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Editorial
Paul March-Russell

Just as we were beginning to copy-edit this issue, we heard of the death of
Ursula K. Le Guin. Following upon the loss last year of Brian Aldiss, another
one of the pillars of post-war science fiction has gone. And yet, for all of his
good-natured rebarbativeness, Aldiss’s death was, perhaps, not felt so keenly
by so many. Like Aldiss, Le Guin was one of the few genre writers of that era
to achieve mainstream literary recognition, as well as a fearsome reputation for
putting down interlopers into the sf/fantasy genres; Zadie Smith has admitted
to putting aside a speculative fiction for fear of what Le Guin might say. Yet,
like Aldiss, she was also supportive of younger writers and was an important
figure in ushering in the US equivalents to the British New Wave. Although
Aldiss frequently crossed between sf and fantasy, it was Le Guin who achieved
international fame through her Earthsea stories. More so than any of her sf,
Earthsea — comparable in its own way to Tolkien's Middle Earth — has been
her calling card for new readers and its canonical status will only surely grow.
Whereas Aldiss was by instinct a clubbable man, and around such journals
as New Worlds and Science Fantasy, he found (male-dominated) clubs that
were relatively easy to join, Le Guin appears to have been more solitary. But
this was as much due to the lack of any female network in sf as it was to her
temperament or academic upbringing. With the notable exception of Judith
Merril, Le Guin was almost unique when she appeared at the start of the 1960s.
As she was acutely aware, Le Guin was sf's Virginia Woolf (she even titled one
of her most important essays ‘Science Fiction and Mrs Brown' in deference to
Woolf), the token woman whose very exceptionality guarantees her a place on
otherwise male-only reading lists.

But Le Guin was also critical of such tokenism. Although she was
conspicuous by her absence from the Khatru symposium on women and sf, a
discussion that forty years later still frames many of the questions that underline
that relationship, Le Guin helped to initiate that debate. Her breakthrough sf
novel, The Left Hand of Darkness (1969), although criticised by successive
critics for not going far enough, critiqued the conventions that had constrained
her earlier novels, in particular, the silent convention that readers — whether
male or female — read from the point of view of the male gaze. Both the popular
and critical success of Le Guin's novel made it possible for the formally more
radical experiments of Joanna Russ (The Female Man, begun in 1969 but not
published until 1975), as well as Russ's criticism such as the pioneering ‘The
Images of Women in Science Fiction’ (1971). Although Le Guin's handling of



hermaphroditism may now seem dated in the light of more recent trans debates,
it nevertheless remains a cornerstone for contemporary sf, most notably Ann
Leckie's Ancillary Justice (2013).

However, as Adam Roberts has noted, the theme of sexuality is only one
aspect of Le Guin's novel and is framed by the dialectical critique of power
that underwrites her other, most canonical sf novel, The Dispossessed (1974).
The intersectionality of Le Guin's work, prefiguring the preoccupations of
Fourth Wave Feminism, is perhaps her most important feature. As Russ herself
acknowledged, she only came to appreciate the importance of class and race
to a fuller understanding of feminism in the course of the 1980s. Perhaps
because of her background in anthropology, perhaps because of her study
of medieval romance, perhaps because of an anarchic politics steeped in the
influence of Henry David Thoreau, Le Guin took a more all-encompassing view.
This comprehensiveness led to criticism — her writing could be too slow, too
authoritative, too risk-averse — but, at a time when leading feminists such as
Kate Millett were branding psychoanalysis tout court, Le Guin was making use
of Freudian symbolism and Jungian archetypes so as to build and to critique the
patriarchal structures of her imagined societies.

