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 Foreword

In 1968, ’69, and ’70, Philip K. Dick published four powerful and oddly disturbing novels—Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, Galactic Pot-Healer, Ubik, and A Maze of Death. In retrospect it’s easy to see that their backhandedly numinous qualities are a consequence of being based on theological questions, and that this new direction was to culminate in such authoritative masterworks as Valis and The Transmigration of Timothy Archer; but in these four earlier novels the theological element is tentative and not-yet-consistent, and Dick goes out of his way, almost with an air of self-consciousness, to conceal it behind some of the most entertainingly exaggerated grotesquerie the science fiction field has ever come up with. And since Dick’s characters are at the same time as complex and convincing here as they ever were, the dialogue, conflicts, and “logic” lure us into a sort of Moebius-strip-tease show, and leave us feeling as if we’d been rotated through some hitherto-unsuspected literary dimension and now don’t fit into the world quite as well as we did before.

Like Bob Dylan song lyrics or Bassho haiku or boxing matches between men and kangaroos, these novels resist being rendered down to reveal any solid, clearly-intended themes; rather than seeming to be the result of painstaking architectural construction, they give the impression of “purest eye-to-hand first-draft mastery,” as Thomas Disch has noted. So in this UBIK screenplay we have a couple of things Dick rarely gave us—a story reconsidered, and one presented more directly than could be done from within the novel form. Film is a more intrusive medium, and UBIK is certainly made of intrusions; at one point Dick considered having the movie end with the film itself appearing to undergo a series of reversions: to black-and-white, then to the awkward jerkiness of very early movies, then to a crookedly-jammed frame which proceeds to blacken, bubble, and melt away, leaving only the white glare of the projection bulb, which in turn deteriorates to leave the theater in darkness, and might almost leave the moviegoer wondering what sort of dilapidated, antique jalopy he’ll find his car keys fitting when he goes outside.

 


Since Dick had at least two important experiences between 1969, when the novel UBIK was published, and October of ’74, when this screenplay was written—the “in the street” period that forms the basis of A Scanner Darkly, and the mystical visions that lead to Valis—we might expect these experiences to be reflected in this “re-write” of UBIK.

They’re not, though. UBIK seems to have been too perfect a vehicle for Dick’s feelings in the late ’60s to serve comfortably for those of the mid-’70s, I think the Aphrodite-like naked torso in the Ubik bra ad derives from the mystical experiences, and I think that when Joe Chip says,

 


“You know, things can happen to you so much worse than you ever anticipated. Worse than your worst anxieties. The universe can think up far worse things than your own mind.”


 


it’s the survivor of A Scanner Darkly speaking. But the real value of this screenplay lies elsewhere.

Dick included far more parenthetical description and interpretation than can be standard for screenplays, and so we have here his considered, after-the-fact portraits of Glen Runciter, Ella Runciter, Joe Chip, Pat Conley, and Ubik itself. And too, with a facility that’s scarce among novelists, he smoothly adapts his story to the wider, deeper ranges of the film medium. The Ubik “ads” are much more effective as actual intrusions than as chapter headings, the soundtrack becomes a central element (and makes us wonder what music Dick would have chosen to complement some of his other novels), and he presents the dysfunctions in time and perception even more effectively when he imagines them enacted on a movie screen. In some ways, in fact, it almost seems as though we’re getting a purer version of UBIK—something closer to the original conception than the text of the novel.

UBIK has been optioned for movie production at least once, and I remember Dick telling me one time that he had sent a copy of the novel to the agent of Victoria Principal—whom he revered—in hopes that she’d wind up reading it. (He’d written his telephone number, and a plea that she call him, on one of the middle pages. She never did call.) A fine movie could certainly be made of UBIK, but even if this screenplay is never produced and the movie remains just something for us to imagine, this text will be treasured as a look at the UBIK events and characters from a more direct viewpoint—from a seat, as it were, at least several rows closer to the stage.

