JACK McDEVITT AND THE INTERNET – A JOURNEY INTO IRREALITY

I have been looking at what people on the internet think of Jack McDevitt’s novels, specifically the ‘Priscilla ‘Hutch’ Hutchins’ and ‘Alexander Benedict’ novels.

These are some of the things said and my short responses:

“They’re Space Opera” – No they’re not; if they are then so is any novel that happens to be set partly in space.

“They’re Hard SF” – fxxxing kidding; they’re not even soft SF; they’re pseudo-SF

“his books are like Heinlein” – ha ha ha

“imaginative” – barely

“High Tech” – bollocks

“Superior work” – where’s my straitjacket?

“Excellent” – now I have been driven irredeemably insane

“he writes SF with real people and real science” – even watching stacks of Monty Python shows won’t save one’s sanity from a statement like this that can even drive Cthulhu himself bonkers

“old-fashioned space adventure” – what space adventure?!  Old-fashioned if one considers it reading like the poorest written of 1950s SF

“realistic future” – ho ho ho take me away orderlies.

In the Jack McDevitt universes Earth has no “intelligent” life.

Is some strange hypnosis operating to make people think bad SF is good.  McDevitt books (with some exceptions) are nowhere near as good as old 50s SF, and is outdated rubbish compared with (other) modern SF.

His novel ‘Seeker’ won the SFWA Nebula award in 2007 for best SF novel of 2006.

Are only American novels eligible for the Nebula?  If so is this the best the Americans can produce? – absolutely shit compared with contemporary British (& Australian) SF novels.

Let us look at some reviews of McDevitt novels – both by those criticising them and by praisers, and I make my comments at end of each:

From July 2006 Blog of Christian Sauvé:  a review of ‘CHINDI’:

The relationship between science-fiction and the unexplored frontier runs deep, perhaps all the way back to the origins of SF in pulp magazines, right alongside westerns. For many Americans, SF is synonymous with going "where no one has gone before", replacing the old idea of a western frontier with another one: the universe as manifest destiny and Science Fiction as the only genre big enough to tell those stories. Conveniently enough, it's also a type of story that needs no fancy variation: Go out there, explore, try to come back alive.

As it happens, Jack McDevitt has made a mini-career out of those type of stories. Chindi is the third in a series that riffs off the basic exploration plot, vaguely inserted in a Science Fiction universe that contains no surprises to even old-school SF readers. Much like The Engines of God and Deepsix (and, to a non-negligible extent, Ancient Shores and Infinity Beach), Chindi places a bunch of characters in front of alien artifacts, gives them a ticking clock and watches what happens next.

This time around, series heroine Priscilla "Hutch" Hutchins, re-introduced via a gallant ship rescue operation, is hired by a bunch of eccentric alien-chasers to investigate a strange phenomenon. In the established McDevitt tradition, this leads them to an alien artifact, then another and another... Meanwhile, one member of the group usually dies at every stop in the way and no one even thinks about turning back. It leads up to bigger and bigger artifacts, and maybe even to one of those elusive still-alive aliens...

Of course, regular McDevitt readers already know what to expect. Mini adventures in an alien environment, unexplained alien mysteries that the author has no intention of tying together, gigantic forces counting down to total destruction and slasher-movie deaths slowly whittling down our cast of character. (Along with a curious lack of self-preservation sense from said characters, as they all agree to keep on going regardless of the mounting body bags.) And yes, that's pretty much what happens. 

Unfortunately, there's a lack of urgency to McDevitt's style that makes it hard to care. Maybe I'm just getting more impatient with age, but despite the fun details, sense of exploration and clean-cut prose, I truly found it hard to get into the novel. See one adventure after another; guess which character is going to bite it. The last rescue sequence, while relatively original in the context of the series, takes almost a hundred pages of analysis and implementation. 

This is far too long at that point in the story, especially when the solution depends on a single line of dialogue that really stuck out earlier in the novel. Chindi grinds to a stop just as it should go flying. And as if that wasn't enough, let's just say that McDevitt has no more intention of wrapping up his enigmas than he did in previous novels. This presumably leads us to Omega, the next tome in the series.