This critique cannot be fully understood without reference to the political
context of the late 1960s and early 1970s. The Vietnam war polarised the sf
community. Inavirtualrerun of Nancy Cunard's Authors Take Sidesonthe Spanish
Civil War (1937), magazines such as Analog and New Worlds ran declarations
of support both for and against the war in Vietham. Le Guin, an increasingly
committed anti-capitalist, sided against, and used the fourth of the Hainish
novels, The Word for World is Forest (1972), as a powerful allegory about the
war. Yet, what lifted this novel above both allegory and didacticism, was the way
in which Le Guin linked the threat of military invasion to concerns of ecological
destruction and interspecies cohabitation. As the subtitle to The Dispossessed
indicated, Le Guin's commitment was to utopianism but her solutions were to
be ‘ambiguous’. This ambiguity, arising from the intersectionality of her beliefs,
resisted the simplistic answers sometimes afforded by utopian fiction. In both
her writing and political activism, issues of race, class, ecology, gender and
sexuality were intersected, the irresolution of which combined paradoxically to
produce her most radical literary experiment, the collage of Always Coming
Home (1985), as well as a late masterpiece, The Telling (2000). Like Philip
K. Dick, with whom she coincidentally graduated from the same high school,
Le Guin questioned the nature of reality as so many competing simulacra, an
interrogation that underwrote not only her finest standalone sf novel, The Lathe
of Heaven (1971), but also a brilliant short story cycle, Changing Planes (2003).
Like Ray Bradbury, Le Guin was rare as a practitioner of sf and fantasy for being



feted as one of the US's finest contemporary short storywriters.

Although Stephanie Saulter does not mention Le Guin by name in her interview
with Sarah Brown, much of what she says would have resonated with Le Guin.
Equally, the articles are suitably diverse ranging from utopia in Stapledon and
Wells to anti-capitalist critique in Gattaca, from neuroscience in Star Trek to
cognitive dissonance in A Scanner Darkly, and from the representation of
scientists in Nigerian sf to a study of the social uses of sf film in a men’s prison.
Sadly, after an extraordinary twenty-two years as Book Reviews Editor, we bid a
fond farewell to Andy Sawyer who is also due to retire from his post as Librarian
of the SFF Collection at the University of Liverpool. We are in a period of
transition and we have split the role of Reviews Editor between Will Slocombe
who, as Lecturer in American Literature continues the link with Liverpool, and
Sean Guynes, who is currently a PhD student working on pulp sf at Michigan
State University. Both their contact details are given on the inside cover of this
issue, and UK/Europe presses are advised to contact Will and US presses to
contact Sean. (Presses from elsewhere may want to contact both.)

I am hoping that Andy will contribute a retrospect of his time as Reviews
Editor for the summer issue. Paul Kincaid, who contributes here a long review
of Rob Latham's Science Fiction Criticism, will be starting an occasional feature
on the art of criticism, partly inspired by his time as a Shadow Clarke juror.
The summer issue will also feature our commemoration of the bicentennial of
Mary Shelley’'s Frankenstein, as well as Emily Cox's prize-winning essay on
Alex Garland's Ex Machina (2015). Lastly, please note that the SFF urgently
needs two new voluntary positions to support the work of the Memberships
Secretary and the Treasurer — an advert with further details can be found within
these pages.



Utopia in the Future Histories of H.G. Wells and Olaf Stapledon
Iren Boyarkina (University of Rome Tor Vergata)

Utopian studies are increasingly moving towards a pragmatic definition of the
concept. For example, if we abide by the original meaning of Sir Thomas More's
1516 work as both eutopia (good society) and utopia (non-existing society), we
should include myths, secular and religious paradises, political programmes
and theories, literary fictions, fantasy, satire, science fiction, etc. The various
attempts at definition can be roughly divided into three categories and their
possible combinations, based on the form, content and function of utopia. Each
of these definitions, however, relies on a necessarily selective approach to the
field of utopia and so cannot be universally accepted. In the attempt to find
an invariable, constant element in utopia, Ruth Levitas proposes ‘desire’ as
a common denominator: ‘desire for a better way of being and living' (Levitas
2011: 4). To explore how this definition can be applied effectively to both utopian
fiction and sf, this article will focus upon Olaf Stapledon’'s Last and First Men
(1930) and H.G. Wells' The Shape of Things to Come (1933).