TIM POWERS

La Mirada, California

February 1985


 Ubik: The Screenplay
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Fade in. Changing pattern of colored lights like futuristic Christmas display, but with radar-screen concentric circles superimposed. It fills screen like an abstract but constantly fluctuating graphic. Then we see three people unblinkingly scrutinizing it, holding clipboards and making notes. Behind them in modern letters on wall, the mysterious initials: R. A. The three people remind us of the witches who open MacBeth, except that all are men. It’s evident from their professionally relaxed posture that they’ve been there a long time. Their clothing is not like ours, but not the “Star Trek” control room uniforms of SF films; the BLOND MAN wears a dark velvet shirt and yellow slacks, the BALD MAN wears a bright crepe shirt with ruffled sleeves, the SLENDER MAN wears a casual work smock with the same initials R. A. stitched on the bosom. The room is medium sized. We hear equipment whirring. The positions of the lights alter unceasingly; every so often one of the three men points with a pen, or nods with his head, toward a particular colored light which has shifted its location. Now and then their lips move as the three men discuss what they see, but we hear nothing because of the constant electronic background. We and the three men notice more and more one green light moving from left to right. Then abruptly the light disappears; a gong-like sound, not loud, is heard, but all three start visibly.

 


BLOND MAN: S. Dole Melipone.


 


The SLENDER MAN picks up modernistic telephone which has viewscreen on it, sticks punchcard into it, holds receiver to his ear.

 


SLENDER MAN: S. Dole Melipone.


 


On viewscreen of phone a distorted face appears, cloudy, as if swimming from a dream; fisheye lens makes it clown-like, absurd. The man is asleep, now waking as if being born; he is in his fifties with rumpled gray hair, double-chin, but impressive, heavy-set but not fat; rather, he is powerfully built, a Romanesque face, a leader. Even roused from sleep he can glare commandingly. This is shown by the speed at which he grasps what’s being said. This is GLEN RUNCITER.

 


RUNCITER: Where is he?


SLENDER MAN: S. Dole Melipone is gone, Mr. Runciter. Off the map board.


RUNCITER: Well, did you look behind the mapboard? On the floor?


SLENDER MAN: Edie Dorn and two other inertials followed him to a motel named the Bonds of Erotic Polymorphic Experience, a sixty unit subsurface structure catering to businessmen and their hookers who don’t want to be entertained. To be on the safe side we had one of our own telepaths, Mr. G. G. Ashwood, go in and read him. Ashwood found a scramble pattern surrounding Melipone’s mind, so he couldn’t catch anything clear. He therefore went back to Topeka, Kansas, where he’s currently scouting a new employee possibility. That can wait though, I’m sure.


 


By now RUNCITER, on viewscreen, is fully awake and calm.

 


RUNCITER: Maybe it wasn’t Melipone.


 


Taking phone from the SLENDER MAN, the BALD MAN speaks.

 


BALD MAN: We requested Joe Chip to go in there and run tests on the magnitude and minitude of the field being generated there at the Bonds of Erotic Polymorphic Experience Motel. Chip says it registered, at its height, 68.2 B.L.R. units of telepathic aura, which only Melipone, among all the known telepaths, can produce.


 


A pause in which all four men are silent, evidently thinking. All, including the small electronic viewscreen face of RUNCITER, are grim.

 


RUNCITER: Okay . . . I’ll consult my dead wife.


 


The three others show no particular reaction; none move; the electronic background sounds continue. Fade out.
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This is the title sequence. Titles will superimpose over detailing of scene: sudden cut to razzle-dazzle gingerbread baroque plastic and tinsel building like combination Mormon Temple and California drive-in, with vast parking area, garish tinted fountains, shrubs cut into bizarre shapes, benches and what appear to be combination small shrines and soft-drink dispensing machines. People roam along walks, unusually solemnly and slowly. There are stuffed animals which move when approached, rigidly and mechanically, giving the entire structure, including the people themselves, an oddly artificial appearance. This is the Beloved Brethren Moratorium; like a fair it has a certain festive manner, but the audible music is Beethoven’s “Missa Solemnis,” in stark contrast to the strolling people in varicolored clothing. The music conveys death to us; the visual scene, life.

