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Praise for The Man Who Fell to Earth

‘An utterly realistic novel about an alien human on Earth’

Norman Spinrad

‘Science fiction’s great neglected master, one of the definitive bridges between SF and literature’

Al Sarrantonio

‘A master manipulator of archetypes, an artist capable of delving into the zeitgeist while nevertheless remaining on his own pure search for himself’

Jonathan Lethem

‘Tevis’ work will endure’

James Sallis

‘Beautiful science fiction’

The New York Times
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And so it was I entered the broken world

To trace the visionary company of love, its voice

An instant in the wind (I know not whither hurled),

But not for long to hold each desperate choice.

HART CRANE




Introduction by Ken MacLeod

We arrive on Earth as aliens, and leave it as monsters. If we’re lucky.

As alien observer of the human condition and human folly, ‘the Man from Mars’ has a long and respectable ancestry. Since the first grainy photographs from the Mariner 4 fly-by mission downloaded in 1965, and showed Mars as to all appearances sterile, he has had no descendants. The hero of this novel, who calls himself Thomas Jerome Newton, is almost the last non-ironic Martian in literature.

When this book was written, it was still – just – possible to imagine Mars as Percival Lowell and H. G. Wells had conceived it: an increasingly inimical abode of life, a dying, drying world whose inhabitants might look with envious eyes at Earth. A suspicion that this resonant image might not, in the Space Age, have many more years to go may be why Newton’s home world, Anthea, is never firmly identified as Mars. But, as the Science Fiction Encyclopedia says, Mars is ‘the only plausible candidate.’ And at the time of writing, it was also scientifically plausible – though barely, and almost deniably.

This may not matter. The novel is about a man who fell to Earth, not a man who came from Mars. As with Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land, also a parable about a man from Mars, the plausibility of the premise may seem the least important feature of the book. But that small point anchors the text in science fiction rather than fantasy, and affects the way we read a novel that, over many of its pages, doesn’t read like science fiction at all.

Walter Tevis (1928 – 1984) was unusual among science fiction writers in having studied and taught creative writing, and in finding literary fame as much outside the field as in it. His novel The Hustler (1959) was a critical and popular success, as was the 1961 movie based on it. The book and the film are now modern classics.

Nicolas Roeg’s film The Man Who Fell to Earth (1976) is likewise a classic in its own right, but very different from the book in the method by which it evokes its effect. The film’s style is dream-like; the novel’s is realist. It gives us the humans as well as the alien, and locates them in very specific places and times on Earth. The novel’s 1980s are not ours – it would be a miracle if they were – but they’re a believable and thought-through 1980s, rooted in and growing out of the early 1960s of the writing. The verisimilitude of the human characters gives us confidence in the portrayal of the alien, just as the reality of the (then) near-future America and the wider world around it establishes that of distant Anthea.

What shows the novel to be truly science-fictional is its relentless logic of consequence. The alien arrives secretly in Kentucky, destroys all but the hull of his spacecraft, and sets up in business. He starts by selling jewellery to the natives, and that’s more or less how he goes on – building up an industrial empire from technological improvements that, while startling, can be made unobtrusively: a better photographic film here, a more efficient petroleum refinement there. The small-town environments, and then the big cities and commercial and academic establishments, are seen with the human eyes of closely observed human viewpoint characters, as well as with Newton’s alien eyes.

But in building up the businesses and patenting the inventions to finance his grand project, Newton unwittingly – and naively, as he eventually realises – draws unwelcome attention on himself. Like Icarus, to which he’s explicitly compared from the start, Newton has both literally and metaphorically flown too close to the sun. His fall is as inevitable as his flight was remarkable.

Newton’s frailties and his abilities, his manifest weaknesses and his secret strengths, are those of a being from another world. Slowly, as he adapts to his new environment, he acquires ours. Newton is an alien who tries to pass as human, and succeeds all too well. He is both exploiter and victim of our glib cynicism, our easy vices, our bureaucracy of suspicion. As he adapts to Earth and adopts our ways, his noble inhuman aim is lost in his humanity.

He cares about Earth and about people, and not solely as means to his own ends. He agonises over and warns against our likely future, which he sees as recapitulating the past history of exhausted, ruined Anthea. His planet’s salvation depends on his rescue of ours. But our indifference to – and rejection of – his offer saps his will, and eventually destroys his ability, to fulfil that promise. While all can see the possibility of doom, we can’t be roused to deal with it in our own way, or permit Newton to deal with it in his. We don’t want an alien saviour, but we can’t be shaken enough to save ourselves. Like Newton, we seem to deserve all that’s coming to us.

