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~"Questions are my enemies. For my questions explode! Answers leap up 
like a frightened flock, blackening the sky of my inescapable memories. 

Not one answer, not one suffices." 
- excerpt from the speech by Hadi Benotto in God Emperor of Dune 
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A general question to begin: what's your view of the purpose of science 
fiction? 

- Well, to entertain. To ask the questions that aren't being asked any
where else. I think it has a scientific function in asking the hard 
questions. We'll ask those questions that aren't being asked elsewhere. 
They're fair game for us. What if ecology breaks down? What if this kind 
of a society develops? Or what if we get a particularly obtrusive police 
state - the Nineteen Eighty-Four thing? None of these stories, I believe, 
pl'events those evolutionary or devolutionary processes, but they sure as 
hell alert us to what's happening. Whole terms have come into the language 
now - Big Brother, and so on. 

~ 

It was your use of the word "ecology" in novels as different as Dune and 
The Dragon in the Sea that made me look up its full meaning as that: 
"Branch of biology dealing with living organisms 1 habits, modes of life, 
and relations to their surroundings." 

- Have you ever thought of this room as a natural setting? 

You made me do so when Captain Sparrow talked about the inside of the 
Fenian Ram as an "enveloped world with its own special ecology", and Leto II 
referred to his future dynasty as "an ecosystem in miniature". I'd never 
thought about it like that before. I hadn't realized that people interacting 
in any closed environment 

- Not just closed environment; in any environment! We live in a techno
logical world and there's a feedback system going on. We are inventing 
things, making things, and they are having an influence on us and our 
societies. You can break it down. We have political ecology, social 
ecology, religious ecology, you just go right on. The systems have their 
interacting feedbacks. 

You have a recurring theme of survival, of humanity being tested and put 
under stress and forced to confront what is basic to it, forced even to 
consider the fact that it's in a crisis situation all the time - a fact 
so often overlooked. 

- Yes, well we really are, all the time. Maybe not under as much stress 
sometimes as at other times, but all the time. I can give you a few 
instances. I don't know whether it's the same in Australia as in the U.S. 
- I suspect it is - but when you get into your automobile in the U.S. and 
start driving, your blood pressure goes up dramatically. Detroit spent 
quite a bit of money discovering that if you got in your car, turned on 
the ignition to start the motor, and eight seconds later the motor's not 
running, your blood pressure goes right up. You have eight seconds. Now 
I'm sure that's a conditioned reaction; the technological toy has conditioned 
us. Because I know damn well that if my grandfather didn't get the harness 
on the horse in eight seconds, his blood pressure didn't go up. Maybe if 
he didn't have the horse harnessed in five minutes and the horse was spirited 
and skittish, his blood pressure probably went up then. But it's a different 
feedback system. 

In Children of Dune, Leto II refers to the various mystiques behind any 
civilization which act as barriers against change: "the religious mystique, 
the hero-leader mystique, the messiah mystique, the mystique of science/ 
technology, and the mystique of nature itself". These things are seen as 
ba2'riers, while a lot of cultures would actively support the idea that they 
are a part and parcel of a normal healthy growth. Do you see these things 
as limitations? 

- No. I see that some societies look at them as limitations, especially 
Western cultures. Another thing happens, too. If you think you know, it 
tends to prevent you from asking questions. And the mystique of thinking 
you know, of course, is all bound up in other things - the guilt of 
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ignorance, "I don't want to look stupid" (laughter) .... 

You make a great case for survival all the time. You come across as 
a true optimist. 

- Oh, yes. I would like to believe that there will be human beings 
millions of years from now, enjoying life the way we enjoy it or to 
the extent that they're capable of enjoying it then. Alive and 
enjoying it, you see. 

Given this optimism, does the present political situation hold any 
fears or terrors for you at all? 

- Of course. The speech this afternoon about the arms race - that 
situation worries me. I think that the speaker did not bring in all 
the peripheral factors that he should be bringing in. He has limited 
it. He made a very narrow approach to the atomic threat - that 

~ 

particular aspect of an arms race and how it controls what's built. 
But he doesn't talk at all about the obvious stupidity of building 
enormous naval vessels at a time such as this. And the very fact that 
these are built cannot be passed over as the admirals' preparing to 
fight the next war on the basis of the last one, it really cannot be 
passed over that way. It really focuses your attention on the fact that 
the arms race is an economic thing. 

The building of battleships provides employment .... 