In his study of Stapledon, Leslie Fiedler argues that science fiction fulfils
a metaphysical need within modern society. Faced with ‘the hole left in man’s
mythological universe by the Death-of-God philosophers from the French
Encyclopedists of the eighteenth century to Friedrich Nietzsche’, it has ‘been
one of the chief functions of [...] science fiction to create such a new mytho-
cosmology in place of the defunct Judeo-Christian one’ (Fiedler 1983: 133).
According to Fiedler, science fiction also satisfies two further psychological
needs: ‘the need to be assured that the universe is not empty of all sentient life
butus; and [...]the need to be persuaded that the Others who seem to “possess”
us are not merely fragments of our own psyches’ (Fiedler 1983: 142). Fiedler
continues by arguing that ‘modern science — in its assault on the traditional
boundaries of the cosmos and the ego — has greatly exacerbated’ these
metaphysical and psychological anxieties, and that by contrast Stapledon’s Star
Maker (1937) is ‘a paradigm of all that science fiction does best in this regard’
by remaining ‘faithful to the terror that alienation and insecurity beget’ (Fiedler
1983: 133).

Fiedler emphasizes more than once the great contribution of Wells and
Stapledon to science fiction as well as their lasting influence on sf writers and
the genre in general. He admits:

It is hard, indeed, to think of anyone, with the possible exception
of Wells himself, who has inspired so many later authors to the
supreme tribute of imitation. Stapledon’s vast cosmological point of



view widened once and for all the scale and scope of science fiction,
opening up for the imagination unlimited time and space [...] and his
unflagging invention created, in passing, plot material which has since
been mined by writers, who turn episodes he dismisses in a paragraph
or a phrase into whole novel or series of novels. (Fiedler 1983: 134)

Other prominent critics, amongst them John Bailey, Robert Crossley and Patrick
Parrinder, underline the importance of Wells and Stapledon upon sf. Robert
Scholes speaks for many when he writes: ‘if his [Stapledon’s] books could be
combined with those of his great contemporary, H.G. Wells, the composite
might indeed be said to contain most of the potentiality of the genre’ (Scholes
1975: 62). Wells, however, was not only a profound influence on Stapledon
and subsequent sf; his utopian vision also exerted a deep influence upon the
immediate post-WMV2 period.

Wells' concept of the World State foreshadowed the beginnings of
globalization in its political, as opposed to economic, guise. For example, the
ideas expressed in The Rights of Man (1942) greatly influenced the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. Stapledon, in his turn, projected Wells’
ideas of state socialism not only into the far future but also onto a vast cosmic
scale, as witnessed in Star Maker (1937). Both authors frequently thought
about the destiny and evolution of society, shaping their ideas into the form of
utopias and dystopias, and manifesting their political positions in both fiction
and non-fiction. They were, however, accused by some of their modernist
contemporaries of using their novels to promote their socialist views. For
example, in 1923, Virginia Woolf observed of Wells that ‘a young novelist
became a reformer’ (Woolf 1975: 117). The same author wrote to Stapledon
on 8th July 1937: ‘Sometimes it seems to me that you are grasping ideas that |
have tried to express, much more fumblingly, in fiction. But you have gone much
further and | can't help envying you — as one does those who reach what one
has aimed at’ (qtd Crossley 1994: 249). As the political and economic situation
deteriorated after the Wall Street Crash in 1929, followed by the consolidation
of Nazi Germany in 1933, so modernists such as Woolf's husband, Leonard,
the author and publisher Nancy Cunard, writers such as Aldous Huxley, Naomi
Mitchison and Rebecca West, and the philosopher Bertrand Russell increasingly
subscribed to the position of Stapledon and Wells that intellectuals not only had
a social duty to promote knowledge but to also act as political figures (cf. March-
Russell 2015: 60-62).