It's truly an old-fashioned SF adventure, though I'm not using the expression in an entirely kind manner. 

Beyond the alien artifacts and the fact that she's gallivanting around the galaxy in a spaceship, there isn't much that's different in Hutch world's as compared to ours. There's no sense of a fully lived-in future: Technology is comfortably familiar (except for the FTL drive), society seems to have stopped evolving and almost everyone in the cast is a boring shade of American. 

While the Hutch sequence is all about deep-space adventures, its decor seems a bit too hastily put-together to convince. What's more, McDevitt's straightforward writing style brings nothing new to the table either. See me use "old-fashioned" as in "this could have been written at any time over the past thirty years." 

Of course, some people love that stuff. As entry-level material for neophyte SF readers, Chindi has the right attitude and nothing that a fan of Star Trek won't understand. As a professional SF writer, McDevitt has enjoyed an almost unexplainable string of Nebula Award nominations --although it's often hard to separate SFWA politics from literary value when it comes to the Nebula. I myself have enjoyed quite a number of McDevitt's works (The Engines of God come to mind, not to mention the collection Standard Candles). 

But Chindi seems to be running over familiar ground once again, bringing nothing much in either style or content. Rather than recalling McDevitt as his best, it only shows McDevitt doing what he usually does, and that's not quite enough to satisfy at a time where at least a dozen other SF writers are also turning out better material on a regular basis. I keep waiting for the McDevitt book that will reach above average and truly grab me, but I don't see it coming. Maybe I should have a look at his latest short story collection.

This above I would basically agree with 100%.

This next one is from Elf M. Sternberg, and is on ‘Seeker’; at end I also include 3 Comment replies made to his review – two by user jordan179, one by user gromm:

There are no spoilers.

"The logical heir to Clarke and Asimov!" "A novel of big questions!" are just two of the blurbs on the cover of Jack McDevitt's Seeker and, y'know, reading it, you'd expect there to be, like, big questions.

Instead, after getting through about 1/3rd of the book, I've got a reasonably sympathetic character who seems to have been borrowed from William Gibson, a bewilderingly shallow layer of Third Earth skinned over a random planet in a random corner of the galaxy, bad handwavery to justify the lack of any technology better than, oh, an iPhone circa 2015, even worse handwavery to deal with post-Smithian-levels of FTL nonsense, and a plot that asks no questions and gropes for no answers about the place of human beings in the universe.

Instead, it's an investigative novel, Indiana Jones In Space, with absolutely nothing SF about it except the backdrop, with our heroine gallavanting about the galaxy trying to find out who dropped a mysterious cup from a long lost colony into the hands of a burglar's girlfriend, and reporting back to her boss, the supposed brains of the outfit, who sends her out on more McGuffiny missions to learn details.

Now, I'm all for science fiction as backdrop; I write romances set on starships, but at least when I do that I consider the implications of the tech and the evolution of the society and how that affects my characters' stumbling into wuv, twuu wuv (or at least a decent roll in the low-gravity hay). McDevitt hasn't done any of that. The scene I read before the book hit the wall was of Chase, the heroine, going out to visit an abandoned Los Vegas-like city/theme park, in which the narrator mentions a brief fad, some twenty years earlier, when it became chic to go out and adventure in the "real world." 

But that's it; it's just a backdrop, a semi-post-apocalyptic setting in which to find a woman who has voluntarily given up her anti-aging regimen, so the heroine can interview her about the mysterious cup before she dies. If McDevitt was trying to contrast the woman's real but sensless decrepitude with the faux decrepitude around her, he failed. Especially when Chase, after giving the brief description, mentions that "everyone's using VR nowadays; no wonder so many people are fat."

Book, meet wall. Wall, meet book. (Not really; it was a library book, and I'm supposed to return it in good condition.) Snide asides about the current state of affairs and cheap ripoffs are not signs of an imagination at work. This is a novel written by someone who views novelwriting as "pipefitting for the mind," a workaday novel with no agonizing whatsoever behind it. Chase seems incredulous that someone would have spent money building up the theme park only to have it all close down: haven't these people done *anything* in the past 10,000 years (so we're told) to compensate for, adjust to, learn from, or otherwise deal with their apparent lack of technological or biological advancement and the cyclic nature of fads, economies, and governments?