- That's right. And it provides jobs for admirals and captains and 
commanders, you see (laughter). 

It is interesting to note that The Encyclopaedia of Science Fiction, 
edited by Peter Nicholls, says there has been r~emarkably little 
critical analysis" of your work. Why do you think that might be? 

- I haven't any idea. 

Considering the very real impact your work has made on the genre, 
does it disappoint you that you haven't been discussed more? 

- Not at all. I kind of have a leaning towards keeping science fiction 
in the gutter where it belongs (laughter). It's an emotional leaning. 
I think we have a lot of fun with it, you see. In addition to having 
fun, I think I'm prodding the guy next to me and saying: "Hey, the 
king's naked~" (laughter). 

You feel the academic tendency in recent years tends to kill it? 

- The academic tendency is to analyse the life out of it. And analysing 
the fun out of it too: I want a report on Thursday ... (laughter). 

Your work is very well known, is generally accepted and cherished. 
People find that they can relate to your books very much. Your novel 
Dune makes a great first book for novice readers of science fiction. 
And yet, especially considering the nature of the academic trend, 
there has been this lack of critical attention from even those who 
normally are first to play the game of analysis. 

- Oh, yeah. will McNelly has done it. But Will is a heretic anyway 
(laughter). The fact that it doesn't happen doesn't bother me, really 
doesn't bother me. There are some among my contemporaries who are 
bothered by that in their own work and are also bothered by the 
failure of the establishment literati to give them the status they 
feel they deserve. I think this was Kurt Vonnegut's problem. I know 
damn well it was Bob Silverberg's problem because he said so. My own 
approach to this is that it's a waste of energy to bother with that. 
Do your thing. And as long as you are enjoying it, do it~ 
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Going on f~om that) you're obvious~y writing the books you enjoy. When 
you actua~~y sit down to write) do you write a book more for yourse~f than 
for the audience) o~ do you write for a particu~ar group of readers? 

- I have a kind of amorphous sense of an audience out there and I really 
care about that audience, I really do. I want them to be entertained. I 
want to give them the frosting on the cake. I want all these good 
experiences to come out in it. I sort of see myself as the jong~eur who 
comes into the castle to sing for his supper, telling about the other 
castle down the highway. And, my God, people pay me for it. What a 
marvellous thing! 

How do you fee~ about doing humorous materia~? Whipping Star was an 
immense~y enjoyab~e book at the humorous ~eve~. 

- I had a lot of fun doing that. If I can get it in, I do it. But 
you've got to be careful with humour because it can become too ham-handed 
and it will destroy that sense of involvement in the story. And that's 
really a primary concern. You want the people to be entertained, to be 
involved in the story. You want them in the page just as a good movie 
maker wants people in that screen. 

v~ich books wou~ you be most satisfied with? Your persona~ favourites? 

- I'm delighted with some books which are sixth ball in the side pocket 
type of things. One of them is Sou~ Catcher. Another one is The 
Santaroga Barrier. I wanted to do a particular kind of book there. I 
was infatuated with the idea of the utopia-dystopia dichotomy. One man's 
utopia is another's dystopia, you see. And I'd set out to write a book 
that would split the readership just about in half. About half of them 
would think I was writing about a utopia; and about half would think I 
was writing about dystopia. And it was the Lady or the Tiger. I was 
really doing it deliberately, sort of snickering to myself as I did it. 
But I really designed that book to do that, and just about half of my 
fan mail says: "Oh boy, I'd love to live there", and about half of it 
says: "Good God, what an a\"ful place~" Fine. That's exactly what I 
set out to do, you see. It's very satisfying to design a book that way, 
to really set out to do that kind of story then have it do that. 

Do you ever find that you ~ose contro~ and that the nove~ writes itse~f? 

- Oh, all the novels write themselves to some degree. That's 
marvellous, when the characters take over. But the design, the outline, 
the pattern of the book, to do a particular thing, that's something 
else. 

Al'e there books of yours you'd actua~ly like to go back and rewrite? 

- Some of them are not as well written as others. But it's like 
yesterday's news. You feel you've grown beyond that and you know 
you'd be able to do a better job now. But there are so many new 
ideas coming on that you'd like to deal with, that the ones behind 
you stand on their own. I give any book I'm working on one hundred 
per cent. I'm in that world when I'm writing it, and I would hope 
that the one hundred per cent would change as the years go on, that 
you have more of a one hundred per cent to give the next time. 

How did this one hundred per cent apply with the collaboration you did 
with Bill Ransom on The Jesus Incident? 

