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William Gibson earned literary immortality by coining the word cyberspace
(now entered in the Oxford English Dictionary) in his early short story

“Burning Chrome.” The true heart of Gibson’s fiction may lie less in buzzwords and more
in what a narrator confides in the same story: the street finds its own uses for things. This
aesthetic for repurposing and recycling art and technology in the margins of human ingenuity

suffuses all his work.
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His seminal sci-fi novel Neuromancer was a touchstone for those who were
about to grow up in an age of ubiquitous computation and who hadn't quite
worked out what that was going to mean culturally. Perhaps this was because
underneath the fiction, he is essentially most interested in the experience of what
it means to be human, and his unique prose made words like modem function-
ally poetic. In a twist both strange and comforting, he's since stopped writing
science fiction, setting his two latest novels, Spook Country and Pattern Rec-
ognition, in the present day. Despite this shift to the present, they remain subtly
prescient, are even funnier, and vividly reflect the anxieties and aspirations of
who we are now.
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Appropriately enough for this erg
| caught up with him via Twitter (@
GreatDismal), where | saw that he
was giving Giant Robot an anniver-
sary shout-out. A longtime fan of the
magazine, in between writing his new
novel, Zero History, and spending
time with his family, he let me catefi
up with him.

GR: Correct me if I’'m wrong, but
you grew up in the South inthe
’60s and, just after adolescence,
ended up traveling for years.
How did Asia place a footholdin
your imagination and becomea
recurring setting for your writ-
ing? Did you go there before you
began writing?

WG: I left southwest Virginia just
in time to spend the summer of 67
in Toronto. The closest I got to Asia
in that era was the European side
of the river in Istanbul. A couple
of years later, I just watched the
ferry but didn’t go. Asia got tome
when I was living in Vancouver
in the '70s and early '80s. My wife
taught ESL at UBC and had mostly
Japanese students. By the end

of their course, I could talk with
them a little and was fascinated by
where they seemed to have come
from. The bubble was happening
but North America hadn't really
noticed yet. When I started to writé
fiction, the idea that Japan wasa
place with an interesting future



struck people as odd, an almost
random choice, until the “OMG,
They’ll Buy the Whole Planet”
media stories hit a couple of years
later. I was only able to go to Japan

after Neuromancer became popular

in translation, so t}

nitely came first.

GR: Was there some convergence
between the imagined and the
real, given that as a traveler you
only access slivers of a place?
WG: I actually prefer the slivers.
For purposes of imagination, I've
always found that less is more.
First impressions, particularly.
Tokyo was certainly everything I'd
imagined-and, of course, more. On
a given day, offered an effortless

trip, I'd probably choose Tokyo.
I like to go back to cities and

eper. Judge the extent of change
th

since last visit. I'm not rea

adventurous a traveler; I think at
this point I may have my list of

favorites.

GR: Did you have to reconfigure
your depictions of Tokyo in later
writings to match your experience?
Does it still strike you as some kind
of test bed for the future?

WG: I had to go back for Pattern
Recognition because my Japan

had gotten so old. I don't actually
think of myself as that much of a
futurist, or anyway as that kind of a
futurist. I'm
futuristic” than in the future, and
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y're never the same thing at all. The futuristic is an
ression of an attitude. Tokyo is tremendously good
at that-which isn't to say that

anything like Tokyo.

the future is going to be

GR: You were seemingly the first person to utilize
the word otaku in English, or at least in literature,
way back in 1996. Do you recall how you came across
it and how the notion became something so fascinat-
ing that you’ve continued to write about it?

WG: I don’t remember where I first encountered it. I do
ough, that it must have been before the word
zed by one particularly horrible murder in
Japan, committed by a young man the Japanese press
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labeled an otaku. That made it into
magazine articles over here, and
was the first I'd seen of the concept

in popular media. But it was “otaku:

threat or menace” tabloid-y hyste-
ria in those stories, and I rememl
not buying that at all.