And yet, Seeker seems to have won a Nebula. I'm trying to figure out who on the Nebula voting committee chose this book. I'm bewildered that a book of such a pedestrian nature, however competently written, was considered Nebula material.

Does it get any better? Or should I just return it now?

JORDAN179:

But that's it; it's just a backdrop, a semi-post-apocalyptic setting in which to find a woman who has voluntarily given up her anti-aging regimen, so the heroine can interview her about the mysterious cup before she dies. If McDevitt was trying to contrast the woman's real but sensless decrepitude with the faux decrepitude around her, he failed. Especially when Chase, after giving the brief description, mentions that "everyone's using VR nowadays; no wonder so many people are fat."

You've just identified one of my problems in general with McDevitt's stories: namely, he does not think through the implications of technological progress.

We're fairly close, right now, to finding medical solutions for obesity, and given the obvious marketability of any such developments, we can expect that, within the next 50-100 years by the latest, the only people who will be fat will be those who are making intentional fashion statements. Yet McDevitt doesn't see why having lazy people become fat in a starfaring society CENTURIES in the future is implausible.

I think in another of his books he has fusion-powered starships coexist with an energy crisis on Earth such that people don't own personal cars any more, because, y'know, the oil ran out ... argh.

JORDAN179:

Oh, one other thing:

I find the whole attitude of anti-immortalism, that regards letting oneself age and die "naturally" in a society which has the technology to keep one alive in comfort and style, to be deeply disturbing. Yes, your death in such a manner would be "natural." So would dying of gangrene from a minor foot injury, rather than using antiseptics, antibiotics, and if necessary major surgery to avoid this fate.

So why should we regard someone who refuses anagathics as sane and an attractive example, but someone who refuses antibiotics as repuslively insane?

Yes, I do get why our current position of not having workable anagathic technology leads us to a "sour grapes" attitude toward immortality, but we should recognize this for the irrationality it is, rather than romanticize it.

GROMM:

or at least a decent roll in the low-gravity hay

I realize that this is a metaphor, but just the thought of hay in freefall under any circumstances - let alone having sex amongst it - brought on some very funny mental imagery. :)

Once more, perceptive insights into a McDevitt novel.

The next one is a gushing review of ‘Deepsix’, by someone called John Grant, on infinity plus website:

In the year 2204 a survey party led by Randall Nightingale landed on ice-age-locked Deepsix, one of the [image: image2.jpg]


few life-bearing planets the human species has so far discovered during its expansion outwards into the Galaxy. The party was attacked by carnivorous birds and retreated in disarray, with the loss of several lives. Nightingale was made scapegoat by his Academy bosses for the "failure" of the expedition, and since then no further study of the planet has been authorized.

Now, however, nearly 20 years later in 2223, Deepsix is about to be destroyed in a collision with a wandering Jovian planet, and several vessels are here so that the human species can observe the cataclysm, for purposes of either science or thrill. From orbit are noticed various abandoned artefacts: clearly Deepsix nurtured not just life but at some stage intelligent life, and a civilization of sorts, a fact overlooked during the hastily aborted earlier mission. Although time is short before the collision, a small investigatory party, which happens to include the disgraced Nightingale, is sent down in one of the two available landers to discover what they can; an overweening journalist commandeers the other to make a landing for purposes of self-glorification.

One of the quakes induced by the growing proximity of the rogue Jovian destroys both landers -- and the race is on to recover the surviving members of the team from the increasingly hostile surface of the planet. Meanwhile, those team members are discovering technology of incredible sophistication, showing that Deepsix holds unsuspected mysteries...