- An eerie experience~ The way that happened was that Bill came to 
me and he wanted me to do a sequel to Destination: Void. He had 
ideas about it. He said: You could do this and you could do that and 
you could do this other thing. And I was very heavily pressed with 
deadlines at the moment and I didn't have time to do it. I was talking 
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to Bill about it - he's a very close friend - and I suddenly said: "Hey, 
would you like to collaborate with me on doing a sequel?". And Bill said: 
"God, I don't know. I don't know if we could Iyork together". And I said: 
"I don't knO\y either. But we could try it". So we kind of outlined a 
story, and that was fun, and before we knew it we were working together. 
It worked well. And I got in touch with my agent and talked to New York. 
They were a little queasy about it, about Bill Ransom. And there were 
other considerations. I insisted that there be equal play on the names 
and that the contract be an equal split, because you don't write a 
collaboration and have one person be a second-class citizen. So we finally 
got our contract and everything was fine, and we started writing the story. 
We were leap-frogging. Bill would do one chapter and I'd do the other. I 
did the first chapter and Bill did the second, and so on. Then we came 
back and re-wrote each other to add uniformity of style, and even Bev 
has trouble really seeing which passages I wrote and which passages Bill 
wrote. 

Bev: Yes, I can't tell. 

- But the spooky thing was that we began getting into each other's heads. 
In one instance, each of us introduced a character in succeeding chapters. 
Bill had the first chapter with this character in it and I had the second 
one. We named this character, gave her the same name, and these two 
chapters just dovetailed. That character just went right on, and we had 
no previous collaboration, no consultation on naming the character or the 
sequence. Bill just came on a situation where we needed another character 
and he put that other character in, named her, and I used the same name 
and had that character in the next chapter. We came back at the end of 
the week onour regular Friday consultation and looked at that and both 
of us got spooked (laughter). And it happened not just once but several 
times. There were other coincidences that happened this way all through 
the book. It was as though we were on some kind of a wavelength. Bev 
kept commenting on it. 

Bev: It was eerie, yes. 

- It was really eerie! We finished the book, mailed it off to New York, 
everybody's happy, and then Bill and I each broke a little finger (laughter). 
It was spooky. We're going to do another one this winter, a sequel to 
The Jesus Incident. This one we'll do a little bit differently because 
I've got another book to finish when I get back and I won't get at what 
Bill has done until this winter. We plotted the story together, but Bill 
is taking off on his own and doing any number of things according to the 
outline and the plot that we developed. He's not completing the book and 
he won't have it all fleshed out. But he'll have some sketchy outlines 
and some sample chapters, and I'll get it probably in November sometime 
and do my bit. 

Your ideas and his must dovetail, too. 

- We work well together. We enjoy the same things. In fact, Bev 
complains and says: "You're always laughing up there and I want to 
know what you're laughing about!" 

The new book you're currently working on: does it have a title yet? 

- No. And you've probably heard that I don't talk about work in progress, 
mainly because you use the same energies to talk about the work that you 
use to write it, and you want to save that energy for the paper. That's 
really good advice. If there are any would-be writers around, tell them 
this, because I've seen more and more writers who go tell their best 
friend the story and you never see the story. And that's a waste. 

It's like what Ray Bradbury said in an introduction to a short story 
collection by Henry Kuttner. He said that back in the 'forties Henry 
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Kuttner toUi him to shut up because he was taZking about story ideas. 
Bradbury said it was the best advice he'd ever had and he foZZowed it. 

- It's the best advice I ever had. I got it from a professional. He 
told me: "Don't talk your damn story, write it!". And, boy, I suddenly 
realized the guy was right. You're talking 'em and you're not writing 
'em. Save it for the page. 

Does it ever worry you that you're aZways thought of as Frank Herbert, 
author of Dune, and that seems to ruZe out aZZ the other works you've 
ever written? 

- No. A book has to stand on its own. Various people have various 
favourites. I get people coming up to me and saying: "Are you going" 
to write any more of the Jorj X. McKie stories? Or any more Indian 
stories?" I get people asking if I'm going to write any more in the 
Dune series. I even have people asking me if I'm going to write any 

~ more of the Green Brain type of book. In fact, I don't know of any 
particular book I've written where I haven't had somebody come up and 
say: "That one \,/as my favourite~" Fine. You can't be all things to 
all people. But you can try. 