I must have encountered the
concept earlier-probably in some
essay on contemporary Japanese
culture. I read as many of those as
I could find at that point. I imagine
I immediately found it very reso-
nant. I suppose I'd become a sort
of proto-geek by my early teens,
and had more or less remained
one. We [in the West] didn’t have
a term for that galaxy of behaviors
and interests, but it was alreads
there. Later, I began to think of it
in terms of the demoeratization of
the curatorial impulse, which was

something I kept seeing in the late
20th century. I think it took the
web to fully get that going, and
today we take it quite for granted,
don't notice it, and forget that there
was a time when the most arcane

hyper-specialist information wasn't

as readily available, virtually any-
as running water,
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GR: In some ways, hasn’t modern
consumerism co-opted the idea
of otaku? Car manufacturers will
pre-customize your ride, and
special, limited editions are ubig-
uitous. Brand loyalty and fanati-
cism has become more important
than makmg things well...

post-industrial now,
ship to bohemias will necessarily
have changed
bohemias, in the traditional
are even possible now. I t

otaku cultures are one of th

iterations of bohemia-part of a sort
of mass unconsciousness of

industrial civilization.

Butlca cst.'-ar*rl things that aren’t
made well, and watching once-
great b.’ar.-c.'a turn themselves inta
ghost iterations of what they were
is creepy and depressing. It's really
difficult, for instance, to can‘rince
anyone much younger than I am
that Eddie Bauer was once really
cutting-edge good. But they were.
Nothing to do with nostalgia-
which I regard as a fundamentally




unhealthy impulse-but simply
about making things really well.

GR: That Abercrombie & Fitch
was once a genuine retail venue
for hunting and fishing gear
seems unfathomable...

WG: A&F were the legendary up-
scale retailers for that in America.
Hemingway shopped there for
bench-made British shotguns. I
kmow-it's weird!

GR: You wrote that at one time

you were a “picker,” someone who
had a talent for finding desired
items in thrift stores to be passed
toantique dealers. I wasn’t very
surprised. It seems that you
always approach technology by
thinking of what the highest-

tech device might look like ina
pawnshop under a glass counter.
How did you fall into that kind of
work?

WG: It was the only way I could

afford stuff, initially. Stuff at the Salvation Army store
costs next to nothing. But then you start to notice that
some of the old stuff is weirdly, powerfully beautiful.
That was not so widely known, once, and there was a
lot of great stuff because nobody wanted it, but there
were already shops selling that to people who didn’t
want to dig through the bins themselves. So you learn
to sell part of what you find to those shops and the
shop owner starts asking you for stuff you don’t know
about, tells you he wants the rayon aloha shirts-but
only with the coconut-shell buttons-so you've learned
something else.

GR: Do you remember any particularly good thrift
scores?

WG: Everything really memorable cost 25 cents. A

'40s Mexican sterling-and-gold belt buckle, tarnished
black except for the gold, in a box of old buttons, was a
quarter. Still have it. In Toronto they had huge piles of
the most amazing old geezer shirts: Savile Row makers
like Turnbull & Asser, detachable collars, like new, still
the best cotton I've ever seen, starched and laundered
one day back in the '40s, and folded ever since-25
cents. It cost more to get them re-laundered than to buy
them. Fifties horsehide jackets for a couple of bucks,
just before the idea of "vintage” hit.
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GR: What do you think the durability of modern
goods might prove to be? I really don’t mean this
as nostalgia, but rather from the perception of
someone who has a relation to stuff that my genera-
tion lacks. Do we have and are we making too much
stuff? ’'m amazed by the complete disposability of
modern furniture and the indestructibility of obso-
lete digital cameras.

WG: Well, there’s that idea of “the valley of no value."
Most manufactured objects go through that. People
chopped up blackened-oak Stickley chairs for firewood
in the '40s. You couldn’t give that stuff away. Now it’s
strictly a rich man’s taste. Steel office furniture from
the '40s went through that, too. Now I look at websites
from L.A. and New York and everything good’s a
couple grand. Back in its particular valley of no value,
they'd pay you to haul it away. Will a really clean ex-
ample of an IKEA foil-and-composition desk be worth
something on the far side of the valley? Probably, but
the valley’s about 40 years, usually.

