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Bio: Abraham Kawa, “Stanisław Lem (1921-2006)”, in Mark Bould et al, Fifty Key Figures in Science Fiction (London: Routledge, 2010)

Some Questions for Class/Further Study 

These questions are not definitive. We won’t be able to cover them all in one class. They are selectively based on my reading of the novel – and some selected criticism. The interpretive nature of literary study ensures there are other angles/perspectives. Use the questions as a platform, from where to leap into your own Alien planet. 

(NB: Page numbers refer to my Faber & Faber copy.)
[bookmark: _GoBack]
1. The Opening. Read pages 1-2 (from “At 19.00 hours … mounting heat.” How does this set up Kelvin’s character and the nature of his mission? Given that so much of Lem’s novel utilises metaphor and meta-commentary, what can you discern from elements of the setting, objects, spatial positioning, etc. that gesture to general and specific themes and concerns of the novel? Does the opening set up the novel as a recognisable form of sf?

2. Chapter 2 (“The Solarists”) Skim the opening of the chapter. What genre are we in here? 

3. Kelvin. Is he paranoid? (15, 26, 29, 34, 139); “Mad”? (49-53 [end of “Sartorius”], 159) Is it all a dream/hallucination? 9-11, 159, What kind of ‘scientist’ is he? How do we read the “visitors”, for example? Are they scientifically ‘real’ or ‘dreams’? (See conversation between Kelvin and Snow on p. 37; the explanation for Berton’s breakdown, p. 42; the ‘scientific’ explanation for the “phi-creatures” 104-109) Is this not principally a story of psychic repression? See p. 74

4. To what extent is ‘science’ and ‘scientific practice’ critical to the novel’s main themes – and formal style? Is ‘science’ attacked/parodied in the novel? Is it failed / irrelevant as a human practice? It is seen as unhelpful, 19, 23, for example. See also for example ‘The Thinkers’ chapter. (pps. 172-183; the edge of satire on the theorising 125; ‘working through’ K’s trauma on p. 152-153.

5. Many critics have identified Snow’s speech on humanity and its mirrors to reveal the fulcrum of the novel’s concerns. Read it over again – what is he arguing and do you agree?  (Chapter ‘The Little Apoccrypha’: pps. 74-76: “’And you call yourself a psychologist, Kelvin! …Snow, you can’t believe anything so absurd!’”; See also p. 164; 166; 176)

6. Is the novel as (or more) interested in the ‘weird/monstrous/supra-natural’? There are ghosts and phantoms /revenants and doubles/haunting footsteps, violent screams and echoes throughout. Why don’t we, for example, find out what is behind Sartorius’s door? (43; 46) There are general elements of ‘The Weird’ throughout. (“terrifying and incomprehensible” 62; 

7. Is The Ocean a ‘character’? In what sense is it ‘Alien’? Provide an example. 18; 20-21; 24; 77; 179  

How do we interpret the “monstrous/beautiful” mimoids? As metaphors? “Scientific phenomena?: 85; Berton’s log: 88-89; 116-120; 122; 124-5; 127)

8. Rheya – what is her role in the novel? Is she a ‘character’? Her first appearance – 54-55. An ‘alien’ (162)? A ‘superhuman force’ (66-67)? A ‘zombie’ 147; A ‘monster’? What is the symbolism of her dress? 65; 97. 

9. How do you interpret the end 212-14? Is this principally a novel of ‘contact’ 21; 40; 129; 152; 178? 

10. “The preconceptions of Earth offer no assistance in unravelling the mysteries of Solaris.” 129

Is the principal ‘explanation’ Kelvin’s retrospective conjecture on p.186? Is it, in the end a “mystery”, with all the baggage that implies? 


