great generation ship stories. I revealed the story line, offering 
almost complete spoilers, but I intentionally left out most details of the characters - what they did, 
how, and why - because this is the interesting element in the novel, addressing the three main 
themes: the personal motivation crisis, the decay of a decadent society, and the genesis of a religion.
I am sure it is worth spending a few lazy weekend afternoons to read this relatively short - by 
modern standards - book.

*

Tobby Litt is a British writer who works mostly in the mainstream. He was born in 1968 in Amphill,
and studied literature at Worchester College, Oxford. He is teaching at University of London. Litt is 
well known for his short works and for his experimental interactive fiction appearing on 
LiveJournal and Twitter. Journey into space is his only genre novel.



Zendegi, by Greg Egan

* * *

The review bellow expresses my love for the science fiction. I do mean hard science fiction here 
and in general I try to discriminate between science and the more general term speculative fiction. 
This is difficult for any Bulgarian, because our term fantastika (фантастика) is often used for both. 
We do have a name for the science fiction, in fact it is a direct translation of the English expression -
научна фантастика. Unfortunately, it is often shortened to the second word only, and making it to 
coincide with the term for the generic speculative fiction. This is where the confusion comes from.

Now that our little Bulgarian lesson is over, let's move on to the best of the Australian hard science 
fiction. This review appeared on the Europa SF (www.scifiportal.eu; organized by Cristian Tamas) 
on April 29, 2014.

* * *

I came across Greg Egan's work many years ago, reading a short story titled Wang’s Carpets, where 
he described aliens living in Fourier space, in a naturally evolved quasi-computer, based on 
seaweeds (an interesting concept for hardware realization!) in an ocean on another planet. If it 
sounds complicated, this is because it is a complicated concept that blurs the border between the 
natural and the artificial.

Also, it is not surprising, because Egan is a mathematician and apparently, a geek - a compliment in 
my eyes. I liked the story, and tried to research his writing. Eventually, I discovered, that the story 
that impressed me has become a chapter of his novel Diaspora. Amazon not delivering in Chile 
meant that I had to ask a friend to bring me a copy from Australia. So, quite some time passed 
before I managed to read it, and I liked too. Over the years I kept an eye on his work, and when 
Zendegi appeared, it quickly found a place in my “must read” list.

*

Zendegi begins in a very different mater than anything else I had seen by Egan before. The first 
third of the book, set in 2012, reads like a mainstream novel set in the present day. It describes a 
peaceful revolution that brings down the religious Iranian dictatorship. Back in 2010 it may have 
seems even more contemporary and realistic than today. Of course, in hindsight, after seeing the 
bloodbaths in Libya, Syria and now in Ukraine, I am less inclined to believe in peaceful changes of 
political systems. But this is speculative fiction, so some suspension of disbelieve is acceptable.

The story follows the protagonist Martin, an Australian journalist, sent in Iran by a major news 
service, to report on the political turmoil. We are given a hint that he may go native, when he tells 
his local colleague and friend that he likes very much the Iranian cuisine.

“Find an Iranian wife” he hears back. “Were can I search for one?” - “In front of a divorce court.”

We are given one more glimpse about what the book may be about from the other protagonist -  
Nasim, a daughter of a killed Iranian dissident. She is a political emigrant in the US, and a 
researcher, trying to model the singing skills of birds. Except, the computer birds don’t sing too 
well.



Fast forward to 2027/2028. Indeed, Martin has already married an Iranian woman, albeit not one he 
has found in front of a divorce court. They are rising a son, who is just about to start going to 
school. On his first day of school a disaster strikes13. And then another one. Until we understand that
ultimately this is not a trans-humanist post-singularity novel, but a story of personal loss - loss of 
family and friends, loss of a country and culture. This is a novel about how to cope with those 
blows of the fate. Deep underneath the engaging story Egan tries to answer the question if 
technology can be of any help to us in this impossible endeavor.

In my interpretation of the novel, the author ultimately paints the technology as a tool - not a goal in
itself as other hard science fiction writers often do. He points that the real help and friendship come 
from the people. Our failures and successes come from and are measured against the human 
relationships, not against technological acievements.

The novel’s conclusion is neither particularly optimistic, not too pessimistic, but it is surely one that
made my hearth heavy with sadness.

*

I think Zendegi was badly overlooked and undervalued by the general readers. As far as I can find 
on the Internet, it earned no awards or nominations. It is a rare novel in the genre about the 
parenting, loss and change. The characterization is good - perhaps some other reviewers have 
mistaken what I think are reserved attitudes of some protagonists for shallow descriptions.

I highly recommend Zendegi. It is a complex book, but not mathematically, as Diaspora was; it is 
an intricate piece of fiction on political, psychological and cultural level. At the end, one of the main
characters reaches a satisfying closure, but the story line of the other leaves some unanswered 
questions, possibly hinting at a sequel.

The inner monologues of Martin, when he speaks to himself as if he is parenting his son, are 
especially powerful. I especially appreciated being given glimpses into the artificial reality 
environment Zendegi (the word means life in Persian), into the Persian mythology. Many Persian 
words are sprinkled on the novel without translation (but there is always Google) and help to create 
a special atmosphere.

The author’s website (www.gregegan.net) has an excerpt, some additional information, and a nice 
travel log that kept during a visit in Iran in 2008. The video trailer of the book can be seen at: 
http://vimeo.com/9827433

Santiago, Chile

April 22, 2014

*

Greg Egan (born 20 August 1961, Perth, Australia) is one of the best worldwide science fiction 
writers, in my humble opinion.

He published his first work in 1983. He specializes in hard science fiction stories with themes based
on real math and quantum theory, with interesting excursions towards the nature of consciousness. 
Other topics he frequent include genetics, simulated reality, posthumanism, mind uploading, 
sexuality, artificial intelligence, and the superiority of rational naturalism over religion. He is known

13 Unlike for Bulgarian books, I avoid spoilers for the works that may be easily available to English speaking readers.



for his tendency to deal with complex technical material, like inventive new physics, in a 
mercilessly detailed manner. I find the reading of Egan a rewarding experience, but it also can be 
challenging, especially when he ventures into thicker math theory. He is a Hugo Award winner 
(with eight other works shortlisted for the Hugos) and has also won the John W. Campbell 
Memorial Award for Best Novel.

His early works feature strong elements of supernatural horror. Egan’s short stories have been 
published in a variety of genre magazines, including regular appearances in Interzone and Asimov’s 
Science Fiction.