 


The music is not at background level and it intrudes abruptly: the “Gloria” section. The visual colors are tints; the women seem to wear long light pastel skirts; some carry parasols, giving it an almost old fashioned quality, a leisurely pace. Gradual change of camera angle reveals the entrance with the Beloved Brethren Moratorium sign over the church-like doors; the sign, unexpectedly, is sedate and in a medieval style: in high taste—and yet the total effect of the scene is as if Disneyland had a Cathedral-land section, a recreation, a simulation for the purpose of bringing tourists and money. When the camera pans, however, the faces of the people are appropriately somber, despite their gay attire. The only true joy is shown on the face of a small child, pursuing a white duck—which turns out to be on wheels as it hurries off. It is fake.
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Interior of Beloved Brethren Moratorium, which is more like our contemporary hospital interior: corridors and lounges. The Beethoven music is still heard, but from speakers which the characters also hear. It is in background. Along comes a sweet-faced, smiling young man, wearing make-up, knickers and a gray sweatshirt with the portrait of J. S. Bach printed on it. This is the owner, HERBERT SCHOENHEIT VON VOGELSANG, a fussy person. He does more managing in his head than he does in actuality, so problems are perpetually a little beyond his control. An elderly gentleman, walking uncertainly, approaches him. The conversation between HERBERT and the ELDERLY GENTLEMAN is hectic and rapid. We catch only bits and pieces of it, giving us only partial clues.

 


ELDERLY GENTLEMAN: About eighty years old, very small and wizened. My grandmother.


HERBERT: Twill only be a moment, sir.


 


HERBERT accepts plastic credit card from ELDERLY GENTLEMAN, goes back into cold-pac region of the moratorium, slamming door reading “Employees Only.” Here lie transparent plastic caskets everywhere, in bins, as if this is the inventory of the place; unlike our present-day caskets, however, they resemble ships. Frost lies over them, and now HERBERT’S breath is visible. Each casket bears a large elaborate code-number. Each, too, has electronic communications hardware attached: coils of covered wire, booster boxes, relay switches. HERBERT goes about searching to match the numbered credit card he holds with the correct casket. When he finds it he studies a medical-type chart, then lifts down a portable “protophason amplifier” from a storage hook on the wall and plugs it into the casket; the “protophason amplifier” is characterized by making the person within the casket audible, via a small speaker, to HERBERT.

 


HALF-LIFER: . . . and then Tillie sprained her ankle and we never thought it’d heal; she was so giddy about it, wanting to start walking again immediately . . .


 


HALF-LIFER drones on; HERBERT isn’t listening to content, only checking a meter for volume level; seems satisfied and, unplugs “protophason amplifier” unit, then nods curtly to uniformed moratorium technician, who comes forward. HERBERT returns to the posh part of the building where the customers are permitted, is assailed by several of them at once with similar requests about loved ones they wish to visit; each customer holds up the plastic numbered credit-type card, trying to attract his attention.

 


ELDERLY GENTLEMAN: You checked her out, did you?


HERBERT: Personally, sir. Functioning perfectly.


 


HERBERT is overworked and hardpressed; tries to deal with the other waiting customers. His angelic look is becoming strained.

 


HERBERT: Happy Resurrection Day, sir.


 


HERBERT nods to one person after another; he adroitly moves on, comes to a large alcove in which customers sit with headphones on. They are visiting their loved ones who we saw in the caskets, in “half-life.”

 


PLUMP LADY: Flora, dear, can you hear me? I think I can hear you much better than the last time. (Anxiously) Do you suppose you could pull yourself together a little bit more, Flora, and stop dreaming and pay attention? You know, dear, the traffic is terrible and—


 


Voices of the various customers intermingle, all of this sort: anxious concern, peevishness, self-pity, devotion out of duty. HERBERT makes good his escape into his office, where his rather attractive young female secretary sits “typing,” which is to say, using futuristic transcribing machine: she merely places her fingers against a colored screen, and her thoughts are printed out at high speed.