Careful analysis of Last and First Men and The Shape of Things to
Come reveals that they are in dialogue with each other. Contemplating the
nature and future history of humankind, Stapledon and Wells agree with each
other on some issues but disagree on others. In narrative terms, both texts
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employ a frame structure. In Last and First Men, the story of humanity’s future
development through eighteen human species is related by a representative of
the Last Men to the frame-narrator, a denizen of the twentieth century. In The
Shape of Things to Come there is a double frame: Dr Philip Raven dreams
of a history book printed in the year 2106 and proceeds to relate the future of
mankind contained within its pages. His fragmented notes are then arranged
into a coherent narrative — in effect, the book that we read — by his friend, who
acts as the frame-narrator.

Last and First Men describes the evolution of different human species
from Homo sapiens (the First Men) to the Eighteenth Men (the Last Men) and
humankind'’s striving for survival to make the best of itself. This goal involves
attaining the highest kind of fulfilment possible for the human species, that is,
the cosmic ideal of mankind's self-realization of its place within the universe and
the supreme awakening of all the spirits. The main narrative may be divided into
three distinct episodes: the life of humankind on Earth (the first five species), the
life on Venus (the next three species) and the life on Neptune (the Ninth Men
onwards). The paradigm of The Shape of Things to Come is the evolution of
mankind from the twentieth century, the Age of Frustration, to the establishment
of the Modern World State. Like Last and First Men the narrative can be divided
into four parts: The Age of Frustration; the birth of the Modern State; the Modern
State Militant; and the Modern State in control of Life.

Northrop Frye in his Anatomy of Criticism (1957) proposes a taxonomy
of fictional genres, which comprises the novel, romance, confession and satire,
and their six possible combinations (Frye 1957: 303-14). As much as Last and
First Men was admired by its first readers, so they were also baffled by its anti-
novelistic features: the literary critic John Dover Wilson averred that Stapledon
had ‘invented a new kind of book’ (qtd Crossley 1994: 191), one designed for
the space-time physics of Albert Einstein and James Jeans. Its erudition though,
following Frye, can be compared with the classical Menippean satires of the
Greek author, Lucian (best known for his proto-science fictional work, ‘A True
History’), and the Roman author, Varro, as well as his successors Apuleius and
Petronius. Frye writes that ‘the Menippean satire deals less with people as such
than with mental attitudes’: ‘evil and folly’ are seen ‘as diseases of the intellect
[...] a kind of maddened pedantry’ (Frye 1957: 309) which are then inscribed in
the rhetorical excesses of the narrative.

By this token, the single characteristic feature of Last and First Men is the
absence of any individual protagonist. Indeed, there is no real protagonist in the
book, or rather, humankind itself is the collective protagonist. Instead of dwelling
upon heroic exploits or social structures, the novel - like the Menippean satire
— offers ‘a vision of the world in terms of a single intellectual pattern’ (Frye



1957: 310). As already noted, both Last and First Men and The Shape of Things
to Come are structured in terms of a frame-narration, a literary equivalent to
the dialogic structure that Frye sees as characteristic of the Menippean satire.
In regarding Robert Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) as the high point
of Menippean satire in English, prior to Jonathan Swift's Gulliver’s Travels
(1726), Frye notes that Burton not only uses melancholy as an intellectual lens
through which to observe human society but that he also anatomizes (analyses
by dissection) his own singular vision. Consequently, Frye proposes the word
‘anatomy’ as a more appropriate modern-day synonym for Menippean satire
(Frye 1957: 311-12).

In his anatomy, then, Stapledon uses satire to reveal and ridicule social,
economic and political vices, for example, the global power of the United
States, idolization of money and business, aggression, unwillingness to resolve
conflicts peacefully, and overestimation of the roles of science and the intellect.
Like Swift, Stapledon uses different species (of men) to make his satirical and
allegorical points, whilst his use of successive technological, biological and
environmental changes amounts to the same kind of encyclopaedic form to
be found in Gulliver's descriptions of fantastical voyages and imaginary, exotic
lands.