Greg Egan holds a Bachelor of Science degree in Mathematics from the University of Western 
Australia, and currently lives in Perth.



The Long Earth, by Terry Pratchett and Stephen Baxter

* * *

Pratchett wasn't published in Bulgaria until after the political changes begun in 1987, his first 
translations appeared in 1992. Some copies of earlier Russian editions may have been available, but
I was not fortunate enough to come across any of them. When I first read his Diskworld novels, the 
comparison with Douglas Adams were obvious, and to me they were undoubtedly in favor of 
Pratchett, who was a writer of issues, rather than a flashy entertainer. Similarly, Baxter, who I 
discovered even later, is an author of substance. He strives to produce technically and scientifically 
sound settings, while building engaging story lines and creating enchanting protagonists.

The text bellow was published in 28 May, 2014 in the fanzine Europa SF (www.scifiportal.eu). This
venue is maintained by the Romanian fan Cristian Tamas.

* * *

Stephen Baxter is an old favorite of mine. I discovered his writing on uchronia.net - the 
bibliography of alternate history: First to the Moon, Prospero One, Anti-Ice, and of course the 
excellent novel Voyage made me follow his work.

I was surprised to learn that he has collaborated on a parallel Earths novel with Terry Pratchett. To 
me, Pratchett was the prototypical fantasy writer but then I remembered that he managed to write 
books about economy, politics and whatever else you can think of, all under the disguise of fantasy, 
and I was less surprised.

Eventually, I got my hands on a second-hand copy of The Long Earth. This is the first book of what 
had become by then a trilogy14, and I just learned that the authors have gotten a contract for three 
more books.

The title, the cover, and the first few pages quickly reveal the setting - an easily accessible 
technology made it possible for everyone to travel between worlds. Later on even this constraint is 
relaxed and the Humanity finds itself facing a nearly infinite number of virgin Earths. Lavish, 
green, rich, unpolluted. And waiting. Many Americans (the novel is set in the US) remember the 
glorious past of their nation and set West (“Go West, young man!”). The British, French, Russian 
and Chinese don’t wait long to follow suit. Words like "fresh start", "clean start" appeal to many and
they are featured frequently in the text.

The Pilgrims were driven to the New World by the religious wars that shook Europe in fifteenth 
century, among many other reasons. Most waves of migration in any age and place were politically 
or economically driven. What can motivate the modern day or the near future pilgrims to leave the 
comfortable civilized Western world? Pratchett and Baxter come up with some reasons, and the 
novel’s protagonists sets out on a trek across the new world.

The problem is, it was so logical and predictable, like an emergency plan of the American 
government in case of an alien invasion on July 4. They did what I (and probably countless other 
readers) would have done. My second disappointment was that the parallel Earths were mostly 
empty. Yes, a few humanoids/hominids can be encountered here and there, but there is hardly 
anyone to talk to. The only civilization, similar to ours was found in ruins, it was long extinct. This 
was strange, because the neighboring Earths seem to bear similarities (i.e., gradual climate change 
or gradual increase of the orbital bombardment around the “missing” Earth). Other novels that 

14 The series contains five volumes, as of now. It is claimed that The Long Space (2016) will be the final one.



feature transition between parallel worlds offer much more intense and engaging scenery: Worlds of
the Imperium by Keith Laumer, The Timeliner Trilogy by Richard C. Meredith, Alternities by 
Michael P. Kube-McDowel, Merchant Princes and its sequels by Charles Stross, The Everness 
series by Ian McDonald, to name a few examples.

Characters deserve separate criticism. One of them was a borderline arrogant megalomaniac, the 
two others were loners, with damaging childhoods. I would not mind any of this, and may have 
found it interesting, if they actually underwent some evolution, but it seems the authors have left 
this for the next installemnts. To be fair, the Long Earth setting is good for loners - the number of 
parallel Earths exceeds by far the number of people,and this may have been an intentional decision 
on the part of the authors, we will have to wait for the next books to see. If you want, you can have 
a planet for yourself.

Overall, I was disappointed. The book suffers from being written as a first in a series - too many 
pages are spent building the fictional world, too many unanswered questions remain at the end. I 
haven’t read yet the second and the third book, but I suspect that cutting each to a third and joining 
them together may improve the story.

This was a surprise to me, because I have read both writers and they are excellent masters of the 
craft. I have liked a lot their other books. Having said this, I should also add, that I found the short 
stories of Baxter much better than his novel length works. The only exception for me is Voyage, but 
I am biased toward the alternative subgenre works that describe more successful space programs 
than the one in our time line). The stories that I mentioned earlier are very good examples of this 
point: First to the Moon is character driven: the three British astronauts react to the failure of their 
mission in rich and convincing ways that speak volumes about their world, more than any book-
length description. I highly recommend this story, and not just because of it being an alternative 
history. I would say that Baxter is much better at minimalist characterization with a typical British 
understatement, than at sustaining a long and engaging narrative.

To me, the strongest positive point for the book is not the story line, but the grand canvas - the mind
boggling infinite chain of Universes, each similar and yet a bit different than the next. And the 
zeppelin, of course.

*

Stephen Baxter was born in Liverpool, England and has an engineering doctorate. He had a long 
career teaching math and sciences before beginning to write full time in 1995. He has received a 
Campbel, a P. K. Dick, a Sidewise and many BSFA awards. Baxter writes primarily hard science 
fiction and many of his books cluster together to form comprehensive future histories. He is also 
famous for having written two authorized sequels of the H. G. Wells - The Time Ships and The 
Massacre of the Mankind (2017).



Burning Paradise, by Robert Charles Wilson

* * *

I came across Robert Charles Wilson's because of my interest in alternative history, but then I 
realized that I had discovered a fine writer and I have made a point not to miss any off his books 
ever since. Only his Last Year is still pending on my list. I think that if there is any author in the 
modern hard science fiction subgenre who tries to follow the tropes of the Great American novel, 
adopting them to the genre, of course, Wilson is the one.

His novel Burning Paradise was published by Tor in 2013. My review appeared in the webzine 
Europa SF (www.scifiportal.eu; editted by the Romanian fan Cristian Tamas) on June 5, 2015.