In the '60s, my pare nts’ generation thought Art Deco
was sad, creepy, and reminded them of the Depression.
I remember watching them being amazed at how valu
able it had become. I actually found it sad and creepy,
too, for my own reasons, but it had definitely come
through the valley of no value.

And we seem to build so much straight-to-landfll
furniture, or little techy things that are utterly useless
two years after they’re made, and which really ought
to be promptly broken down and recycled. Or cheap
clothing that’s distressed, made to look sort of like re-
ally well-made clothing that someone’s worn for years
and years, but it isn’t, and they haven’t, and it won't
last two years. That J. Crew simulacra thing-biting the
past-I'm ambivalent about that.

GR: So how do you end up—and maybe this even
relates to the small sort of incidental details that
end up collage-style in your books—writing about
Buzz Rickson jackets, to the point where they name
one after you?

WG: I had a web friend in Seoul who went to Tokyo
and mentioned buying a jacket by this rather arcane
firm that did obsessively accurate reproductions of
old U.S. military jackets. I was looking for wardrobe
for Cayce in Pattern Recognition, Googled them, and
saw they made an MA-1, a pattern I've always liked.
But I made mine black, and it turned out they never
did black ones because the USAF never had, and they
started getting queries from people wanting Cayce's
jacket. It just sort of rolled from there. But really it all
sprang from the guy in Seoul, who had major otaku
DNA. He had a buddy at work who collected nothing
but the zippers from vintage U.S. military jackets!

I loved that. I wanted it in the book but never quite
found a place where it fit.

GR: What is around today that strikes you as really
well made or ingenious?

WG: Whenever I'm in New York, the two retail outlets
I absolutely have to hit are Muji and Uniqlo. But alll
usually buy at Muji are little injection-molded utility
items (boxes, travel bottles) and dozens of packs of
their eyeglass tissues. They make the best eyeglass
tissues in the world. And the only thing I ever buy at
Uniglo (if they have them) are their plain T-shirts in
Supima cotton.



My favorite clothing designer is Errolson Hugh. His Acronym label is
genuinely well made and ingenious. There isn’t much that I like as much.
Otherwise, I look for things that could have been designed before 1970,
aren't “distressed,” and are made well. But aside from things I'll actually
wear or carry, I'm pretty much a design slob.

GR: You do seem to have a knack for sort of believably conjecturing

and postulating what marketing companies will do. The names of your
fictional companies and brands have an unusual authenticity. Is that
something you work at, about where you see language going, or just
instinet?

WG: I used to think that was something I could actually have done, job-
wise, but as I've met more people who do it, it's become a less attractive
fantasy job. I've met those people because, apparently, a lot of them think I
know what they really do-which I ind quite spooky.

GR: Much has been said of your experiences with Hollywood, but I
wonder if advertising agencies ever come calling to you. Aren’t they

the ones with the real money and power?
WG: Not really. Just as well. As is evident in my books, I hope, I'm quite

ambivalent about what they do. And I'm really most interested in that area,

in highly alternative strategies-strategies that work because big agencies

somehow can’t employ them.

GR: I once read that you would take trips to newsa-
gents and collect heaps of magazines and some of
that process would inform your books deep in the
writing stages. Is that true? Still doing it?

WG: I'm living evidence of the Internet hurting maga-
zine publishing! For the last few years, Fortean Times,
Giant Robot, and Juxtapoz have pretty much been it.
All three are great novelty aggregators, but the net is
the ultimate novelty aggregator, and searchable.

GR: How viable is publishing considering how infor-
mation moves now? Do you find Twitter, blogging,
and Google to be mutually exclusive of it or affect-
ing how you write a book?

WG: Google has become a huge part of the process for
me, but that’s quite seamless now. Twitter is becoming
a part of it, I suspect. With Twitter, blogging starts to
feel like... magazine publication. The great thing about
Twitter is how massively multiple users randomize
the aggregation of novelty: my bookmarks used to get

stale, but no more‘ﬂl
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