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A CABINET officer lets fall that humankind is destined to finish up in a few generations; we shrug. Talk show cosmologists explain that, viewed in the perspective of billions and billions of years, we're a speck, nothing to make heavy weather about; we nod. A bulletin circulates the most recent estimates of first-strike nuclear casualties and, because the news seems deja vu, we simply frown. Hearing comparatively little about the coming night of time, our grandparents could work themselves into a fever of apprehension when dealt warnings about the imminent end of civilization. Cool customers ourselves, we live at the brink with equanimity.
Pity us our equanimity is the prayer implicit in ''Riddley Walker,'' Russell Hoban's extraordinary fourth novel. Set in a remote future and composed in an English nobody ever spoke or wrote, this short, swiftly paced tale juxtaposes preliterate fable and Beckettian wit, Boschian monstrosities and a hero with Huck Finn's heart and charm, lighting by El Greco and jokes by Punch and Judy. It is a wrenchingly vivid report on the texture of life after Doomsday.
The setting is near what was known - until 1997, when cataclysms wiped us out - as Canterbury, England. It is about 2,000 years after that disaster. The mostly dim lights of human life who survive are slaves to the obsessions of their invisible rulers. From generation to generation, they labor ceaselessly, under close surveillance, to disinter by hand the past that lies buried beneath tons of muck - mangled machines, mysteriously preserved bits of flesh, indecipherable fragments of writing. The rulers dream of uncovering the secret of secrets - the key to the power that enabled the giants of yesteryear to create a world in which boats sailed in the air and pictures moved on the wind.
The dreadfulness of the labor is matched by the hideousness of the landscape - sunless stretches of fenced, stinking dead towns patrolled by packs of wild dogs. But relief of a sort - a regular measure of hash - is provided for the diggers. There are, predictably, programs of public indoctrination to supplement the periodic stonings. (Traveling puppet shows dramatize the rulers' version of the cataclysmic events of the past as recorded in a scripture called the ''Eusa Story.'') And while English, too, is in ruins, the book manages to pay touching - often hilarious -homage to the gift of naming that made us human and that somehow survives Doomsday. The language of Riddley Walker is a tissue of lyric bursts, suggestive garbling (plomercy for diplomacy, weals for wheels, masheans for machines), idioms trailing down the millennia in the debris of the blasted computer age (program, circuit, glitch), political and religious titles (shadder mincer, Ardship of Cambry) and numberless crude but lively coinages (sex becomes ''doing the juicy'').
The ''Eusa Story'' - basic script for the propagandistic puppet shows - consists of 33 prose episodes in which natural forces as well as nations are personified. (Atomic energy becomes ''the Littl Shynin Man the Addom.'') The first Eusa episode runs as follows: ''1. Wen Mr Clevver wuz Big Man uv Inland thay had evere thing clevver. Thay had boats in the ayr & picters on the win & evere thing lyk that. Eusa wuz a noing man vere quik he cud tern his han tu enne thing. He wuz werkin for Mr Clevver wen thayr cum enemes aul roun & maykin Warr. Eusa sed tu Mr Clevver, Now wewl nead masheans uv Warr. Wewl nead boats that go on the water & boats that go in the ayr as wel & wewl nead Berstin Fyr.''
Subsequent episodes recount the steps Mr Clevver takes to implement his decision to fight one big war, and the emergence of the Littl Shynin Man as enigmatic master of the series of crazy metamorphoses that, according to the script, will constitute the future history of mankind. The job of teasing out plausible explanations of the for the most part completely mysterious events dramatized in the puppet shows is assigned to ''connection men'' - commentators called on for instant analysis of the shows at their conclusion.
The book's hero and narrator, Riddley Walker, is pressed into service in early youth as one of these commentators, and the narrative focus is upon his flight from this and other enslavements. On the road, and in hideouts in the dead towns, he witnesses political torture, encounters representatives of tribes of the deformed hitherto unknown to him, and at one point happens upon the ruins of a major power plant whose enigmatic magnificence challenges his skepticism about the glory of the past:
''Where we wer stanning you cud hear the sea beyont us in the dark. Breaving and sying breaving and sying it wer like them machines wer breaving and sying in ther sleap ... It werent nothing like when you dig up old rottin machines out of the groun these wer in ther parper working place nor nothing rottin they wer some kynd of iron dint rot it wer all shyning all catching that shaky glimmer. Some of them ther shels ben broak open you cud see girt shyning weals like jynt mil stoans only smoov.''