* * *

A dysfunctional family versus a big dumb object. This same story is retold in a few of the R. C. 
Wilson’s novels, most notably in The Chronoliths - a novel which is as much about foreshadowing 
the future as it is for how the family connections are tested in times when the entire human 
civilization is challenged... perhaps by its own darker traits. The other characteristics that sets his 
works apart is the originality. Until some time after his book Spin won a Hugo, he had never written
a sequel - every novel he produced was set in a different world and based on its own idea, different 
from those in the rest of his works. I suspect, the pressure from the publishers caused the 
appearance of Axis and Vortex, and to me, they transmitted less of the author’s enthusiasm, than his 
other books.

I had Burning Paradise in my sight for a while - because of my love for the Alternative History 
subgenre. In fact, this is how I discovered Wilson - via his novel Mysterium, in which he sends a 
small US town in an alternative reality where a different branch of the Christianity dominates the 
religious landscape. It was great. Then, came Darwinia, a novel that started by replacing Europe 
with an alternative version of itself, devoid of humans, and with very different flora and fauna; later,
the novel turned into something P. K. Dickean, casting doubt on the nature of the reality. These, and 
the other books of Wilson make him somewhat unique in the modern speculative fiction genre, 
where ideas are recycled and milked to the last word, where what should have been stories or 
novellas stories are expanded into multi-volume series.

The beginning of Burning Paradise is somewhat “standard” - a girl wakes up. Except, it is in the 
middle of the night, which allows her to see a stranger, watching intently the windows of their 
apartment. A moment later he is run over by a car. This triggers a hasty exodus, and it is quickly 
revealed, that the girl is been prepared for this, in fact she has been prepared for it for many years. 
As the novel unfolds, a few more characters have to do the same, and in all cases the text conveys 
clearly the message that this is a drama - the destruction of the established live patterns, human 
connections, and personal habits. I can compare these scenes with identical situations in some other 
novels, favorably for Burning Paradise. The literary skill of Wilson is apparent here, and Stephen 
King had all the reasons to say, that Wilson is the finest writer, working in the genre today.

The middle of the book settles into a road novel form. We are given a dose of character depth, and a
glimpse in the alternative time line. The characters are not very surprising - ordinary people, some 
with more obsessions than others. It is worth to pay attention here to the words of the secondary 
characters - Wilson, always a master of the destabilization, used them to set up the story 
development towards the surprising revelations at the end.

We are reminded that the world is a different from the ours when two bands of characters travel 
South. One takes the great Pan-Americana highway, the road in this alternative world, that connects 



the Alaskan shores of North America with the Tierra del Fuego in South America. A highway like 
that was never build in out time line, and here the lack of major wars after the WWI - a fact 
revealed on the first pages, so I am not really spoiling anything here - allowed to build some major 
infrastructure projects that were never completed in our reality. And here the true question of the 
novel also becomes apparent - the humanity seems to have spend the last century in a carefully 
tended and guarded glasshouse. It has achieved some spectacular feats, but it has also been 
prevented from achieving others, that were facilitated by the various historic confrontation, like 
space travel, or by the simple human curiosity, like some biological and astronomical research. The 
question the novel asks is if this is a good thin, being "parented" by an elder culture? I think no 
scientific and technological advances are worth the life of even a single human being, and this 
would have been the only possible answer, if the wold was simple.

The world is not simple and the rebellion of teenagers against strict parents does not come just from
various - usually unformilated - urges and basic biological drives. I suspect on a very basic level it 
is somehow connected with evolution and the need to explore new possibilities, to collect personal 
experience. As the book's title suggests, underneath the seeming paradise in which the characters 
live, there is a hot stove, burning their feat. Is the “paradise” worth accepting to live in a totally 
controlled society? The novel slowly reveals who is at the help, and the full extent that this control 
reaches. There are very few surprise revelations, rather small hints dispersed though the text, and 
excavating them, and piecing them together is part of the game with the reader, that Wilson plays. 
Here he turns again at his favorite theme of the family relations, and not surprisingly the characters 
find the answers with much personal pain.

The climax of the novel takes place in a alien facility located in the Chilean Andes. For me this was 
an additional reason to read the novel. I work at a similar facility - it is not alien; instead, it is 
devoted to study the environment where those aliens may live - the cosmos (I am wording this very 
carefully, to leave no room for misunderstanding - I work at an astronomical observatory where we 
do astronomical research, we have not seen any aliens yet!). Eventually, it turns out that the aliens 
from the book have good reasons to select the same location that our version of humanity choose 
for an observatory. The revelation is typical Wilsonian - again, with the attention to the details and 
emotions, rich of internalization. However, it was different than most contemporary North 
American novels - rather, it felt like reading a British book where the ideas are served with 
understatements and innuendo, instead of being spelled out directly, Hollywood-style. Perhaps, after
reading most of R. C. Wilson’s novels, I have grown accustomed to his style, I like and appreciate 
it, but a first time reader may find this a bit challenging.

The ending didn’t disappoint me. Some questions were left unanswered, but they were unanswered 
for the characters too, and in fact, having to live with the lack of those answers was an important 
part of the characters’ development. Burning Paradise seems to be a stand alone novel, no obvious 
cliffhanger was left for a sequel.

Formally, the main character is a young girl, unusually mature for her age because of the strange 
upbringing, forced upon her by the work of her deceased parents. However, to me, the intriguing 
premise - the peaceful century that followed the WWI - is the main character of this novel; the 
question how it came to be is the main story drive, and the question whether it was worth - the main
moral dilemma. In form, the book is a scientific procedural (similar to the police procedural in the 
crime fiction), showing the research into some problem of nature, and finding its solution.

To summarize, Burning Paradise offers mysterious premise, drive and suspense, character depth, 
and rich language - all the constituents of a good novel. It is probably not on par with the best work 
of R. C. Wilson, but I found it a great read.

*



Robert Charles Wilson is an American-Canadian speculative fiction writer. He was born in 
California and lived in Canada since early age. In addition to the Hugo for Spin, he has a Campbel 
award for The Chronolites and a Hugo nomination for Julian Comstock: A Story of the 22nd-
Century America. Studying how ordinary people face insurmountable forces of the cosmos is a 
frequent theme of his. His Wikipedia entry can be read here: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Charles_Wilson and his home page can be seen here: 
http://www.robertcharleswilson.com/



2312, by Kim Stanley Robinson

* * *

The following review was published on Aug 20, 2015 in the Europa SF (www.scifiportal.eu), an 
webzine, edited by the Romanian fan Cristian Tamas. The bio of Robinson was added during the 
preparation of this publicaiton.