Similarly, Tarkovsky uses Solaris first-contact narrative to explore questions about memory, guilt, and remorse. Rather than develop an overt first-contact story as seen in many Hollywood films from The Day the Earth Stood Still (Wise 1951) to Star Trek: First Contact (Frakes 1996), which present the first encounter between humans and aliens as either a direct meeting or an alien invasion, Solaris first contact is metaphysical. Following experiments upon the oceans of Solaris, the crew of the station are haunted by corporeal visitations of people from their past. The scientists speculate that the (Neale 1981: 13). In Solaris, this is manifested in the muted and introspective Kelvin. His initial reaction to the impossible sight of his dead wife is one of fear and revulsion, conveyed not through histrionics but rather his decision to eject her into space. However, when she reappears the next day he becomes increasingly preoccupied by her, but does not question how and why she can be there. Through her, he explores his own remorse for his role in the demise of their relationship and her subsequent suicide. Furthermore, as she becomes aware that she is not the real Hari, the film also focuses upon questions of humanity and the nature of being. If she is not Hari, then who is she? As with most arthouse sf, Solaris does not provide any clear answers to the many questions it poses, but instead uses the genre as a means of exploring these existential themes. Stacey Abbott, “Arthouse SF Film”, in Bould et al, Routledge Companion. 
Solaris (1961) mercilessly ridicules the anthropocentric presumption of scientific attitudes, evident in most sf, that draw the universe in the image of humanity. Any “attempt to understand the motivation” of the sentient ocean covering the eponymous alien world “is blocked by the most abstract achievements of science, the most advanced theories and victories of mathematics” (Lem, 2003: 178). If one attempts to transpose the alien “into any human language, the values and meanings involved lose all substance; they cannot be brought intact through the barrier” (Lem 2003: 180). Tarkovsky’s 1972 film adaptation culminates in a remarkably bleak visual reiteration of the idea that “We are only seeking Man . . . . We don’t know what to do with other worlds” (Lem 2003: 75). Solaris’s ocean appears to attempt communication. Other nonhumans do not, either not noticing  our existence of preferring just to kill us (eg  JH Rosny aine’s “The Xipehuz (1887); HG Wells’s The War of the Worlds (1898); Alun Llewellyn’s The Strange Invaders (1934); John W. Campbell Jr’s The Genocides (1965); Boris and Arkady Strugatsky’s Roadside Picnic (1972); Alien (Scott 1979); Cloverfield (Reeves 2008).  Mark Bould, “Language and Linguistics”, in Bould et al, The Routledge Companion..
SF has always had room for natural phenomena whose dominion over civilization teaches us a lesson […] But more and more of contemporary sf is devoted to object-worlds that do not yield. Solaris is, once again, exemplary. The planet frustrates its explorers because it does not yield anything useful to them — no minerals, no nourishment, no answers to astrophysical puzzles. When it does seem to produce something in response to technoscientific assault (that is, the Phi creatures), these simulacra are the quintessential antire- sources, the very images of shame and repression that the Solaris scientists have removed from their psychic circulation of goods. Though Lem took conscious care to avoid marking the planet in gender terms, its association with female qualities is incontestable. In a similar vein is the Zone in the Strugatskys’s Roadside Picnic (1972), the weirdly blasted space left by what can only be inferred to have been a landing by alien spacecraft. The Zone is a rationalized enchanted circle, filled with miraculous objects that professional smugglers, or “stalkers,” bring out into the world, selling them to nations and criminal gangs […] The harvesting of these alien artifacts brings inexhaustible energies into the world. But all the new technologies derived from them lead to increased alien-ation and violence. The Strugatskys, like Lem, endow the Zone with feminine dimensions, primarily in its effects, such as the horrifically destructive “witch’s jelly,” and its mysterious transformation of the protagonist’s young daughter. 
As technology saturates the resource, it becomes animate, and differences elide…  
“The Wife at Home” - The function of the Wife at Home to secure the stability of domestic relations evaporates. Indeed, practically any form of stable bourgeois family relationship lasting from the origin of the adventure to its conclusion is extremely rare in sf, reflecting the real-world mobility veritably forced on human communities by technoscientific modernization. The exceptions tend to be found in sf that critiques the genre for exactly this reason. The protagonist Kris Kelvin of Lem’s Solaris is “visited” on Solaris Station by a simulacrum of his dead wife. At first she is merely an embodiment of his bundled memories; gradually, however, she gains autonomy, self-awareness, dignity, and even some power to resist both the planet and Kelvin himself. After she has herself altruistically annihilated to free Kelvin from his obsession with her, Kelvin resolves at first to return to Earth as a failed romantic. Following a last-minute ambiguous encounter with the planet’s fluid surface, however, he changes his mind, perhaps hoping for a new manifestation of his memories. Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, The Seven Beauties of Science Fiction
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