 


HERBERT: When I die—


SECRETARY: Yes, Herr Schoenheit von Vogelsang.


HERBERT: (More relaxed now) I’ll stipulate that my heirs revive me one day per century. No more; just one day.


SECRETARY: But the high maintenance cost for them, Herr. They might—


HERBERT: Bury me?


SECRETARY: In the ground, Herr. Six feet under. With worms, Herr.


HERBERT: Burial is barbaric. Remnant of the primitive origins of our culture. Worms. Yes, there are worms down there. (Mostly to himself) I just listened to an old soul who’s almost to her end; ah, the number is—well, anyhow, she rambled on. Frozen like a haddock and still rambling on, thinking about someone named Tillie and a sprained ankle. They do not know, some of them. They do not know. They think the world is still real. They—


 


Light flashes on his Secretary’s desk; she reaches, cocks her head and listens to an inaudible message; HERBERT pauses in his rambling.

 


SECRETARY: (Matter-of-factly) An arrival, Herr, at the loading dock. VIP; they want you personally.


HERBERT: (Still in rambling philosophical mood and not wanting to go back out into the hubbub of customers; he pauses at exit door) Come with me and fill out the forms. Ich bin mude.


 


The SECRETARY rises from her desk; we see that her midsection bulges: she is several months pregnant, yet pretty, with the warm flushed features and coloration of a pregnant young woman.

 


HERBERT: What’s in there?


SECRETARY: My little baby.


HERBERT: He is in half-life, too, so to speak.


SECRETARY: Yes, Herr.


HERBERT: (Nosily) Du hast keinen Mann, nicht wahr?


SECRETARY: No, Herr, I’m not married.


 


The light flashes on her desk again, urgently; both persons react by moving together from the office, their attention back to business.

 


HERBERT: I wonder about the protophason flow in 426–35-E, that banker who they come and revive every time the stock market dips. I think either he has had it or there is a short in the booster circuitry. He shouldn’t be that weak. They’ve drained him almost out of it, of course, by using him so much. If I were him I’d feed them wrong advice and bankrupt them.


SECRETARY: But they are his family, Herr. His heirs.


HERBERT: (Eying her) I would like our technicians to hook up some sort of booster linkage to you someday and see what—


SECRETARY: Please do not mess around with my stomach, Herr. That is one of the nicest aspects of this job here, that nobody messes around with my stomach.
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Outside onto loading dock. Two men wearing uniforms marked “Atlas Interplan Van & Storage” are carefully trundling handtruck from futuristic airship in park position; strapped onto handtruck like refrigerator or other valuable new appliance is a nebulous human form in a plastic bag. Ice can be seen within. The two men move rapidly. Now uniformed employees of the moratorium appear to receive the dead man: for this is an inert corpse. One Atlas Interplan employee makes a notation on a clipboard, passes it to a moratorium employee, along with a pen, for him to sign in receipt. It is all done swiftly and expertly, but with no feeling; almost at once the newly arrived frozen corpse disappears aboard his handtruck into the moratorium building. HERBERT takes the clipboard and reads the sheet of information; his SECRETARY wanders over to the edge of the loading dock to stand with hands in the pockets of her apron-like maternity skirt, gazing meditatively out at the far-distant mountains, her duties forgotten; there she stands, pretty and pregnant, against the scenery of the unloading stage front and the hills in the background.

 


The camera moves back and new figure appears, approaching those on the loading dock. It is GLEN RUNCITER. They are unaware of him. He moves very slowly but inexorably, bearing down on HERBERT. It is a one-way view: RUNCITER, approaching them all, is aware of them with no reciprocal awareness, and we sense the advantage he has thereby. Already, he dominates the scene by this advantage. His approach to them is measured, deliberate and perceptive.