* * *

The novel 2312 attracted my attention because of the reviews that pointed at it as a rare example of 
a positive future. I don’t know if the previous reviewers intentionally avoided the word Utopian, we
live in the age when the horror and dystopian books sell better than anything (with the exception of 
the multi-volume fantasy sagas and movie novelizations, may be), and branding a book as positivist
may do it a disservice.

Not for me, though. Growing up on a hefty diet of Eastern European pre-changes speculative fiction
diet, and becoming later a devoted ST:TNG15 fan, I often found myself in search of more humane 
and humanistic futures, where the conflict - to quote brothers Strugatsky - is between the good and 
the better, and the enemies of the protagonist are the profound mysteries of the Universe instead of 
the evil fellow human beings. The Culture with its moral imperative to do good, is dear to my heart,
and indeed, I found some parallels between the ideas of the late Iain M. Banks and Kim Stanley 
Robinson.

The following paragraph contains a mild spoiler - most of the information I will reveal becomes 
apparent to the readier in the first few chapters.

Formally, 2312 is a romance set in the future, two centuries from now crossing over the border with 
the future crime/mystery novel. The reader follows two main characters, Swan and Wahram on a 
quest to save the humanity. The stars are still too far, but people already live everywhere in the 
Solar system - from the new asteroid family discovered within the orbit of Mercury, to the trans-
Neptunean objects. Venus and Mars are in advanced stages of terraforming. A countless number of 
hollowed out asteroids are turned into terraria where various ecosystems thrive. Some of them are 
modeled after the natural ones or completely artificial. Technological advances have made the travel
between planets short, have brought long and healthy lifespans, and allowed for various body 
modifications. The latter made possible some gender experiments that Robinson waves into the 
story, following the Ursula Le Guin’s tropes from her famous novel The Left Hand of Darkness. 
This is well done and doesn't feel like a window dressing, like in so many other cases.

However, despite its technological and scientific advances, this society has not progressed much 
beyond the modern day in terms of sensibilities, and the people act pretty much like we do in the 
present-day. The are motivated by the same measures of success - wealth, procreation, last but not 
least recognition and admiration. When one thinks of it, in this respect we are not much removed 
from the Romans, Egiptieans or Babylonians, either.

The speculative fiction has offered us glimpses in different societies. We can say that the communist
futures in the literature of my childhood have lost credibility, so let's move to to more modern 
examples. It is interesting to compare 2312 with the semi-organized/semi-anarchistic nature of the 
outer colonies in the Quiet war series by Paul McCauley. They ultimately lost the war against the 
Earth-based totalitarian empire, but together with the Culture novels they portray an alternative to 
the live the humanity has led from the Ancient world to today.

15 ST:TNG - Star Trek: The Next Generation. The second installment of a popular TV show from the United States.



In contrast with the rest of the Solar system, the Earth of 2312 is in shambles. even though it is not 
as bad as in the Baccigalui’s Shipbreaker, for example. Our home planet is suffering the 
consequences of global warming. The only improvement we find is that the dirty streets of New 
York have turned into channels filled with clear ocean water, making the city a new (and better) 
version of Venice. Clearly, Robinson has portrayed this catastrophic state of the Earth as a judgment
of the modern way of living, the I discussed earlier.

The novel takes place at a turning moment for the future world, when the gradually accumulating 
changes due to the on-going terraforming, economic, climatological and other projects and natural 
processes are about to trip the balance of power in the Solar system. Swift action is necessary and 
the untimely death of Alex, a close relative of Swan that used to hold a position we could call a 
prime minister of the colony on Mercury, gets the two lead characters together, and involves them 
into a vast realpolitik game, aimed to preserve the piece and prosperity that the Humanity has 
enjoyed until recently.

Robinson stays true to his very technical style, - familiar from his Mars series - giving extensive 
details about politics, history, science and technology of this fictional world. For some this may be a
drawback, but I enjoyed to see how the world of 2312 works, and how it came into being. The novel
also spends many pages on the romantic story line, following how Swan and Wahram grow closer 
together. Perhaps, the most memorable is their quest - again, reminiscent of the expedition through 
the ice fields from The Left Hand - when they must cross the burning side of Mercury (I won’t 
disclose how).

However, I have a problem with the novel’s characters.

Earlier in her life Swan used to be, what we would call today, a freelance landscape artist shaping 
the biomes in the asteroid terraria. The expression I invented is not encompassing enough, her work 
includes also preservation biology. The artistic side dominates her personality, she is prone to adopt 
every fashionable body mods, and perhaps this is the motivation for the apparent political 
deattachment between her and Alex with whom they are otherwise close. It seemed to me she was 
just odd, some times cold and unreliable (and I don’t mean hear unreliable narrator!), even erratic. 
The loss Swan suffers early in the novel makes her easy to sympathize with, but the more I grow to 
know the character, the harder it became to feel for her. I found it scary how she preferred the 
company of animals over people - there is a memorable scene showing her stranded in a sinkhole 
with a real wild wolf, when she is quite comfortable, which can not be said about Swan during a 
few scenes of her interaction with the workers during the Earth restoration project. I can easily 
imagine she would hurt another human to protect the wolf. Perhaps, if Robinson had given us more 
of a glimpse into her inner struggles, the readers could have been able to associate with her. Instead,
she comes out as a cold and uncommunicative person. She is definitely not a happy citizen of the 
future, like the ones we say in the ST:TNG, for example.

We can only speculate to what extent the creation of this disturbed and disturbing character was 
intentional; if it was, then Robinson deserves huge applause for the excellent portrayal of an 
inordinary protagonist.

Swan's partner is a bureaucrat, albeit by the outcome of a lottery. Wahram enjoys his position, and 
he is quite good at the scheming it included, as we can see during the Earth restoration project. 
Perhaps, this is my distrust to the bureaucratic caste speaking here, but I found it hard to like him 
either. We learn that he is patient, determined and disciplined, but this summing nearly all about 
him.

Unfortunately, these two characters fall short, when compared with deeper and lively characters 
from other recent novels: the memorable and resourceful android-concubine Freya from Saturn’s 
Children by Charles Stross that is out of job after the humans have died out; or the old conjoiner 
and veteran of many wars Nevil Clavain, and the strong attachment to his daughter/no-daughter 
Felka, from Revelation Space and its sequels by Alastair Reynolds. I am not giving examples from 



Le Guin or Strugatsky novels, limiting the comparison to works the same subgenre, published in the
last few years.