Embarrassing though it might be to admit, this is a page-turning, nail-biting, pulse-pounding sf adventure novel of the highest order: it is, quite simply, a riveting read. "Quite simply" in more than one sense, because it is unladen with any particular philosophical subtext -- it is not a book that requires head-scratching analysis to reveal layers of meaning -- save the customary hard-sf one that the search for knowledge is paramount over all other concerns save humane ones, the word "humane" being extended to cover other species. What you find here, instead of what can often be illusory or even puerile metaphysical profundity, is an example of quite superb tale-telling.

Blurb and cover quotes compare McDevitt to Clarke and Asimov, but he is a wholly different writer from either of them, with different preoccupations and territory. Instead, the book's feel is strongly reminiscent of the heyday of Larry Niven, back before all the increasingly mechanical collaborations, although it is better written and has more of a conscience. There is an acute and infectious sense of awe as the humans uncover the alien artefacts, whether these be the quasi-medieval ones of the planet's original species or the hi-tech ones of their visitors; perhaps these passages are even more powerful than the straightforward adventure sequences, although, God knows, those are powerful enough. And, although the characterization and character development are often pretty rudimentary and the accounts of behind-the-scenes political shenanniganery are likewise on the simplistic side, they are nevertheless all perfectly convincing and persuasive in the context of this engrossingly helterskelter tale.

Deepsix is an excellent antidote to any belief that the day of the redblooded sf adventure is long gone. It is an unashamedly exciting novel that draws you into its universe almost immediately and then tears along at an accelerating pace. Your reviewer has desperately been trying to avoid clichés like "I couldn't put it down" and "it left me gasping", but unfortunately this is an unequal struggle and he must finally succumb.

Even the above reviewer had to admit to embarrassment in relation to praising this novel: “Embarrassing though it might be to admit”.

His next two quoted lines are “a bit rich”:

“sf adventure novel of the highest order”

“is an example of quite superb tale-telling.”

With the next he admits the comparisons with Clarke and Asimov are over the top, but then dares to equate McDevitt with Niven, and adds insult to injury by saying it is better written than Niven!!!  And what of conscience is in any of the ‘Hutch’ novels?!

“Blurb and cover quotes compare McDevitt to Clarke and Asimov, but he is a wholly different writer from either of them, with different preoccupations and territory. Instead, the book's feel is strongly reminiscent of the heyday of Larry Niven, back before all the increasingly mechanical collaborations, although it is better written and has more of a conscience.”

And in the next extract even he has to admit the characterisation and background are of low standard:

“And, although the characterization and character development are often pretty rudimentary and the accounts of behind-the-scenes political shenanniganery are likewise on the simplistic side, they are nevertheless all perfectly convincing and persuasive in the context of this engrossingly helterskelter tale.”

But his claim of convincingness is really gilding the lily.  And an engorged leech is “engrossing”.

The next one is a “review” of ‘Chindi’, by Harriet Klausner on Allscifi.com site:

In the far distant future, man has learned to travel at FLS (faster than light speed) but has also terraformed other planets so that humans could colonize them. One thing mankind has not found is a sentient species that is their equal or superior. They have found remnants of other civilizations that have long since died when man was crawling out of the caves and they have found a warlike race of beings that have depleted the resources of their planet with their many wars. 

Priscilla Hutchins, Hitch to her friends, is a very good space pilot in the academy who is nearing burnout and ready to retire. She is asked, on behalf of the academy, to take control of the civilian spaceship the City of Memphis and guide the crew, members of the contact society, into deep space in hopes of meeting intelligent alien life. They discover that someone has left a series of stealth satellites in orbit around space bodies all across the galaxy. Every time they find one of their trackers, they beam something new about this universe and those who have and continue to inhabit it. 

CHINDI is a space opera with plenty of action and unexpected developments in almost every sense. Jack McDevett has created a realistic space-faring universe mindful of Star Trek that is just waiting to be explored by Hutch, her fellow adventurers, and readers. There are many characters in this novel that deserve to have their own story told. 

Harriet Klausner 


The above review is basically a simple plot recapping, with some ironic (to us) comments:

“In the far distant future” – chronologically is supposed to be, but no sense of such to a normal SF reader.

“CHINDI is a space opera with plenty of action and unexpected developments in almost every sense.”

Every part of this sentence is wrong.