Nevertheless, there are some outstanding figures in the narrative, such
as the Divine Boy of Patagonia or the young musical prophet among the Third
Men (see below), yet their function is mainly allegorical; their lives can be
viewed as parables or symbols for what it means to be ‘human’. Since they are
also microcosms of the one collective protagonist, humankind, the text itself
must also be analyzed as a parable in order to understand its message. This
parabolic structure is also true of The Shape of Things to Come. Although more
names are mentioned in passing, such as Marx, Lenin, De Windt and Essenden,
there is no individual protagonist. This point is made even clearer in the 1936
film adaptation, scripted by Wells, and the ringing question that closes the film,
‘Which shall it be, Passworthy?’ That is to say, the collective vision embodied by
humanity’s progress into outer space or the Romantic individualism embodied
by the dissident Theotocopulos (Cedric Hardwicke) and the tribalism, figured
in the film by The Boss (Ralph Richardson), which brought about humanity’s
destruction in the first place. Instead, in both the novel and its film version,
humanity is the collective protagonist so that the reader is encouraged to read
the narrative as an anatomy of one all-encompassing intellectual pattern.

One of the most striking differences lies, however, in the two time spans:
The Shape of Things to Come barely covers a period of two hundred years (from
World War One to 2106) while the narrative of Last and First Men embraces
two billion years. This huge disparity reflects the time necessary to construct



an ideal human society and manifests the ideological differences between the
two authors. According to Wells, two hundred years — aided by war, famine,
plague and the breakdown of capitalist society — will suffice while Stapledon
is more cautious. For Wells, it is possible — facilitated by a global cleansing of
the human population — to overcome all the negative aspects of human nature
and the factors which led to the collapse of bourgeois society, such as greed,
power, property, aggression, inertia, and so on. Wells believes that it is possible
to create utopia with the present species of Homo sapiens (once undesirables
have been removed) while Stapledon maintains that at least eighteen different
species will be necessary to eliminate all the negative characteristics in human
nature so as to construct utopia. Even Stalin observed in 1934 that “You, Mr
Wells, evidently start out with the assumption that all men are good’ (Anon
1947). Wells, by contrast, argued that ‘There is no need to disorganize the old
system because it's disorganising itself enough as it is. That is why it seems to
me insurrection against the old order, against the law, is obsolete, old-fashioned.
[...] The collapse is not a simple one: it is the outbreak of reactionary violence,
which is degenerating to gangsterism’ (Anon 1947).

This violence is manifested in the novel via a Second World War, followed
by a plague, and then a descent into barbarism. This chain of events embodies
several landmarks in the construction of utopia. First, it exemplifies the outbreak
of violence as predicted by Wells in passing to the World State. Second, it is a
logical consequence of entropy, as first described by Wells in The Time Machine
(1895), whereby current law and order deteriorates into chaos. As Wells later
remarked: ‘| attack the present system in so far as it cannot assure order’ (Anon
1947). Third, taking into consideration not only Wells’' debt to Darwinism but
also the social theorist Thomas Malthus, as seen in Mankind in the Making
(1906), the halving of the world’s population is due not only to the plague and
maculated fever but also the destruction of all socio-economic infrastructures,
including healthcare and sanitation. Thus, if war is a driver for social change,
plague and the collapse of civilization are a driver for natural selection and
population control, in which only the fittest survive.

The World State that emerges from this cleansing of humanity supersedes
class conflict by means of education and economic planning. As Wells later
stated: ‘If a country as a whole adopts the principle of planned economy, if the
government gradually, step by step, begins consistently to apply this principle,
the financial oligarchy will at last be abolished, and socialism, in the Anglo-
Saxon meaning of the word, will be brought about’ (Anon 1947). In this way, a
desirable ideal society is achieved without a revolution by means of reforms and
reorganization. As Wells' narrator affirms:



With sound education of mind and body and a rigorous and exact
protection of property from dishonourable impulses, we have found
thatit is possible to give every human being such a liberty of movement
and general behaviour as would have seemed incredible to some
militant socialists who ruled the world during the earlier decades of
the last century. But it is because of their stern and thorough cleansing
of human life that we can now live in freedom. We may go anywhere
in the world now, we may do practically anything that we can possibly
desire to do. (Wells 2005: 326)