A missed opportunity in the novel, at least to me, was the lack of feeling of the grand scope of 
events - 2312 covers an enormous undertaking, no less than the restoration of the Earth flora and 
fauna to the pre-collapse level. However, the scale of this event was lost on me, and a couple of 
times I had to remind myself how big, long and difficult this project is. I expect it is comparable to 
the construction of medieval cathedrals - built by a vast multi-generational cast of construction 
workers, architects, painters. The “bombing” of the planet with animals made it too easy (not to 
mention irresponsible - the reappearance of the wild animals did lead to some deaths). Here 
probably the novel would have benefited from additional points of view and more indicators of the 
time’s passage.

Despite the few drawbacks, I liked 2312, mostly for its world building. Obviously, Robinson has 
spent a lot of time and efforts to make it believable. I would not say it came at the expense of the 
characters, because they were also well though. It is just that his choice to make them introvert, 
bordering on self-absorbed and up-tight, didn’t make them very sympathetic for me. I hope it 
doesn’t take this kind of people to make a positive future. I like better versions of the future that 
Banks and Strugatsky created, with their "model" of playful people who enjoy their happy world.

*

Kim Stanley Robinson is best known for his Mars trilogy. The colors he used in the titles of the 
three books mark the terraforming stages of the now red planet. Most of his writing is related in 
some way to environmental issues and social justice. Wikipedia points that he is one of modern 
genre authors who most commonly and prominently portrays scientists. He has won three Nebulas, 
two Hugos, six Locus Awards, among others. His most recent novel New York 2140 seems to be 
related to 2312 - it deals with the flooding of the title city.



A Worm in an Autumn Wind, by Liubomir Nikolov: Vintage artificial reality with Eastern 
European taste from thirty years ago

* * *

In my humble opinion, Liubomir Nikolov is the most prominent living Bulgarian speculative fiction
writer. It is not a question of productivity or awards, although he has excelled by both these 
measures of success. Together with Aleksander Karapanchev, Atanas Slavov, Yancho Cholakov, 
Ivajlo P. Ivanov, Grigor Gatchev, and a few others, they were the only ones from the then new 
generation that represented a narrow stream in the genre that I would call a humanistic science 
fiction. I am not afraid to use here a well worn cliche, because it is accurate: this group of writers 
puts the characters and their problems in the first place, while the engaging and dynamic stories are 
not forgotten. Difficult ethical choices are prominently features story drives in their works. Last but 
not least, their impose upon themselves high literary standards and demonstrate rich writing styles.

My review of the Worm... appeared on Jan 22, 2016 in the fanzine Europa SF (www.scifiportal.eu; 
edited by the Romanian fan Cristian Tamas).

* * *

Thirty years ago Liubomir Nikolov (Любомир Николов), a promising young writer a the time, 
asked the question how one can tell if the surrounding world is nothing more than a computer 
simulation. He wrote about it in A Worm in an Autumn Wind (Червей под есенен вятър; 1986) - a 
novel, titled with a line from a classic Basho haiku. Eventually the book brought him a Debut 
Award at the Eurocon in Montpellier, France (1987).

The simulation scenario is a possible solutions of the Fermi paradox. As the name suggests, it 
assumes that the humanity lives in a simulated Earth. All we can touch and see is nothing more than
a product of complex calculation in some powerful computational device, including the distant stars
and galaxies. Today this is a popular concept, and there are countless novels based on the same idea.
I will mention just one example - Restoration Game (2010), by Ken McLeod. The premise of that 
novel is well woven into the history of the modern world, offering fantastic explanations of some 
twists and turns of the historic processes This Scottish writer asks some challenging ethical 
questions like whether the suffering of simulated humans is real or not.

Disclaimer: Bellow I will reveal the story line and the ending of A Worm in an Autumn wind. Sadly, 
I find it unlikely that the book will see (a well deserved) English translation.

A quarter of a century ago the young Liubomir Nikolov confronted his characters and readers with a
similar moral dilemma. The book was split into three parts. The first was an action packed story of 
the cosmonaut Grem Trool. Vacationing on an isolated planet, all alone (not counting his intelligent 
black panther) he finds himself in morphing and increasingly strange reality. For example, the 
robots that attach him can easily tear apart the shielding of a space ship, bat just as easily fall 
victims of the rocks that he throws at them. Eventually, everything turns into a grotesque cartoon 
with bright, single shade colors. The reader can easily recognize the early animation of Disney, but 
Trool suffers from memory losses and has to struggle with great difficulties to stay afloat in this 
strange game, that the “players”, as he calls them, have imposed on him.

The second part features talking heads. Literally, because most of it takes place in a TV studio 
where a talk show host asks questions to a Nobel laureate, professor Lembovich. The interview is 
more akin to torture. The professor has won the prize for creating the videonics. Gradually the 
readers come to understand that this is a technological achievement, rather than a scientific 



discovery (it remains an open question which category he won at). This is “a TV with the 
randomization of real life”, as one of the Lembovich puts it. We are provided a further explanation 
by example: in one realization of a videonic show the lead sees a poisonous snake by chance, in 
another he doesn’t; respectively, the story takes different turns. Therefore, the story that happens in 
each videonic device is unique, different from the stories that happen in the other devices. There are
probably millions of “simulations” in that world, as we would call them today. They are part of the 
households, and the characters from them have grown so close to the people who own the videonic 
devices, that they are almost family members. Yet, there is no communication between the show 
and the outside world (much like in the Restoration Game). The owning is (distantly) reminiscent of
slavery, but this parallel is not fully explored. It is rather the viewers’ detachment that is criticized, 
as we will see towards the end of the novel.

Intriguingly, the creator of the videonics rejects the mobile version outright, he can’t imagine people
walking around and watching the shows - so, no mobile devices are forthcoming in the world of the 
A Worm… and there won't be any multi-watching16 over networks...

The final third part brings the two story lines together. It is reviled that the local videonic research 
institute, in the country where the inventor has arrived for the interview, has achieved a major break
through: more computer memory, better (as we would say today: Internet) connection and data 
compression, and the videonic characters are now on the brink of becoming conscious intelligent 
beings. Or may be they already have become intelligent beings? Hearing about the experiment, 
professor Lembovich wants to go straight to the lab, to see what was done, and how. At this point 
the readers may start to wonder if the real motivation behind the invitation of the world renown 
professor wasn't just a ploy to make the announcement in front of a larger audience, attracted by the
popularity of the Nobel Prize winner.