And yet not. For all his fortune, for all his self-made wealth and inherited advantages, Newton falls victim to chance and miscalculation as much as to malice. Even the malice is mechanical: the blind application of rules. The sordid stupidity of the Cold War security state, as Kafkaesque as its counterpart, is conveyed all the more effectively by understatement. We can well believe that the US government’s secret apparatchiks would deal with an alien visitor not with some grand Manhattan Project of conspiracy out at Area 51, but with the bureaucratic brutality they dealt out to defectors: wringing them dry, letting them go, and keeping an eye on them forever.

But in the end, perhaps, there’s hope for us as well as for him, at the lowest point of his fall, in a moment of clarity. If so, it’s a hope hard won, and easily lost. We fall from the book sadder, wiser, and unsure what happens next.

As a city boy who grew up in rural and small-town Kentucky after a year of illness, and a university teacher who struggled with alcoholism and succumbed to lung cancer, Tevis knew his own human weaknesses well, and knew too what it felt like to be stranded and sickly in a place less advanced than one’s original home. He described the book as ‘a very disguised autobiography’. If what makes it science fiction is its logic, what makes it literature is its honesty.

Ken MacLeod, 2015


1985: Icarus descending


Chapter One

AFTER TWO MILES of walking he came to a town. At the town’s edge was a sign that read HANEYVILLE: POP. 1400. That was good, a good size. It was still early in the morning – he had chosen morning for the two-mile walk, because it was cooler then – and there was no one yet in the streets. He walked for several blocks in the weak light, confused at the strangeness – tense and somewhat frightened. He tried not to think of what he was going to do. He had thought about it enough already.

In the small business district he found what he wanted, a tiny store called The Jewel Box. On the street corner nearby was a green wooden bench, and he went to it and seated himself, his body aching from the labour of the long walk.

It was a few minutes later that he saw a human being.

It was a woman, a tired-looking woman in a shapeless blue dress, shuffling towards him up the street. He quickly averted his eyes, dumbfounded. She did not look right. He had expected them to be about his size, but this one was more than a head shorter than he. Her complexion was ruddier than he had expected, and darker. And the look, the feel, was strange – even though he had known that seeing them would not be the same as watching them on television.

Eventually there were more people on the street, and they were all, roughly, like the first one. He heard a man remark, in passing, ‘. . . like I say, they don’t make cars like that one no more,’ and, although the enunciation was odd, less crisp than he had expected, he could understand the man easily.

Several people stared at him, a few of them suspiciously; but this did not worry him. He did not expect to be molested, and he was confident after observing the others that his clothes would bear up under inspection.

When the jewellery store opened he waited for ten minutes and then walked in. There was one man behind the counter, a small, chubby man in a white shirt and tie, dusting the shelves. The man stopped dusting, looked at him for a moment, a trifle strangely, and said, ‘Yes sir?’

He felt over tall, awkward. And suddenly very frightened. He opened his mouth to speak. Nothing came out. He tried to smile, and his face seemed to freeze. He felt, deep in him, something beginning to panic, and for a moment he thought he might faint.

The man was still staring at him, and his look seemed not to have changed. ‘Yes sir?’ he said again.

By a great effort of will he was able to speak. ‘I . . . I wonder if you might be interested in this . . . ring?’ How many times had he planned that innocuous question, said it over and over to himself? And yet now it rang strangely in his ears, like a ridiculous group of nonsense syllables.

The other man was still staring at him. ‘What ring?’ he said.

‘Oh.’ Somehow he managed a smile. He slipped the gold ring from the finger of his left hand and set it on the counter, afraid to touch the man’s hand. ‘I . . . was driving through and my car broke down. A few miles down the road. I don’t have any money; I thought perhaps I could sell my ring. It’s quite valuable.’

The man was turning the ring over in his hands, looking at it suspiciously. Finally he said, ‘Where’d you get this?’

The way the man said it made his breath choke in his throat. Could there be something wrong? The colour of the gold? Something about the diamond? He tried to smile again. ‘My wife gave it to me. Several years ago.’