The institution of a New World Government and proclamation of international
human rights manifest Wells' conviction that the residual ideology of the class
system can be counteracted by a new-found appeal to law and order. This
appeal, though, is not only to reformist socialism rather than revolutionary
Marxism but also to the scientific reason of the self-imposed intellectual elites
that navigate the progress of the World State: the novel's futuristic equivalent
to the ‘Samurai’ described in A Modern Utopia (1908). By comparison, in
Stapledon’s utopia of the Last Men there are no government, police or laws. His
utopia is self-governed through the telepathic sessions and discussions of the
whole population.

Whereas Wells places an emphasis upon education and state planning,
in Last and First Men, Stapledon suggests that these alone will not be sufficient
to improve human nature. Instead, whilst Wells merely halves the current
population, Stapledon’s First Men (which is to say, us) are completely destroyed.
More radical measures, such as the genetic re-engineering of humankind,
marking Stapledon’s debt to the evolutionary biologist J.B.S. Haldane, prove
to be necessary. By contrast, despite his equal commitment to eugenics, Wells
iS more cautious in his novel. His narrator discusses various genes-modifying
gases:

Their general effect is to produce mutations of various types. They
bring about, abundantly and controllably, a variability in life which has
hitherto been caused only with comparative rarity by cosmic radiations.
By 2050 the biological world was confronted by a score of absolutely
new species of plants and — queer first-fruits in the animal world — by
two new and very destructive species of rodent. The artificial evolution
of new creatures had come within the range of human possibility.
(Wells 2005: 317)

But Wells is notably more suspect about the application of eugenics to human
beings:

Even the human type, it realized, was threatened. [...] A general plan
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for the directed evolution of life upon the planet was drawn up. [...]
The particular field in which we propose a continuation of restraint
is in the application of the rapidly advancing science of genetics to
the increase of variability so far as human beings [...] are concerned.
We believe that the general feeling of the race is against any such
experimentation at present. [...] For an age or so we can be content
with humanity as it now is. (319)

Similarly, in Last and First Men, the combination of human qualities needed
for the construction of the ideal society is treated with caution. Stapledon offers
a history not of eighteen generations but of eighteen completely different human
species. Whereas Wells discounted revolutionary change, Stapledon’s history
is narrated according to Marxist principles, whereby successive socio-historical
conditions form the sound material base for the next stage of development.
Stapledon takes into consideration all the possible conditions to the best of
his knowledge, including the latest scientific discoveries, such as radioactivity,
nebulas, white dwarfs, star evolution, the expanding universe and general
relativity. He shares with his predecessor, however, the common theme of
entropy. Although the Last Men learn to travel in deep space, they are ultimately
doomed by the quickly expanding Sun. Eventually, Wells came to agree with
Stapledon’s post-human future. He wrote that ‘Homo sapiens has to give place
to some other animal better adapted to face the fate that closes in more and
more swiftly upon mankind. [...] This new animal may be an entirely alien strain,
or it may arise as a new modification of the hominidae [...], but it will certainly
not be human’ (Wells 1945: 18).

Despite the scientific and economic determinism of his approach,
Stapledon’s central dilemma is spiritual rather than material. The stories of
each of the different human species can be read as individual parables offering
different solutions to the main problem of cosmic fulfilment. For example,
Stapledon speculates on whether intelligence is the supreme quality for
the species or if it only comes at the expense of other qualities. To test this
hypothesis, Stapledon introduces in chapter 11 the parable of the Fourth Men,
the so-called Great Brains. Artificially constructed by the Third Men, they appear
to be the quintessence of humanity: ‘What is most distinctive in man is intelligent
manipulation, brain and hand. [...] we must breed strictly for brain, intelligent co-
ordination of behaviour. [...] The whole vitality of the organism may be devoted
to brain-building and brain-working. [...] We must produce a man who is nothing
but man’ (Stapledon 1999: 187).