At the novel’s climax Grem Trool appears in the studio and we understand that he is a character 
from the stock space-opera type simulation that was used in the experiment. It has succeeded 
beyond the expectation of its creators. The cosmonaut starts to ask them hard questions… The scene
is reminiscent of the Babylon-5 episode when Delen, upset with the talking heads on a TV program 
who proceed to trash her and Scheridan’s life work, appeared in the studio to give them some of 
their own medicine.

Trool also proceeds to question the creators of the simulation: aren’t they people, how could they let
their creations to suffer? This is is a question that has often been addressed to gods, but they seem 
never to here. Here the gods do not have that option, they have to explain themselves. Professor 
Lembovich says that the simulations can not be tampered, they lack the option to take input from 
the viewers by design. Just like the movies on TV. The videonics was meant to be no more than a 
personalized TV experience. But as it sometimes happens, the creation exceeded the intentions of 
the creators. Lembovish apologizes and admits that the humanity has lost the understanding where 
the art stops and the peepshow begins.

The readers are offered one final surprise - the epilogue reveals that the story so far was in fact the 
first videonic movie! It was prepared by an assistant at the research lab that made the very first steps
in the development of this new technology. Professor Lembovish doesn’t exist, and his Nobel Prize 
appears to be an insider joke between the assistant and the head of the lab. The boss was ill, but he 
is recovering now, while his team keeps working; they do realize the heavy responsibility that the 
development of the videonics puts on their shoulders, and their first film “production” is an exercise
in facing this responsibility. At the end, Liubomir Nikolov turns out to be even more optimistic for 
the future of the humanity than what one might have expected from reading the main body of the 
novel.

The lack of viewers feedback which would have made the simulations more akin to the modern 

16 Strictly speaking the videonic devices are being watched, much like the present day TVs, rather than played like 
video games, for example. Interestingly, later in his writing career Lubomir Nikolov gained considerable fame as a 
creator of game books, which do require an input from the reader.



computer games than to the TV does make the A Worm… a bit technologically outdated. On the 
other hand, a "pure" simulation without tampering would work very much like the videonics 
described in the novel, so we can not criticize Lubomir Nikolov too much on this point. The lack of 
mobile devices seems like a more notable omission. However, from moral and ethical point of view 
the novel is just as fresh as it can be. In fact, the advances in the computational technology have 
made the problems discussed in the novel much more tangible, if anything. It is no surprise, that the
themes of the A Worm… appeared in a score or modern works of fiction: the novels The Girl Who 
Was Plugged In, by James Tiptree Jr., Darvinia, by Robert Charles Wilson, Surface Detail, by Iain 
M. Banks, Time Out of Joint, by Philip K. Dick, the movies Tron, Nirvana, Her, and indeed the 
Truman Show (albeit the simulation there is not computer based), to add a few more titles to the 
already mentioned Restoration Game.

*

Liubomir Nikolov (b. 1950, Kazanlyk, Bulgaria) studied for an engineer, but ended up spending 
almost all his professional life so far, working at national Bulgarian TV and various periodicals. His
first two novels The Court of the Generations and The Mole appeared in 1978 and 1981. A Worm in 
an Autumn Wind was his third long form work.

His novel The Tenth Righteous Person (1999) was elected by the fans as the best book of the decade
1990-1999. He has written numerous short stories, and he was one of the pioneers on the gamebook
genre in Bulgaria, creating numerous works, many of them under pen names.

Liubomir Nikolov gained wide popularity as translator of The Fellowship of the Ring (which 
brought him an award by the Bulgarian union of translators) and other novels by J. R. R. Tolkien, of
the original Dune novels by Frank Herbert, and many works by Ernest Hemingway, John Grisham, 
Clifford Simak and Robert Sheckley.

His blog (in Bulgarian) can be visited at: http://narvi.zavinagi.org/



Aspic - a short story by the Russian writer Tatyana Tolstaya in New Yorker

* * *

Here I review a non-genre piece, but the Eastern European writers make it so rarely to the pages 
major Western publications, that every one of these occurrences should not be noted and 
commented. Furthermore, this is a representative piece written in a typical tone of voice - as a rule 
such works depict the life in our part of the world in extremely grim tones. For example, most of the
stories that I read in a recent collection of Aleks Popov - a Bulgarian writer, who successfully 
managed to transplant himself in the US - also belong to this group.

I am far from claiming that Eastern Europe is some kind of a paradise and that writers in Bulgaria 
and the other countries int he region write only about happy people living in various forms of 
Utopia, but this one sided portrayal is disturbing and unfair.

I came across this issue of New Yorker on Paranal, the Observatory is a subscriber and many copies 
can be found on the tables in the reception area. This review appeared in my blog on Feb 4, 2016.

* * *

The stories in New Yorker rarely disappoint me, and given a chance I try to read them. It doesn't 
happen often, unless a flu confines me to bed at the right moment and in the right time. This was the
case during the last week when a Jan 25, 2016 issue of the magazine found its way into my hands. 
The name of the author grabbed my attention - Tatyana Tolstaya. Slavic writers are not frequent 
guest on its pages, and I was curious to read it. 

It is a short story by the standards of New Yorker - a single page, about thousand words. It follows a 
woman as she prepares a traditional Russian dish - aspic. The first half takes place at the market 
where dead animals are chopped, the second - at her home where she prepares the dish. This is not a
real spoiler - the story line hardly matters here. In fact, Aspic is as much a story as it is a mood 
pastiche of hopelessness. The death motive dominates the first part, despair and frustration - the 
second. It is beautifully written and I dare to say it is very well translated, but it pours on the reader 
so much sorrow, that we are fortunate it is such a short piece. Perhaps, because it is so easy to relate 
to the character, and it is easy to convey her feeling to any environment - it doesn't matter if we are 
talking about a house wife burdened by everyday chores or a successful and ruthless corporate 
lower. The Aspic translates with great power the feeling of being caught in a hamster wheel, in a run
that will never end.

A couple of days ago on the flight from Europe I saw the Korean movie Wonderful Nightmare. The 
lead character was exactly that ruthless corporate lower forced by some unexplained forces into the 
shoes of the Aspic character. There are some parallels between these two otherwise so different 
works of art, but there is also a staggering difference in the way the Korean filmmakers have 
managed to turn this sad story into a vehicle of optimism and personal triumph. This may not be the
dominant mode of the Eastern European mainstream and genre fiction, but for some reason such 
pieces that undoubtedly exist, usually doesn't get published in New Yorker.