It's just the pubZicity the pubZishers aZways use - Frank Herbert, author 
of Dune, as though you hadn't actuaZZy written anything eZse. 

- I know. And, of course, you get people coming up to you and saying: 
"I've read your book" (laughter). 

How much of Dune was preconceived? 

- The Dune trilogy was one book in my head. Parts of the second two were 
written before I'd really finished Dune itself. I'm not absolutely sure, 
but I know that the last chapter of Dune was not re-written. But it's 
ancient history in my head now and I'd have to think hard about it and 
go back and reconstruct it. 

If the triZogy was pZanned from the outset as I~ne book", what Zed to the 
most recent noveZ, God Emperor of Dune? 

- Well, that's because Leta II would not get out of my head (laughter). 
I had to do that book. It was just forced on me. One day I started 
making notes about him and I realized I was cooked at that point. I 
had to do it. 

It is inevitabZe that we find ourseZves taZking about that one particuZar 
series and Dune especiaZZy. Are you often asked about the issues you 
deaZ with in your other works? 

- Not as much as I've been asked about Dune. 

vnmt one book have you done since Dune that has given you personaZ 
satisfaction and excitement, covering areas not deaZt with in the Dune 
cycZe? 

- I think SouZ Catcher is a book that does precisely what I set out to do. 
It fits all the criteria that I had set myself. 

~ 

CouZd you give us that wonderfuZ story about the two Soul Catchers and the 
experience you had with 0ax FrankZin? 

- Well, I wrote a book called SouZ Catcher. It had the same title. It 
was about the North West Coast Indians and had similar characterization, 
but it wasn't the same story at all. Part of the blockage was pride. I 
knew I was the definitive expert on these particular Indians because of 
the way I had been raised with them. And I had written this book - it was 
completed - and I had this experience at the University of Washington 
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"Plunge" where I was on the staff. This week I had to have the "Plunge" 
done to me, so that I had the same experience the students did. We 
bid for these little - they weren't puzzles - they were little block 
sets that you built toy houses out of. Like Lincoln Logs or erector sets, 
but they were all wood. One of them constructed an ~partment house, one 
constructed a two-flat building, another one was a split-level suburban, 
and another one was a farm house. So they had all of these things there 
and we were supposed to bid on which ones we wanted and were supposed to 
put them together as a team, five or six people on a team, but not 
speaking. And it was billed to us as a psychological experiment, and in 
fact there was a person from the university psychology department to 
oversee each assembly effort, to make sure we didn't talk, that we did 
it only with gestures and so on. And we were told that if we built it 
correctly, we'd get our money back, which wasn't much - two or three 
dollars at the most for the most expensive one. And they stopped us short 
of the hour. We were supposed to have an hour to do it and they gave us 
fifty minutes. They then condemned everyone; we got none of our money 
back. So we went into the common room, feeling kind of put upon, and 
Max Franklin then told us that the staff had taken all the money and gone 
out and bought beer and candy with it and pissed it all off (laughter). 
God, were we mad~ It was a trick pulled on us, you see. Then Max Franklin 
said: "You're angry now." She said: "This just happened to you once. 
It happens to Indians every day of their lives". And all I could think 
about at that instant was" "Ohmigod~ That awful book! That hideous, 
terrible book~" And I went home that night and I burned every bit of it 
in the fireplace, every scrap of it was gone. I didn't want anybody ever 
to see that terrible book. Then I sat down and re-did the whole thing in 
three months. And it just seemed to write itself. It just came out. 

You had a certain anger about the Indian predicament behind you when you 
wrote Soul Catcher? 

- The first one, yes. There wasn't so much an anger as a sense that I 
understood the predicament. And when I wrote the second one it wasn't 
anger either, but I know I understood it then. I appear to have been 
extremely successful with the Indian culture. In fact I've had really 
interesting feedback. An American Indian leader, a very famous name 
(you'd recognize it, I'm not at liberty to use it), at a tribal conference 
in South Dakota, got up and slammed a copy of Soul Catcher down on the 
table and said: "~1Y does it have to be left to a white science fiction 
author to tell what it feels like to be an Indian?". He was trying to 
whip them up into realizing the fact that they should be writing of their 
own experiences. And it's true! They should be. 

That's quite a compliment, isn't it? 

- I felt it was a compliment. Anyway, that's how it happened and the 
book came out of me and it did what I wanted it to do. 

Briefly, could you give us a run-down on the theme of Soul Catcher? 