“Jack McDevett has created a realistic space-faring universe mindful of Star Trek that is just waiting to be explored by Hutch, her fellow adventurers, and readers.”

Again, another monumentally wrong sentence; even ‘ST Voyager’ is good compared with the ‘Hutch’ novels, and ‘ST Voyager’ is pretty bad quite often.

It is waiting to be explored, but they fail to do so.

“There are many characters in this novel that deserve to have their own story told.”
No, they deserve to be consigned to oblivion.

The Allscifi.com site also has a special section for books they review that does a “computer” analysis; here is the one accompanying the above Chindi review:

	Ratings are on a 1-10 scale (Low to High)
Plot 


Composition of Book 
Descript. of chases or violence - 10%
planning/preparing, gather info, debate puzzles/motives - 20%
Feelings, relationships, character bio/development - 40%
Descript. of society, phenomena (tech), places - 30%




Tone of book - suspenseful (sophisticated fear) 
FANTASY or SCIENCE FICTION? - science fiction story 
Explore/1st contact/ enviro story Yes 
Plotlets: - exploring a wondrous planet or phenomena - generally friendly contact with alien(s) 
Romance Yes 
Romance plotlets: - destined love (dream or prediction) 
Inner Struggle Yes 
Plotlet: - search for identity/new understanding 
Is this an adult or child's book? - Adult or Young Adult Book 

Main Character 
Identity: - Female 
Profession/status: - fighter (air/space) pilot 
Age: - 20's-30's 
How sensitive is this character? - sensitive to others' feelings 
Sense of humor - Strong but gentle sense of humor 
Intelligence - Very much smarter than other characters 
Physique - very athletic 



Main Adversary 
Identity: - none 

Setting 
Spaceship setting: - futuristic human freighter/transport 
Takes place in spaceship? Yes 

Style 
Person? - mostly 3rd 
Accounts of torture and death? - generic/vague references to death/punishment 
scientific jargon? (SF only) - a fair amount of scientific explanation 
How much dialogue? - significantly more dialog than descript 


This extracted bit is classic:

It shows how dumb the characters are, as ‘Hutch’ is no mental giant:

“Intelligence - Very much smarter than other characters”.

The following is a review of ‘Chindi’, by John from www.sfsignal.com:

REVIEW SUMMARY: And this was nominated for a Nebula because...?
MY RATING: [image: image1.png]



BRIEF SYNOPSIS: A group of space enthusiasts follow the point-to-point trail of an alien signal.

MY REVIEW:
PROS: Several new worlds are explored.
CONS: World exploration is too brief; bland characterizations; unbelievable motivations; not very engaging.
BOTTOM LINE: A mediocre sf story

Priscilla "Hutch" Hutchins is a space pilot for a corporate space conglomerate. She is hired by the Contact Society, a group of wealthy space enthusiasts who share the common interest of establishing contact with an alien species, to follow the trail of an extra-terrestrial signal detected in the far reaches of space. The group follows the signal from one undiscovered planet to another in an attempt to answer the questions of the aliens' identity and origins and, hopefully, contact. The search eventually leads to a huge alien artifact dubbed "Chindi", named after an American-Indian spirit. The crew hopes that the artifact will provide some answers.

And so will the readers because, sadly, there is not a whole lot to engage the reader.

Don't get me wrong; this is not a bad book. Exploring new worlds was fun. But, because of the decision to follow the signal from point A to point Z, the glimpses were fleeting and therefore unsatisfying. It's like sense of wonder with only half the calories. It seemed as if the point-to-point signal path was just an excuse to say "Look here! Another alien world!" 

This was made worse by the rather bland characterizations. I mean, these are a bunch of amateurs, wannabe space explorers who just happen to have the money to hire a superluminal spaceship. Somehow the idea of these newbie "astronauts" jaunting around space and being the first to explore these newly-discovered worlds seems irresponsible. 

That is not to say that they are not qualified. But since you ask, they aren't. One is an actress. Imagine Julia Roberts traipsing around space and running for her life when beautiful, but ferocious, bird creatures finally make there predatory intentions known. Also on the crew members' resumes are experience in funeral directing and art. Yeah, these are the guys I want exploring new planets. Was Richard Simmons not available?