Clearly, Tolstaya is a powerful writer who touches the audiences. However, this is not a peasant and
uplifting experience. Her story is part of the sad dystopian trend, that is becoming increasingly 
common across the modern mainstream and various genres. Coming from a modern Slavic writer, it
reinforces further the popular perception that the Eastern European literature is dark and gloomy.

I don't regret spending the time to read this story - I may not agree with the character or may not 



accept the author's ideas, but the story has a point and makes it convincingly.



Coming Home, by Jack McDevitt

* * *

Much like I have read almost everything that Robert Charles Wilson has written, I have been a 
voracious reader of Jack McDevitt over the years. McDivitt's worlds have some Renaissance air 
about them, they convey the spirit of mystery and discovery that I appreciate very much. Perhaps, 
this tendency is most obvious in his novel Omega (an earlier volume from the same series as 
Coming Home), where the forced isolation of the protagonists drives them to literally become a part
of the Greek-like indigenous extraterrestrial civilization, even to enjoy its hedonistic side.

This novel was published by Ace Books, New York, 2014. I usually buy second hands paperback 
editions, so I wrote the review quite some time after that - on Aug 28, 2016 in Munich, Germany.

* * *

Back down along the spiral that heads up

Jack McDevitt is one of my favorite modern hard science fiction authors. For two reasons. First, he 
is truly a science fiction writer who in the vein of Wells, Clarke and Asimov tries to offer an 
accurate representation of the scientific research process. This is important to me, because scientific
research is may day job that pays the bills... and after all these years still charges m passion 
batteries. Second, his novels never fail to convey the sense of wonder that the grander Universe 
imposes – sometimes quite forcefully – upon the human beings. To be fair, I should add that many, 
if not most people, buried in their day-to-day fights for survival, never notice the wonder that we 
live in, but I am sure if they had the chance to stop and rise their eyes to the skies (provided they 
wouldn't be polluted by street lights and neon advertisements), they would see it clearly enough. 
Just like my kids saw it, when I took them to a dark place to watch the Perseid meteor shower 
earlier this month. And that is a just one small wonder, suitable for kids. Imagine the more grandeur 
ones...

Jack McDevitt takes his readers on a ride across the Cosmos, to face bigger wonders of two kinds; 
in the seven (so far) Alex Benedict novels it's those marvelous beings, the humans (rephrasing the 
Doctor, another favorite genre character of mine) that provides the wonders – they have generated 
many thousands of years of rich history; in the Academy series it's the vistas of the Cosmos and 
alien beings that serve this role. I don't have preferences for one or the other kind – they are both 
equally intriguing and fascinating in different and complementary ways, Notably, they both happen 
in the same literary Universe, as a funny reference about a surviving ancient book from the era of 
the early interstellar travel tells us in Coming Home.

Both series, except for the very first Alex Benedict novel, are told from from the point of view of 
women: the Academy books follow the career of a spaceship pilot who starts by ferrying around 
archaeologists to dig sites in other solar systems; she rises in the ranks to a head the operation of the
Academy. The Benedict novels have the classical Holmes-Watson dynamics, and indeed in Coming 
Home, the character of Chase Kolpath makes the her first professional sales to publishers.

Most of the MacDivitt books are scientific procedurals – similar to the police procedurals that tell 
stories of criminal investigations, these novels tell stories of scientific investigations, typically a 
historical one. Coming Home is not an exception. It has two story lines. One follows the mystery 
where a noted archaeologists, Garnett Baylee, found an ancient transmitter, and follows the pursuit 



of an answer to the question why he kept it hidden in his room until his death some years earlier. In 
the opening pages Baylee's descendants stumble into the artifact and hire the Rainbow Enterprises, 
the antique dealership of Alex Benedict where Chase Kolpath works as “Dr. Watson”, to evaluate 
the find. It quickly becomes apparent that the transmitter was once part of the collection exhibited 
in the famous Florida Space Museum; the collection had disappeared almost nine thousand if years 
earlier. A wild chaise follows, across a few stellar systems, to recover the artifacts. The other story 
line is more personal for the main characters. The uncle of Alex and former employer of Chase had 
disappeared in space eleven years earlier. He flew on a passenger faster-than-light space liner, that –
as we know from the previous novels – may have been hurled to the future. There is a chance to 
recover the people on board, because now and then the ship probably materializes back in “normal” 
space. Except, there are nearly three thousand passengers in there, the point of surfacing is uncertain
and the deboarding may take longer than the precious few hours during which the ship will be 
accessible. It's a race against the clock – both to prepare the rescue operation and to carry it out.

Despite of this time pressure build up, the overall pace of the novel is not very fast. In this respect 
Coming Home is like an inspector Morse novel or movie where on the way to even the most 
gruesome crimes the characters find time to stop at a pub for a pint of fine beer. Here, instead of 
having a beer, Alex and Chaise visit museums and historic sites. McDevitt profusely sprinkles the 
book with infodumps, but to me this was not a problem; I guess his writing stile is best suited for a 
cross SciFi/history buffs like me who would read those passages with even more attention than the 
passages intended to develop further the characters. In addition, each chapter starts with a short 
citation from a historic source, some real and some made up by McDevitt. That are surprisingly 
well matched to the atmosphere of the chapters. There are a few excellent aphorisms in there. I 
guess, my favorite is the invented author Kesler Avonne, with two very decadent quotes from his or 
her invented work Souls in Flight: “The storm has passed. Let's go to lunch” (in Coming Home) and
“In the end, all matters of significance emanate from, or are relayed though, a bar” (in Echo, the 
fifth Benedict novel).

McDevitt makes a conscientious effort to unravel the mechanisms of history, but in a literary way; 
we won't find here explicit philosophical statements, it all plays through characters and dialogues. 
Coming Home is weaker in this regard than Talent for War, the first Benedict novel, but it was easy 
to relate to the thoughts of Kolpath about how the individual decisions and lives can be buried in the
avalanche of the history, how the names and dates can be forgotten, but how nevertheless the 
outcome matters and it's imprinted in the course of history; the anonymity with which we will be 
treated in the long run doesn't relieve us from responsibility for our decisions.

The novels of MacDivitt sometimes brings the readers' attention to one other particular topic, that 
has caught the attention of many (for example, of Charles Stross: 
http://www.antipope.org/charlie/blog-static/2014/12/on-the-lack-of-cultural-estran.html). The issue 
has to do with the lack of change in the human society over such a long period – hundred centuries 
later, everybody seem to lead a life, than is not much different than the modern suburban life. 
Furthermore, there is no immortality, there is no uploading of the human conscience to a computer, 
and the artificial intelligences haven't taken over. Kurzweil's Live Long Enough to Live Forever 
prediction hasn't happened, the singularity hasn't occurred, and the best physicists in this world – as 
shown in Coming Home – are sill human. The worlds of McDevitt seems too old fashioned.