- It is the collision between two mythologies - the North West Coast 
American Indian and the Greek mythology of Western culture - the Greek
dominated mythology, I should say, because it isn't totally Greek. It's 
my understanding of this particular Indian culture and, of course, my .' 
analysis of the Greek-dominated Western culture. 

Going on from that idea of the American Indians feeling themselves to 
be outcasts from the mainstream of North American culture, do you as a 
science fiction writer feel in some way outcast from the normal mass of 
humanity? 

- No, I don't feel an outcast. But I feel like a very particular kind 
of observer. wbile you're in a story, you're out there "x" thousands of 
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years away from today. Okay, you finish the story. Now you come back to 
what? Primitive times, aren't they? (Laughter.) 

And yet you're writing about things that are really no different from today. 

- Yeah. 

The trappings, the furnishings are all advanced, but with things like the 
Butlerian Jihad in the Dune cycle, you've found a way to limit the setting 
from being too progressive, too outlandish. 

- I did it deliberately. I postulated these fixtures of the story which 
would frame it for my purposes. 

As an illustration of how things don't change all that much, you confirmed 
in one interview that when you were writing Dune, you had in your mind 
images of O.P.E.C. as C.H.O.A.M., the present world oil situation, and so 
on. 

- I was making analogues, you see. Water was money. We don't teach 
economics in our society, have you noticed that? We don't teach how the 
economic system works. Even in the best schools of economics there is a 
kind of a high level abstraction ladder of remoteness. You're way up that 
abstraction ladder and not down there dealing with the nitty-gritty of it. 
How many of us, for example, realize that if you borrow money from a bank, 
it's the same as printing that much new money? Most people don't know it. 
Most people don't even think of the pressure on inflation created by 
plastic money, by credit cards. 

It would be interesting to see what would happen if all the dues owed by 
the countries of the world to other countries were called in - to see who 
would end up with all the money. 

- I had a taxi-driver in London one day and I just absolutely freaked him 
out. We were stopped at a stop sign and two big limousines rolled by full 
of Arabs. And this taxi-driver s'aid, very bitterly: "They're buying up all 
of England!". And I said: "(fuy do you mind? They're just bringing in 
wealth, making jobs, and if they get too uppity you can expropriate them." 
(laughter). And he turned around and said: "I never thought of that!". 

Science fiction keeps on exploring these often dangerous and provocative 
areas, stepping on toes .... 

- Oh, yes. For example, look at the degenerative force created upon the 
Spanish civilization by all the gold they found in the New World - a 
particular kind of economic pressure! It says something about capital and 
how capital can be used. I happen to be a capitalist, but for a very 
peculiar reason. I believe that capitalism tends to break down of its own 
excesses, and we're forced to make adjustments at that time. The so-called 
'~anaged" societies bury their mistakes because the managerial bureaucracy 
is dedicated to preserving its power. And so they keep perpetuating those 
mistakes to the point sometimes where you can't do anything. You're lost 
in a morass of one mistake piled upon another. 

J~ ~~ ~rg8ting example of this self-perpetuating system is the American 
o	 DruG ~~(crity. It is now such a large employment force that in order 

for i tc e~~2t, it has to have corrupt agents bringing the drugs into 
the countrb :or the agency to chase up. 

- Oh, indeed! Do you know what happened to the three and a half million 
dollars worth of heroin that was taken in the French Connection? It 
disappeared from the New York City Police Property Room! I've been asked 
several times what would I do to solve the drug problem. Well, in the 
first place, I wouldn't try to solve the drug problem. But I would try 
to reduce the impact of it upon our society. And that could be done quite 
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simply: take the profit out of it! Turn it over to the public health 
service if you must, but take the profit out of it. Make it available! 
Cheap! Get the government into this business and you can get your fix 
for fifty cents. It's been discovered quite conclusively in the U.S. 
that more than three-fourths of the new addicts are created by the system 
- addicts building a market to support their own habits. And less than 
a quarter of them are what you might call "joy riders". But the damnedest 
lies are told about it, and, of course, there is enough profit in it right 
now that you can buy the sacrosanct briefcase of an incoming ambassador 
if you want. And I will submit to you that the ambassadorial and consular 
force of a certain Asian country was one of the main suppliers of heroin 
in the United States for a long while. It may still be. That's the way 
they've supported their operations in the U.S.. You can buy an Air Force 
general; you can buy long strings of border guards; you can buy the key 
police of a major city in the U.S., say, New york .... 

50 the economic strength of the system is now beginning to overwheZm and 
abs02'b those agencies designed to protect that system? 