And the circumstances under which they persevere (from the acceptable boredom to I-can't-believe-they're-not-bee-lining-back-to-Earth death) get increasingly ridiculous. Captain "Hutch" (I still can't get David Soul's image out of my head) just doesn't know when to say "no". After one mishap, she's ready to take them home without question. After the next, she convinces herself that she "owes it" to the team/fallen to go on. Yeah, OK. Ultimately, the most entertaining character was Bill, the ship's artificial intelligence.

This is the third book in a series set in the same universe as The Engines of God and Deepsix, neither of which I have read. I liked McDevitt's writing style (sometimes dry but always clear) and reputation enough to give them a go. Events from these other books are repeatedly referenced throughout Chindi, although, I think and hope, not spoiled. 

Slamming is fun in a review, but like I said, this is not a bad book; just mediocre. And, to be fair, after the slow first half, the book picked up somewhat - the action sequences were more frequent.

Chindi is on the shortlist for the 2003 Nebula Awards. This would not be my choice for a Nebula.

Again, a good review of a not very good book.

The next one is a review of ‘Polaris’, from May 2006 Restaurant Fuel blog:
May 19, 2006

How was this book ever nominated for a Nebula?

So, I just finished up reading Jack McDevitt's "Polaris," the follow-up to the classic "A Talent for War," and I have to say that I have never been so disappointed in a writer.

"A Talent for War" was a brilliant fusion of hard science fiction to the mystery genre, loaded with big ideas, great characters and political commentary. In brief, "A Talent for War" followed far future antiquities dealer Alex Benedict, as he sought to unravel the mystery of what really happened to one of his society's greatest war heroes. It quite deftly forced the reader to question the established historical record and see that sometimes it's very difficult to separate objective history from populist mythology. When I got to the end of the book and the answer to its final mystery, I was completely floored -- almost every element in the book was perfect. It's also worth mentioning that even though it was published in 1989, "A Talent for War" still offered a believable far future society and lacked the anachronisms that can sometimes kill a classic science fiction novel.

"Polaris" begins some 15 years after the original, featuring the further adventures of Alex Benedict and his assistant Chase Kolpath (the book's female narrator) as they seek to figure out what happened to the passengers of the luxury yacht Polaris who disappeared shortly after witnessing a celestial event. Like a futuristic Marie Celeste, the ship was completely intact, with the all of the belongings of the passengers still aboard. 

Despite a rollicking opening chapter, the book quickly falls into the familiar forumla employed in modern thrillers such as "The Davinci Code." The science fiction elements were brief, the world that was developed in "A Talent for War" appeared hollow and superficial in this one, and I had a really difficult time believing in the authenticity of the female narrator. Chase Kolpath speaks and thinks like a man.

What's worse, many of the things that happened in the first book (Alex's house is broken into and robbed, their spinner [aka flying car] is sabatagoed, etc.) happen in this one. What's more, although Alex Benedict was a great and compelling protagonist in "A Talent for War," by making Chase the narrator, he's almost a cipher in this one. 

I've heard great things abotu McDevitt's "space opera" novels, and one bad book won't keep me from trying his other work, but I have to say I'm much less enthusiastic about cracking open his other books after struggling to finish this one. I'm certainly not going to buy the third "Benedict/Kolpath" novel, "Seeker" in hardback. If it's anything like "Polaris," it's definitely not going to be worth cover price.

Final verdict on "Polaris": ** 1/2

Post script: I'm happy that the Nebula Awards voters had the good sense to award this year's "Best Novel" award to Joe Haldeman's "Camouflage" and not Jack McDevitt's "Polaris." If this is the best science fiction has to offer, I'd hate to see the worst.

Unfortunately, though they didn’t give ‘Polaris’ the Nebula, they did do so with its sequel volume ‘Seeker’.

There are several other reviews that I downloaded, but most of them add little to the above.

One can read my own extensive analyses/dissections of these books in other files.