How can this be? I have three theories. First, it may be a thought out choice that allows the reader 
easier to relate to the characters. A simple marketing technique. I doubt it, McDevitt is too 
successful a writer to need such cheap tricks. Second, the singularity may have already occurred in 
this world. Then the characters of McDevitt live in a simulation. Most people there must have opted
for a simulation based on the last stable era before the turmoils that accompanied the transition to 
the singularity arrived, and that must have been the Suburbia era. People only added some 
spaceships, aliens and FTL, to make their post-singularity existence more entertaining, but 
psychologically and socially this still remained the well-recognizable modern suburban life. The 
Occam's razor invalidates this explanation.



The last, and in my view more interesting option roots in the nature of the human beings – we cling 
to some constant behavioral patterns. Romans who lived twenty centuries ago and didn't have radio,
TV, jets and rockets. Yet, they had the same moral drives as us: love for their families, strive for 
riches and fame; consequently, they followed similar behavioral patterns: they loved, raised kids, 
wrote laws, settled disputes in courts, went to temples/churches where they sacrificed objects of 
value, etc.

McDivitt actually makes this point more openly in another novel of his, Time Travelers Never Die, 
where the main characters fit in relatively easily in various historic epochs, so I tend to think that 
the old-fashioned future is intentional, rather than a result of poor imagination. There are also some 
jokes hidden in Coming Home, offhand comments how the science fiction genre is perceived in the 
world of Benedict and Kolpath, that also support this explanation.

The Marxist philosophy that I had to study when I was young described the evolution of the society 
as a rising spiral. I never checked if this model is used by other philosophical schools, but it fits 
well with the history of the humanity, as described by McDevitt.

Do I like my own third theory? - I tolerate the possibility that people may always remain the same, 
but I don't like it, because it denies the human beings and the human society the possibility for 
change, for development and improvement. It may be my experience of living in a communist 
country many years ago, but I still remember well one of the main doctrines, and I still keep the 
hope that once there will be a better society than the one we live in today, regardless of whether it is
reached by philosophical or technological means.

The novel's ending was too abrupt for my taste. Significant events happened in the lives of the 
characters, some new conflicts were planted and there was just a short epilogue to resolve them. 
This problem is typical for mid-series books and I guess this implies Coming Home is not meant to 
be the last of the Benedict series. I also noticed one contradiction – two of the characters let their 
food spoil while being on board of a working ship, in space. So they have in their disposal the best 
refrigerator and conservant that there is – the vacuum. But they don't use it.

I will conclude with a recommendation – Coming Home is a worthy reading, but probably not for 
every fan; it does require some taste of history.



Dear Zora - an essay about the Bulgarian Science fiction writer Zora Zagorska

* * *

Tiptree was seldom translated in Bulgarian, and certainly not at the time before the political changes
that started in 1989. This is understandable - there was no room on the pages of Easter European 
books and magazines for the writing of a known CIA agent. My first introduction to Alice Sheldon 
came via Russian translations that had become available in Bulgaria some time in the early 1990s. I 
read a few more stories later. I can not claim that I am an expert on her work.

So, when I saw the call for the Letters to Tiptree I didn't think I can submit anything, until I 
remembered Zora Zagorska. Back in 1967 she became the first Bulgarian woman to write a science 
fiction novel - The Treasure of Planet Earth. You can find my review of her book earlier in this 
volume. Zora Zagorska spent most of her professional life as an educator, but before that took part 
in the anti-nazi resistance. She comes from a distinguished family, her ancestors took prominent 
part in the national independence movement in nineteen century. Zagorska must have been a rather 
extraordinary person. Unfortunately, very little information is available about her.

The Australian editors asked for two types of contributions - either a letter to Tiptree herself, or an 
essay about her. The more I though about Alice Sheldon, the more striking similarities I found 
between her and Zora Zagorska. They lived on the opposite sides of the Iron Curtain, but their lives 
were mirror-shaped by the Cold War. However, Sheldon managed to transcend the mentality of the 
era and to became a part of the world's speculative fiction heritage, while Zagorska remained 
entrenched into the political landscape of its day, she suffered from an isolation from the wider 
genre. Today she is essentially unknown, even within her own country.

Given my love for the alternative history, I wondered how her life and work might have looked if 
the history has taken another turn. So, I took the laziest and least original approach, writing a fan 
letter to Zora Zagorska from the future. The "anonymous" fan used Alice Sheldon as an example.

The Letters to Tiptree (ISBN: 978-1-922101-25-9 for the print edition, ISBN: 978-1-922101-39-6 
for the e-book) was published in August 2015 by Twelfth Planet Press. Editors are Alexandra Pierce
and Alisa Krasnostein.

I am very proud that my essay was accepted for publication there for two reasons. First, I managed 
to bring to the attention of the wider community a woman who wrote genre fiction in my country 
more than half a century ago. She was a pioneer among her gender, exploring for the first time a 
new genre. By any standards Zora Zagorska may not have been best writer ever, but she addressed 
some of the same questions that science fiction ponders today: What dangers the humanity might 
face from a ruining the environment? What will be the consequences of space travel and encounter 
with alien species?

However, there are the political and the language barriers. I already mentioned the Cold War, but 
there is also the language. Bulgarian is a Slavic language. It is rich with more than 200,000 words, 
but it is also very different from any of the Western European languages. Translation is challenging. 
Bulgarian is spoken by about ten million people in the entire world, and this includes the diaspora 
outside the borders of my country. This is less than the population of some cities in the US, if you 
count their suburbs. The reader base is limited and it takes an effort to reach for the wider 
community. I see my introductory reviews as a small part of this effort.

Second, my writing appeared between the same covers with the work of some leading authors in the
speculative genre, including two of my personal all-time favorites Ursula K. Le Guin and Jo 
Walton. Letters to Tiptree was a bestseller on Amazon, it won the Alfie award, the Locus award, 
Aurealis Convenor award, and the Ditmar award. It was nominated for British Science Fiction 
Award and British Fantasy Award, and longlisted for Tiptree Award.



* * *

The text of the essay is not included here for copyright reasons.