- Yeah. 

At what point do you think it will reach the level of being a part of the 
governmental system of that particular country? 

- I think it already is. I think that they own Senators and Congressmen 
right now. 

And consequently the science fiction writer can assume a provocative stance 
and make comment behind his analogues, which leads us back to Dune for a 
moment and an analogy question about Salusa 5ecundus and the planet Dosadi. 
The conditions set up on Dosadi seem particularly close to the military 
society cum police state that 5alusa 5ecundus must have been. Was that 
deliberate? 

- I used the same motivational technique in both. 

The Dosadi Experiment is a deeper, far more concentrated work in that 
respect than Dune, but there's quite a time period separating these two 
books, isn't there? 

- I'd have to think .... 

Bev: Ten or fifteen years. 

It was funny to watch that business session this morning where they were 
talking about the sites for the national conventions for the next two 
years. Now if that had been a Gowachin situation ... (laughter) ... 
those putting forward the various points could have been killed for their 
sophistries and protocols ... (laughter). 

- Let me give a real capper. I was at the A.A.A.S. in Washington D.C., 
and a government attorney recognized me in the elevator at the Sheraton 
and informed me that the American Bar Association had appointed a 
three-man committee to examine the Gowachin law system and make a 
comparison to see if .,. now get this ... to see if an alien legal 
system could give us any insights into our own legal system (laughter). 

What sort of compliment is that? 

- I don't know! (Laughter.) But it broke me up. Because what I did, 
you see, was invert our own! 

And in this case, it's not an alien legal system. You created it. 

- That's right. I inverted the existing Western legal system. 

Bev: Or the man was talking to an alien. One or the other! (Laughter) 
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Do you read much fiction? 

- No, I don't have time, really. I'm mostly reading non-fiction. 

fmat about movies? Do you have any particular movies or directors you 
admire? 

- Oh, yes. I think Walkabout, Nick Roeg's movie made here in Australia, 
is one of the most flawless films that you could possibly imagine. It's 
beautifully visualized; true pictorial beauty. It's most marvellously 
cut so that you get this strange lifting rhythm in it and then a 
depression, and then this lifting rhythm and the depression. And you 
know what's going to happen, you're well aware, and yet there is nobody 
in there telling you. But I won't give it away. You should see it. 
It's a jewel. But I haven't seen too many movies lately. 

Have you seen the recent science fiction movies? Like Star Wars? 

- Oh, I saw Star Wars, yes. I saw the rip-offs of Gordy Dickson, Larry 
Niven, Jerry Pournelle, myself, everybody (laughter). This is Hollywood, 
you know. They practise rip-off down there. They lack imagination 
themselves so they dip into the imagination of others and they like to 
do it where they don't have to pay for it. 

George Lucas claims that he's using some of the best-known images from 
science fiction as his tribute to them. 

- It was a comic book for the screen. And there's a comparison to be 
made here, between what happened in science fiction in the early days 
of the pulps, creating the cliches of today's science fiction; preparing 
an audience so that you don't have to explain a lot of things. 

Could you	 tell us about Dune as a film? 

- The film: We have a director - David Lynch - the man who did 
Eraserhead and The Elephant Man. I am absolutely delighted with the 
choice. I don't know of a director who would be more pleasing to me. 
He's the very kind of a man that is needed to do this job. In addition, 
he's a fan. And he wants to do Dune? 

He came to the project because he wanted to do it? Not because some 
Hollywood producer said: '~et David Lynch, he's free right now"? 

- It worked both ways. It was one of those marvellous meetings. 

~~t about your own position regarding the film? 

- I am in the contract as technical adviser. Now, your guess as to what 
that means is probably as good as mine (laughter). But I do have input. 
They listen to me. And they listen with attention. I listen to them 
with respect and they listen to me with respect, which is a nice way to 
approach this. And I understand the difficulties of translating the 
written word - the page - to the screen. \{hen you stop and think about 
it, the cheapest set-building in the world is in your imagination. They 
have to be able to build a real thing that will look real up there on 

