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A Princess of Mars

Edoar Rice Burroughs, 1912.
>> (eoff Ryman enjoys a buck-naked vision of life on Mars...

hicago is the secret creative capital :
of the USA. The Future was i
invented there - skyscrapers and
elevated railways; Frank Lloyd
Wright and L Frank Baum. From
a Chicago suburb in 1911, Edgar Rice
Burroughs sold the very first thing he
ever wrote, the serial that became
A Princess of Mars.

It used to work like this: from about
age five you read the Oz books and, if
you had a phantasmagorical turn of
mind, when you got older, you read
Burroughs. They formed a chain that led
on to Wells, Verne and Amazing Stories.

A Princess of Mars starts out bristling
with authority. A nephew remembers
his mysterious uncle, who died and
specified that he be buried in a vault
that could only be opened from the
inside. Chapter two starts with Uncle
John Carter’s memoirs:

“I am a very old man: how old I do not
know. Possibly I am a hundred, possibly
more; but I cannot tell because I have
never aged as other men, nor do I
remember any childhood. So far as I can
recollect, I have always been a man...”

I challenge anyone not to read on.

I used to think that Burroughs wrote
badly. Now I see that in this case he
writes like his narrator. John Carter is a
cranky and old-fashioned gentleman, a
Confederate veteran and Indian slayer.
The breathtakingly swift opening brings
together slavery, the Civil War and the
Indian wars... all of America’s racial
catastrophes. It’s possible to read the
book as a tale of a man who has to come
to terms with aliens (some of whom,
like Indians, are called “red”). Boy, does
he have to adapt quickly.

Whisked to Mars by a kind of spiritual
teleportation, Carter arrives naked and
defenseless in one of the most dreamlike
and alien worlds ever imagined. These
aliens really are alien. They social-climb
through violence and are only moved to
laughter by murder or torture. They’re
huge, multi-limbed, green and reproduce
by laying communal nests of eggs. They
know no mother or father. Love is alien
to them. Reading this in 1911 must have
been mind-blowing.

In many respects A Princess of Mars
echoes Edwin L Arnold’s Gulliver of

The Mars books were
“written because, when

he was poor, he could

afford no entertainment.

Mars (1905), leading some to speculate

i that Burroughs borrowed Arnold’s
i ideas (after all, he acknowledged that

Tarzan was inspired by Kipling’s
Mowgli). Whether this is true or not,

¢ Burroughs also prefigures a lot of fiction
. that followed.

Carter is a direct precursor of
Superman. In Mars’s lower gravity he
possesses super-strength and can

i literally leap tall buildings in a single
: bound. In one scene that anticipates
Spartacus, he’s a gladiator forced to fight i

i Geoff Ryman’s latest SF novel, Air,

his best friend. Most prophetic of all,

i Mars’s central problem is that of climate
i change. Mars has lost its water and,
i with the death of plants, its oxygen. Its

Like this? Try these!

Tarzan at the Earth’s Core by Edgar Rice
Burroughs (1929)

Inthe 13th Tarzan title, Edgar Rice Burroughs
sends his best-known character into one of
his amazingly imaginative wonderlands,
with fabulous results.

: cities are in ruins, and the Tharks — the
! green men — say it was the climate

¢ change that made them such a tough

: and ruthless species.

The book throbs with suppressed sex.

. Nobody on Mars wears clothes, and even

with all those leaps, Carter never once
gets to give his genitals some support!
The beautiful red Princess, Dejah
Thoris, spends the entire book stark
naked, though the prose delicately
averts its eyes. When the racist Carter
first realises he fancies this alien
woman, he shudders. But he soon settles
down to making babies with her - even
though she lays eggs.

Burroughs drops a lot of scientific
clunkers - no, you cannot store sunshine
in ceilings! On the other hand, an

© orbiting vessel is called a satellite and

i Martian bullets are miniature nuclear

i weapons. Burroughs speculates through
i dreaming and gets some things right.

As Carter learns more about Mars, it

seems more ordinary — full of farms and
turnpikes. A bang-up aerial war makes a

spectacular climax, and then Burroughs
returns to the haunted, almost tragic
tone of the opening.

And all in 150 pages.

Burroughs himself didn’t regard what
he wrote as literature. He sometimes
called himself lowbrow, though he hated
critics who failed to appreciate just how
technically adept he was. The Mars
books were written because, when he
was poor, he could afford no
entertainment. So at night, with the

. lights out, he imagined these fantastic

. tales. Burroughs is at one extreme of

: fantasy - the dreamlike and vivid - and
i once read, is never forgotten. SFX

won the BSFA and Arthur C Clarke

. awards for Best Novel. It's now
¢ available in paperback.

The Hollow Earth by Rudy Rucker (1990)
Subtitled The Narrative of Mason Algiers
Reynolds of Virginiathis equally
phantasmagorical novel sees the cyberpunk
author tip his hat to the king of weirdness,
Rice Burroughs.
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“It has a real sense of
adventure missing from a
lot of modern fiction. The
excitement is tangible. The
whole thing reads like
dlassic pulp (which I love)
but is so Intelligently
written you feel a bit mean
labelling it as such. It’s HG
Wells meets Lester Dent.”
DOC SAVAGE

“One of the nice things
is the lack of the casual
racism (and sexism) you
getina lot of books of that
era. The Green Martians
are weird-looking with
unpleasant habits, but
Carter regards them with
interest and sympathy
rather than as some kind
of lesser species.”
umopapisdn

“Afun, old-fashioned
adventure story. Probably
a bit simplistic for modern
tastes, but read as a
period piece it’s fun. It
also made me realise how
much debt Michael
Moorcock has to this, and
not just for Warriors of
Mars. Much of his Eternal
Champion ‘science
fantasy” has more than
nodding similarities.”
Troll

“While by today’s
standard it seems
unsophisticated, and the
plot familiar, it’s not
surprising since this was
written back near the
beginning of the mass sci-
fi genre. The things that
stick are the images of
landscapes and societies.”
Dave the Martian

“The kind of rollicking
action novel which drew
many a lad into SF; and as
has been noted, it lacks
the racist and sexual
unpleasantness which
mar many of its imitators.”
swirir
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