The Great Brains are passionate researchers; they discover almost all the
possible laws of the world but are still dissatisfied and unhappy: ‘With painful
clarity they realized that, in spite of their vast weight of neural tissue, in spite
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of their knowledge and cunning they were practically no nearer the ultimate
truth than their predecessors had been’' (198). Finally, they realize that they
miss something very important in life: emotions, social life, physical experience
and love for the arts. Taking their own limitations into account, the Great Brains
construct an even more perfect species, the Fifth Men, in whom they hope to
‘attain the goal of perfect knowledge vicariously’ (199).

The parable of the Great Brains contains the eternal dispute about the
nature of man: What is more important in human beings, feelings or the intellect,
the soul or the body? It demonstrates Stapledon’s conviction that intellect is not
the most essential aspect of the species; instead it only gains true significance
in concert with other aspects so as to create a whole being and, consequently,
a harmonious society. By means of the rule of contraries Stapledon shows
that ‘evidently something more than a mere bulk of brains was needed for the
solving of the deeper intellectual problems’ (198).

In particular, the Great Brains have no capacity for spirituality. The
supremacy of the intellect makes them despise love, emotions, and the arts
as useless activities stealing time from research. As a consequence, they are
individualistic, egoistic, and indifferent to affection, compassion and respect:
‘They cared no more for men and women than for material in a test-tube’
(194). Furthermore, whereas Stapledon sees the development of telepathy as
embodying his beliefs in the interconnectedness of individuals as part of an
organic community, the Great Brains misuse the idea by developing telepathic
communication not because they want to achieve a harmonious equilibrium
between individuals and community but ‘solely for the undertaking of more
profound research’ (193). Instead of awakening the spirit within a harmoniously
developed society, the Great Brains' instrumental usage of telepathy only
contributes to the ever-furthering alienation of their society. We can also see
here a commentary upon Stapledon’s contemporaries and his demand for
intellectuals to not only be possessors of knowledge but also active participants
in the great political movements of their time. By contrast, the ensuing
parable of the Fifth Men, more artistically and spiritually enlightened than their
predecessors, suggests that to attain the complete fulfilment of the species,
cooperation and unification are necessary.

This parabolic storytelling structure remains embedded, however, in the
Marxist schema that underlies Stapledon’s future history. The ultimate goal lies
not in a set of revised institutional arrangements but in the pursuit of another
way of being, a radical and revolutionary departure from all previous social,
historical and economic structures. Instead of being subject to blind fate,
humanity’s intervention into its own genetic make-up embodies not only the
seizure of its future destiny but also the novel's main theme of self-realization,
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ultimately at the cosmic level. As Fiedler contends, Stapledon'’s ‘vision of the
breadth of the physical universe and the depth of the human psyche’ (Fiedler
1983. 142) contrasts with the Wellsian emphasis in The Shape of Things to
Come upon material causes for the outbreak of World War |l and the subsequent
Age of Frustration. As a consequence, despite the Fifth Men's development
of ‘telepathic communication between many individuals, [there is] no super-
individual, or group-mind’ (Stapledon 1999: 272), the species is still in need
of improvement. Although more spiritually-oriented than Wells, Stapledon’s
belief in utopia as something dynamic, long and hard fought-for is Wellsian in
orientation, ‘built on collisions, on conflict’ (Zamyatin 1970: 288), as the Russian
utopianist Yevgeny Zamyatin averred of Wells.