~	 
the screen. You'll look at it and you'll say: Yes! That's Arrakis! 
That's Dune! That's a worm, that's an ornithopter, you follow what I 
mean? We can take these flights of fancy in our imagination. I had 
the question the other day: Do you think we could have an ornithopter? 
Well, I know technically that the only things really preventing our 
having an ornithopter are the right kind of power source and a light, 
extremely strong material. If we get those two things, we're going to 
have an ornithopter. And there are advantages in having an ornithopter. 
The Harrier, for example, is a perfect example of what I mean, if you 
know the aircraft I'm referring to. So I don't speak from ignorance. 
I am a pilot, so I know the advantages of having such a craft and I know 
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what's keeping us from having it. And this is marvellous. I just 
said: "Well, we invented a material that will do this and we have the 
power source, and here it is!" (laughter). And we may be closer than 
you think because if we get into space with self-sustaining colonies, it 
is possible to make alloys in space that are impossible to make on Earth. 
I won't go into the technical details, take my word for it. If you want 
to look into it, the reports are there from NASA, from the L5 Society, on 
the advantages of doing this and what is available to us if we start 
smelting processes in space. So we may be very close to some extremely 
new, very exciting materials. 

~~at about the design factor of the film? You obviously have a conception 
and that conception will not be what you see on the screen - in garments, 
in mannerisms, the whole thing. Do you have any quality control on that 
at all? 

- Yes. They want me to look at the artwork. 

Speaking of artwork, what about John Schoenherr's renderings for your 
Dune stories over the years? 

- My favourite! Right now I'm trying to get him involved in the project. 
I don't know if I'll be successful. I don't know if John's time and 
their time and everything else will come together. But I am making an 
effort to do this. 

He catches your mental images of Dune, the sandworms, Arrakeen, the 
characters ... ? 

- Oh, boy! Everything. It's eerie. I mean, it's eerie! It's as though 
he got into my head. It's neck-hair-raising, he's so much in there. 

Wasn't Chris Foss one of the early consultants for the movie? 

- He was, with Alejandro Jodorowsky. 

And H.R. Giger too, wasn't he? 

- Yeah. Giger was there. They hired him off Heavy Metal. 

Do you worry that when they actually produce the film, it will look 
totally different from your conception? 

- I have some worries about that. But at this point they're minor, 
because there really is an effort to meet that general norm. I'm 
sure that in your head there's a slightly different view than mine, as 
I'm sure there would be if we went around this room. But there is a 
norm in there somewhere and there really is a desire on the part of 
the production team to meet that norm, for economic reasons if for 
no others. If people believe they've seen Dune, they're going to 
spread the word. But beyond that, let me reassert that I don't doubt 
at all that David Lynch really wants to do this. And he's a fan. 

There's the director's personal involvement in his creation as opposed 
to his role as a person visualizing your creation. You see no conflict 
between your conception of Dune and David Lynch's? e 

- I don't see any conflict yet. There are areas where I wouldn't 
argue with him. I wouldn't argue, for example, with my German translator. 
Do you see what I'm saying? I don't speak German. I might argue with 
my Spanish translator, but not with my French translator, certainly 
(laughter). The point is that they're translating, and a lot of people 
don't recognize that. 

To take up this point of translations, how much of your work has actually 
been translated? And into how many languages? 
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Twelve languages. Right now I think almost all of my work has been 
translated, including the short story collections. 

Do you know if any of it sells behind the I~on Cu~tain? 

Bev: There's a version of Dune in Serbo-Croat. 

- I don't think I could list them all, but they're in German, Japanese, 
Italian, French, Spanish, Israeli, Serbo-Croat, Swedish ... English 
(laughter) ... where you had "lift" instead of "elevator" (laughter). 

About Jack Vance, Poul Ande~son, and yo~self. You're all worldbuilders, 
all responsible for creating alien cult~es and whole planetary 
societies, and you're also good friends. The name "Noah Arkwright" 
crops up in God Emperor of Dune as the author of a text referred to in 
passing. I believe this is a name that the three of you actually intended 

~ 
to use when you collaborated on a novel. 

- No, it wasn't a novel. It was a novella .... 

When you were building the famous houseboat. Could you tell us about 
that? 

- Well, Jack, Poul Anderson, and I went together to build a houseboat on 
San Francisco Bay. And while we were there, pounding nails and cutting 
wood and what-not, we decided we would plot a story. And we were going to 
write it together because we thought it would be fun to support our 
houseboat habit (laughter) with a story we wrote while we were doing the 
building. Then Poul got interested in something else, Jack likewise, and 
they shoved it off onto me and said: "Go do it!". So I did and it's 
called "The Primitives". The essence of it is that the actual Stone Age 
artisans were women. They were the ones who shaped the spearheads and 
the axeheads and made the artefacts because they were home around the 
camp-fire while the men were out hunting. The problem of the story is 
that they have what is called the Mars Diamond, the biggest diamond in 
all of history. Only it's the most complex diamond ever discovered as 
far as cutting it is concerned. They're afraid to cut it. And finally 
it's stolen and the thieves have a captive - a man whose family has a 
time-machine. So they get this idea of going back in time and getting 
a primitive who really feels the stone and can cut it. She is brought 
forward in time to do this and is left alone to do it. And she makes a 
spearhead out of it (laughter). Perfectly logical. 