 


RUNCITER: Mr. Schoenheit von Vogelsang.


 


HERBERT glances up a little irritably from his reading; seeing who it is, he is quick to adjust his expression to one of tact, even unctuous welcome; the clipboard is forgotten. His lips move in greeting but we hear nothing, oddly.

 


RUNCITER: How is Ella?


 


Still as if taken aback, there is no response from HERBERT. The quite impressive sound of RUNCITER’s voice has caused all the people on the loading dock to glance toward him.

 


RUNCITER: Ready to be cranked up for a talk? She’s only twenty years old; she ought to be in better shape than you or me. (Chuckles)


 


RUNCITER’s manner is that of an American, old fashioned, fatherly captain-of-industry: personal rather than the cold and efficient manner which a more modern type such as HERBERT shows. He is a warm person, obviously, and betrays on his features his feelings; there is no mask, no transactional persona. He is one individual, one independent and unique human being, approaching another—approaching him and relating to him on that—the human—basis. And yet he is impressive and powerful; he dominates these other people, and they seem smaller than he, in the sense of less complete: partial persons—except for the SECRETARY, who stands apart, watching, her arms folded. He is also rather old, and although expensively dressed in a double-breasted plastic-and-silk suit, his hair is tousled. RUNCITER is not a handsome man, but he is someone to take seriously: as HERBERT obviously does. In short, RUNCITER is one of those rare and influential men whose wrong guesses in situations are usually better than the average man’s correct ones. Or, at the very least, those wrong guesses—or hunches or impulses—are more colorful. More interesting. And certainly more unanticipated. And yet, despite this, we sense that RUNCITER somehow stays always in touch with common sense: with the real. It is this abiding quality of the genuine which is the most pronounced aspect of RUNCITER; whatever defects and faults he may have, he is never fake.

 


HERBERT: You have not been here for some time, Mister Runciter.


RUNCITER: This is a moment of importance, von Vogelsang. We, my associates and myself, are in a line of business that surpasses all rational understanding. I’m not at liberty to make disclosures at this time, but we consider matters at present to be ominous but not, however, hopeless. Despair is not indicated—not by any means. Where is Ella?


HERBERT: I’ll bring her from the bin to the consultation lounge for you. Do you have your numbered claim-check, Mister Runciter?


RUNCITER: God no. I lost it months ago. But you know who my wife is; you can find her. Ella Runciter, about twenty. Brown hair and eyes.


 


Glances around impatiently, then puts his hand on HERBERT’S shoulder to urge him into motion.

 


Where did you put the lounge? It used to be located where I could find it.

HERBERT: (To SECRETARY) Show Mister Runciter to the consultation lounge. And see to it that he has privacy.


 


SECRETARY moves toward Runciter. Dissolve.
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Pan up fade in; not the lounge but ELLA RUNCITER lying face-up in cold-pac, face-up with arms slightly lifted toward her ears, frozen in two senses: frozen physically in ice and snow and mist, and frozen into immobility. Her mouth shows discomfort; it is somewhat open, as if this freeze-frame-like view of her shows her during an ordeal. Her eyes are open and staring, but the pupils are made opaque by the layer of frost which has built up—obviously over the years, as with an old and undefrosted refrigerator system. We sense she is somehow straining against cords which bind her; the half-raised arms, the concerned mouth, the air of unhappiness, of being troubled. The fact that she cannot move does not tell us that she is dead, because we see her straining, although unavailingly, against this rigidity, this frozen state. This is not a corpse, a dead person; this is a person frozen and alive. ELLA is not a body; ELLA is a person. Her torment, however, is of an anxious sort, rather than an indication of agony; it is as if some unseen matter perpetually concerns her. A matter which she cannot resolve. There is a slight, but visible, continual alteration of the frost partially obscuring her; this gives her a three-dimensional quality, as if a landscape. Although she cannot move, we see occasional drip-drips of water, a fogging up of the glass between us and her, and, as the camera pans back, we see chugging equipment
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