Through tears Riddley cries out involuntarily: ''O what we ben! And what we come to! ... How cud any 1 not want to get that shyning Power back from time back way back? How cud any 1 not want to be like them what had boats in the air and picters on the wind? How cud any 1 not want to see them shyning weals terning?''
In time, however, Riddley moves on from this awakened sympathy with the Power-obsessed to an intuition that ''THE ONLYES POWER IS NO POWER.'' And at the end he launches a challenge to the establishment on behalf of his right to reject the Eusa story and walk his own riddles through the world.
Intermittently ''Riddley Walker'' brings to mind books by several contemporary authors - Anthony Burgess's ''The Clockwork Orange,'' John Gardner's ''Grendel,'' the complete works of William Golding. But in vision and execution this is an exceptionally original work, and Russell Hoban is actually his own best source. A Pennsylvanian who has lived in London since 1969, he has earned his living principally as an author of children's books (among them such classics as ''Charlie the Tramp'' and ''Bread and Jam for Frances''), and the authority and ease with which he explores the interior of Riddley's pre-adolescence derive in part from this extended experience in imagining youthful minds. The theme of flight in this book is more complex than anything I'm aware of in Mr. Hoban's earlier novels, but his fictional studies of comic and romantic truancy in ''Kleinzeit'' (1974) and ''Turtle Diary'' (1976) are now clearly recognizable as preparations for the bolder experiment at hand.
The book has flaws, inevitably, chief among them its effort to turn Riddley Walker into a thinker. Spirited, generous, direct and incorruptible, a beacon in the surrounding waste, the lad nevertheless isn't persuasive as a sage on the use and abuse of power. Triumphs, though, far outnumber flaws. I was impressed not only by the invented lingo, but by the finely controlled irony of the whole -Riddley's masters' lunatic certainty that the recovery of greatness depends absolutely upon the reconstruction of the arts of violent destruction and propaganda. (The narrative climax of the book coincides with the reinvention of gunpowder.) To reanimate the giants who walked before the Apocalypse - ourselves - requires nothing less than the re-creation of the instruments of a new Apocalypse. But of course.
Still more valuable, I think, is Russell Hoban's oblique but commanding summons to the reader to dwell anew on that within civilization which is separate from, opposite to, power and its appurtances, ravages, triumphs. ''Riddley Walker'' is in part a book about voids and absences - about, that is, the character of experience minus the sedimentation of values, minus all those patterns of meaning incised upon life over the centuries as a consequence of the human vision of standards, the human enthrallment with ideals. Whether one is watching the pointless, exhausting disinterment of the dead engine, or listening to a pseudo-learned contemporary of RiddleyWalker's explaining, with heartbreaking ignorance and absurd confidence, the meaning of the phrase ''the figure of the crucified Savior,'' one's mind repeatedly focuses on the nature and meaning of the vanished human achievement. Half the activity of reading the book is identifying the qualities lost. What's missing here, the sense of history? Yes - but also the idea of justice -and the ideal of peace - and the notion of esthetic pleasure -and the distinction between slavery and freedom - and ...
''People crave to be kinder,'' said Brecht correctly. But the consequence of craving for a kinder world can be blindness to - contempt for - our existing moral and intellectual capital. Quietly and tellingly ''Riddley Walker'' chides such contempt, contradicting those voices of the extreme right and left whose response to talk of the death of civilization has become a defiant shout: ''What civilization?'' Its striking accomplishment is that, in the act of damning the madness of the power-obsessed, it brilliantly revivifies consciousness of the resources in our midst that comprise our real hope at the brink. ''Riddley Walker'' is haunting and fiercely imagined and - this matters most - intensely ponderable.
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