And the name 'Noah Arkwright'? 

- Then I saved 'Noah Arkwright', you see (laughter). And Holjance 
Vchnbrook (laughter). And Pander Oulson! Don't forget Pander Oulson! 
(laughter) . 

And, of course, Jack Vance came back at you in the Demon ~inces books 
where he quotes the mythological F~erb Hankbert! And A.N. der Poulson! 
You in tvYn have a Holjance appearing as a character in The Dosadi 
Experiment and now this Noah Arkwright. !V71at about Jack Vance's novel 
To Live Forever? You and Jack actually did co-plot that together? 

~ - Oh, yes. We plotted it together in Mexico. 

And really did toss a coin to see who would write it? 

- Oh yes, we really did toss a coin. 

There followed further rem~n~scences then about that time in Mexico when 
the P.erberts and the Vances lived togethe~ and set up their own little 
writing '~ommunity". Gradually, the conversation drifted back to the 

107 



subject of the proposed film, Dune, and having spoken of how he 
could imagine Orson Welles as Baron Vladimir Harkonnen, an 'unknown' 
young actor as Paul, and Sean Connery as Duke Leto Atreides, Frank 
Herbert made one comment which was of particular interest to 
Australians. He was most interested to learn that we had areas of 
desert on our own continent that would do Arrakis proud. ~~at with 
the language and liaison problems connected with using the North 
African locations currently being scouted, who knows what might 
happen? 

EDITORS' NOTE 

~An interview can be a living thing. Sometimes prepared "key" questions 
get overlooked because the flow of conversation goes somewhere else. 
Sometimes they are deliberately abandoned as it is realized that these 
questions have been fully answered elsewhere. 

Both situations prevailed in our talk with Frank Herbert. First of all, 
there were the oversights. Questions about his professional background, 
those non-fiction works that form the majority of his reading, and the 
various influences on his writing and thought, etc., did not get asked 
because other things occupied the time: things that possibly give us a 
fuller picture of the man's humanity. But other questions - about his 
particular philosophical stance and that provocative interdisciplinary 
"generalist" position expressed so persuasively and so dramatically in 
his books - were deliberately withheld. For in an important sense, Frank 
Herbert does answer the most fundamental questions about his position as 
writer through his handling of the themes of his books, through the 
thoughts and words of his characters, and through the use of prefatory 
notes to chapters. To seek a re-statement of these ideas in interview 
is not so much discourteous as to disregard what has been made abundantly 
available. When we are given that ancient Fremen saying in Dune Messiah 
that: "Truth suffers from too much analysis", we are reminded that, 
unlike some science fiction writers, Frank Herbert does amply express 
his key ideas, enacting them in novel form again and again. 

In re-directing the reader back to this writer's works, then, we can 
perhaps take one of these expressions - an excerpt from "The Mentat 
Handbook" in Children of Dune - as a most fitting description of Frank 
Herbert's approach as writer and observer: 

Above all else, the mentat must be a generalist, not a 
specialist. It is wise to have decisions of great moment 
monitored by generalists. Experts and specialists lead you 
quickly into chaos. They are a source of useless nit
picking, the ferocious quibble over a comma. The mentat
generalist, on the other hand, should bring to decision
making a healthy common sense. He must not cut himself 
off from the broad sweep of what is happening in his 
universe. He must remain capable of saying: "There's no 
real mystery about this at the moment. This is what we 
want now. It may prove wrong later, but we'll correct 
that when we come to it." The mentat-generalist must 
understand that anything which we can identify as our 
universe is merely part of larger phenomena. But the 
expert looks backward; 'he looks into the narrow standards 
of his own specialty. The generalist looks outward; he 
looks for living principles, knowing full well that such 
principles change, that they develop. It is to the 
characteristics of change itself that the mentat-generalist 
must look. There can be no permanent catalogue of such 
change, no handbook or manual. You must look at it with 
as few preconceptions as possible, asking yourself: "Now 
what is this thing doing?". 
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