The man’s face was still clouded. ‘How do I know it isn’t stolen?’

‘Oh.’ The relief was exquisite. ‘My name is in the ring.’ He pulled his billfold from his breast pocket. ‘And I have identification.’ He took the passport out and set it on the counter.

The man looked at the ring and read aloud, ‘T. J. from Marie Newton, Anniversary, 1982,’ and then ‘18 K.’ He set the ring down, picked up the passport, and leafed through it. ‘England?’

‘Yes, I’m an interpreter at the United Nations. This is my first trip here. Trying to see the country.’

‘Mmm,’ the man said, looking at the passport again. ‘I figured you talked with an accent.’ When he found the picture he read the name, ‘Thomas Jerome Newton,’ and then, looking up again, ‘No question about that. This is you, all right.’

He smiled again, and this time the smile was more relaxed, more genuine, although he still felt lightheaded, strange – always there was the tremendous weight of his own body, the weight produced by the leaden gravity of this place. But he managed to say pleasantly, ‘Well then, would you be interested in buying the ring . . .?’

He got sixty dollars for it, and knew that he had been cheated. But what he had now was worth more to him than the ring, more than the hundreds of rings just like it that he had with him. Now he had the first beginnings of confidence, and he had money.

With some of the money he bought a half-pound of bacon, six eggs, bread, a few potatoes, some vegetables – ten pounds of food altogether, all that he could carry. His presence aroused some curiosity, but no one asked questions, and he did not volunteer answers. It would not make any difference; he would not be back in that Kentucky town again.

When he left the town he felt well enough, in spite of all of the weight and the pain in his joints and in his back, for he had mastered the first step, he had made his start, he now owned his first American money. But when he was a mile from the town, walking through a barren field, towards the low hills where his camp was, all of it suddenly came over him in one crushing shock – the strangeness of it, the danger, the pain and worry in his body – and he fell to the ground and lay there, his body and his mind crying out against the violence that was being done to them by this most foreign, most strange and alien of all places.

He was sick: sick from the long, dangerous trip he had taken, sick from all the medicine – the pills, the inoculations, the inhaled gases – sick from worry, the anticipation of crisis, and terribly sick from the awful burden of his own weight. He had known for years that when the time came, when he would finally land and begin to effect that complex, long-prepared plan, he would feel something like this. This place, however much he had studied it, however much he had rehearsed his part in it, was so incredibly alien, the feeling – now that he could feel – the feeling was overpowering. He lay down in the grass and became very sick.

He was not a man; yet he was very much like a man. He was six and a half feet tall, and some men are even taller than that; his hair was as white as that of an albino, yet his face was a light tan colour; and his eyes a pale blue. His frame was improbably slight, his features delicate, his fingers long, thin, and the skin almost translucent, hairless. There was an elfin quality to his face, a fine boyish look to the wide, intelligent eyes, and the white, curly hair now grew a little over his ears. He seemed quite young.

There were other differences, too: his fingernails, for example, were artificial, for he had none by nature. There were only four toes on each of his feet; he had no vermiform appendix and no wisdom teeth. It would have been impossible for him to develop hiccoughs, for his diaphragm, together with the rest of his breathing apparatus, was extremely sturdy, very highly developed. His chest expansion would have been about five inches. He weighed very little, about ninety pounds.

Yet he did have eyelashes, eyebrows, opposed thumbs, binocular vision, and a thousand of the physiological features of a normal human. He was incapable of warts; but stomach ulcers, measles and dental caries could affect him. He was human; but not, properly, a man. Also, man-like, he was susceptible to love, to fear, to intense physical pain and to self-pity.

After a half-hour he felt better. His stomach was still trembling and he felt as if he could not lift his head; but there was a sense that the first crisis was past and he began to look more objectively at the world around him. He sat up and looked across the field he was in. It was a grubby, flat pasture, with small areas of brown grass, of broom sage, and patches of glassy, re-frozen snow. The air was quite clear and the sky overcast, so that the light was diffused and soft and did not hurt his eyes as the glaring sunlight had two days before. There were a small house and a barn on the other side of the clump of dark and barren trees that fringed a pond. He could see the water of the pond through the trees, and the sight of it made his breath catch, for there was so much of it. He had seen it before like that, in his two days on earth; but he was not yet used to it. It was another of those things that he had expected but was still a shock to see. He knew, of course, about the great oceans and about the lakes and rivers, had known about them since he was a boy; but the actual sight of the profusion of water in a single pond was breath-taking.

He began to see a kind of beauty in the strangeness of the field, too. It was quite different from what he had been taught to expect – as, he had already discovered, were many of the things of this world – yet there was pleasure now for him in its alien colours and textures, its new sights and smells. Its sounds, too; for his ears were very acute and he heard many strange and pleasant noises in the grass, the diverse rubbings and clickings of those insects that had survived the cold weather of early November; and even, with his head now against the ground, the very small, subtle murmurings in the earth itself.

Suddenly there was a fluttering in the air, an uprush of black wings, then hoarse, mournful calling, and a dozen crows flew overhead and away across the field. The Anthean watched them until they were out of sight, and then he smiled. This would be, after all, a fine world . . .

His camp was in a barren spot, carefully chosen – an abandoned eastern Kentucky coalfield. There was nothing within several miles of it but stripped ground, small patches of pale broom grass, and some outcroppings of sooty rock. Near one of these outcroppings his tent was pitched, barely visible against the rock. The tent was grey, and was made of what seemed to be cotton twill.

He was almost exhausted when he got there, and had to rest for several minutes before opening the sack and taking out the food. He did this carefully, putting on thin gloves before touching the packages, and then laying them on a small folding table. From beneath the table he withdrew a group of instruments, and set them beside the things he had bought in Haneyville. He looked for a moment at the eggs, potatoes, celery, radishes, rice, beans, sausage and carrots. He smiled for an instant, to himself. The food seemed innocent.

Then he picked up one of the small metallic devices, inserted an end of it into the potato, and began the qualitative analysis . . .

Three hours later he ate the carrot, raw, and took a bite out of the radish, which burned his tongue. The food was good – extremely strange, but good. Then he made a fire and boiled the egg and the potato. The sausage he buried – having found some amino-acids in it that he was not certain of. But there was no danger for him, except for the ever-present bacteria, in the other food. It was as they had hoped. He found the potato delicious, in spite of all the carbohydrates.

He was very tired. But before he lay down on his cot he went outside to look at the spot where he had destroyed the engine and instruments of his one-passenger craft two days before, his first day on earth.


Chapter Two

THE MUSIC WAS the Mozart Clarinet Quintet in A Major. Just before the final allegretto, Farnsworth adjusted the bass response on each of the pre-amplifiers and boosted the volume slightly. Then he settled himself ponderously in the leather armchair. He liked the allegretto with strong bass overtones; they gave the clarinet a resonance which, in itself, seemed to hold some kind of meaning. He stared at the curtain window that overlooked Fifth Avenue; he folded his plump fingers together, and listened to the music build.

When it had finished and the tape had cut off its own power, he looked over towards the doorway that led into the outer office and saw that the maid was standing there patiently, waiting for him. He glanced at the porcelain clock on the mantel and frowned. Then he looked at the maid and said, ‘Yes?’

‘A Mr Newton is here, sir.’

‘Newton?’ He knew no wealthy Newtons. ‘What does he want?’

‘He didn’t say, sir.’ Then she raised one eyebrow slightly. ‘He’s odd, sir. And he looks very . . . important.’

He thought for a moment, and then said, ‘Show him in.’

The maid had been right: the man was very odd. Tall, thin, with white hair and a fine, delicate bone structure. He had smooth skin and a boyish face – but the eyes were very strange, as though they were weak, over-sensitive, yet with a look that was old and wise and tired. The man wore an expensive dark grey suit. He walked to a chair and sat down carefully – easing himself into the seat as if he were carrying a great deal of weight. Then he looked at Farnsworth and smiled. ‘Oliver Farnsworth?’

‘Would you like a drink, Mr Newton?’

‘A glass of water, please.’

Farnsworth mentally shrugged his shoulders and relayed the order to the maid. Then, when she had left, he looked at his guest and leaned slightly forward with that universal gesture which means, ‘Let’s get on with it.’

Newton, however, remained sitting erect, his long, thin hands folded in his lap, and said, ‘You are good with patents, I understand?’ There was a trace of an accent in his voice and his enunciation was too precise, too formal. Farnsworth could not identify the accent.

‘Yes,’ Farnsworth said, and then somewhat curtly, ‘I have office hours, Mr Newton.’

Newton seemed not to hear this. His tone was gentle, warm. ‘I understand, in fact, that you are the best man in the United States with patents. Also that you are very expensive.’

‘Yes. I’m good.’

‘Fine,’ the other said. He reached down beside his chair and lifted his brief-case.

‘And what do you want?’ Farnsworth looked at the clock again.

‘I would like to plan some things with you.’ The tall man was taking an envelope from his case.

‘Isn’t it pretty late?’

Newton had opened the envelope and he now withdrew a thin sheaf of bills, wrapped with a rubber band. He looked up and smiled genially. ‘Would you please come and get these? It is very difficult for me to walk. My legs.’

Annoyed, Farnsworth pulled himself up from his chair, walked to the tall man, took the money, returned, and sat down. They were thousand-dollar bills.

‘There are ten of them,’ Newton said.

‘You’re being pretty damn melodramatic, aren’t you?’ He put the stack into the pocket of his lounging-jacket. ‘Now what’s this for?’

‘For tonight,’ Newton said. ‘For about three hours of your close attention.’

‘But why, for heaven’s sake, at night?’

The other shrugged his shoulders casually. ‘Oh, several reasons. Privacy is one of them.’

‘You could have had my attention for less than ten thousand dollars.’

‘Yes. But I also wanted to impress you with the . . . importance of our talk.’

‘Well.’ Farnsworth settled back in his chair, ‘Let’s talk.’

The thin man seemed relaxed, but he did not lean back. ‘First,’ he said, ‘how much money do you make a year, Mr Farnsworth?’

‘I’m not on salary.’

‘Well then. How much money did you make last year?’

‘All right. You’ve paid for it. About one hundred forty thousand.’

‘I see. You are, as these things go, then, wealthy?’

‘Yes.’

‘But you’d like more?’

This was becoming ridiculous. It was like a cheap television programme. But the other man was paying; it was best to go along with it. He took a cigarette from a leather case and said, ‘Of course I’d like more.’

Newton leaned just a bit forward this time. ‘A great deal more, Mr Farnsworth?’ he said, smiling, beginning to enjoy the situation enormously.

This was television too, of course, but it got across. ‘Yes,’ he said, and then, ‘Cigarette?’ He held the case out to his guest.

Ignoring the offer, the man with the white, curly hair said, ‘I can make you very rich, Mr Farnsworth, if you can devote your next five years entirely to me.’

Farnsworth kept his face expressionless, lit his cigarette while his mind worked rapidly, turning this whole strange interview over, puzzling with the situation, with the slim possibility of this man’s offer being sane. But the man, freak that he might be, had money. It would be wise to play along for a while. The maid came in with a silver tray with glasses and ice.

Newton took his glass of water from the tray gingerly, and then held it with one hand while he withdrew an aspirin box from his pocket with the other, flipped it open with his thumb, and dropped one of the pills into the water. The pill dissolved, white and murky. He held the glass and watched it for a moment, and then began sipping, extremely slowly.

Farnsworth was a lawyer; he had an eye for detail. He saw instantly that there was something odd about the aspirin box. It was a common object, obviously a box of Bayer aspirin; but there was something about it that was wrong. And something was not right about the way that Newton was sipping the water, slowly, careful not to spill a drop – as if it were precious. And the water had clouded from one aspirin; that seemed wrong. He would have to try it with an aspirin later, when the man was gone, and see what happened.

Before the maid left, Newton asked her to take his brief-case to Farnsworth. When she had gone he took a last, loving sip and set his glass, still nearly full, beside him on the table. There are some things in the brief-case I’d like you to read.’

Farnsworth opened the bag, found a thick sheaf of papers and pulled them out on to his lap. The paper, he noticed immediately, had an unusual feel. Extremely thin, it was hard and yet flexible. The top sheet consisted mostly of chemical formulae neatly printed in bluish ink. He shuffled through the rest: circuit diagrams, charts, and schematic drawings of what appeared to be plant equipment. Tools and dies. At a glance, some of the formulae seemed familiar. He looked up. ‘Electronics?’

‘Yes. Partly. You are familiar with that kind of equipment?’

Farnsworth did not answer. If the other man knew anything about him at all, he knew that he had fought half a dozen battles, as leader of a group of nearly forty lawyers, for the corporate life of one of the largest electronics parts manufacturing combines in the world
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