In the parable of the Last Men, all the most important ideas Stapledon had
about the ideal society, spirit and its aspects, the realization of an individual's
potential, the personality-in-community, the realization of the species’ potential,
the fulfilment of the cosmic ideal and the ‘supreme awakening of all the spirits’
(Stapledon 1999: 286) come together in the form of utopia. One of the most
important features of the Last Men is their subordination of private cravings to
the good of the species and society:

As a human individual he or she is somewhat of the same type as
a member of the Fifth species. As in the Fifth species, so in the
Eighteenth, each individual has his private needs [...] but also, in both
species, he subordinates these private cravings to the good of the
race absolutely and without struggle. (274)

Unlike the Fifth Men, the Last Men have created a group-mind: ‘By means of
the harmonious activity of the special organs a true group-mind emerges, with
experience far beyond the range of the individuals in isolation’ (275). But there
is even a higher mode of awakening than a group-mind, namely, a cultural
awakening, which the Last Men are able to achieve:

The system of radiation which embraces the whole planet, and
includes the million brains of the race, becomes the physical basis
of a racial self. The individual discovers himself to be embodied in all
bodies of the race. [...] He now stands above the group minds as they
above the individuals. [...] The racial mind transcends the minds of
groups and individuals in philosophical insight into the true nature of
space and time, mind and its objects, cosmical striving and cosmical
perfection. (276-77)

These new possibilities available to the Last Men due to telepathy dramatically
affect their societal structure. It was ‘a society dominated, as no previous



society, by a single racial purpose, which is in a sense religious’ (280). The
society functions without the aid of armies or even a police force; it needs
neither government nor laws. Suggestions about the improvement of the
society’s functioning are submitted directly to the whole population in ‘telepathic
conference’, so that ‘the only serious possibility of conflict lies now between
the world population as individuals and the same individuals as group minds or
racial mind’ (285).

Both Stapledon and Wells agree that the creation of a better society
necessitates a new means of communication. Wells suggests a modification
of the already existing language through the adoption of Basic English. A
simplified version of English aimed at facilitating international communication,
it was the invention of Cambridge scholar C.K. Ogden. Wells summarizes
Ogden’s innovation in terms of a vocabulary ‘of 850 words and a few rules
of construction which would enable any foreigner to express practically any
ordinary idea simply and clearly’ (Wells 2005: 337). By 2020, in the novel, it has
become the official mode of communication: ‘It is from phonetically spelt Basic
English as a new starting point that the language we write and speak to-day [in
2106] developed, chiefly by the gradual resumption of verbs and idioms from
the mother tongue and by the assimilation of foreign terms and phrases. \We
speak a language of nearly two million words nowadays, a synthetic language
in fact, into which roots, words and idioms from every speech in the world have
been poured’ (337). Stapledon, by contrast, abandons any hope of finding a
suitable means of verbal communication due to the liability of misinterpretation.
For this reason, he is in favour of telepathy as immediate and unfiltered access
to another's thoughts. According to Stapledon, this is the only way to create a
society free of social conflicts and misunderstandings. But it also indicates the
spiritual and religious distinctions between Stapledon and Wells.

Whilst, in The Shape of Things to Come, \Wells extrapolates from both the
increasing secularism of his own time and his personal atheism to foresee a
gradual disappearance of religion, Stapledon’s beliefs were influenced, on the
one hand, by the agnosticism of his father and grandfather, and on the other
hand, by his mother’s faith and ancestry; the Stapledons were remnants of an
ecclesiastical family renowned in the Middle Ages. It is important to define what
aspects of Christianity Stapledon was sceptical. According to Stapledon, ‘the
word “religion” seems to mean two very different things, namely: a) a system of
doctrines (i.e. theories) about the underlying nature of the universe and b) an
attitude to the universe, orto life’ (Stapledon 1950: 1). It is the former component
of religion, already greatly undermined by the biological and physical sciences,
which seems unconvincing to Stapledon. He emphasizes that ‘Positivism [...]
undermines not religion as a felt attitude to life but merely religion as a body of
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theory about the universe’ (6).

The position of Stapledon is that at the present level of development of
science and human thought it is not possible to correctly formulate and answer
the questions about the ultimate nature of the universe, the existence of spirit
as a substance, and the existence of God: ‘It is overwhelmingly probable that
the questions whether there is God or not, and whether we have immortal souls
or not, are even further from being answerable, because they are sheer false
questions’ (6). Speaking about the latter component of religion, the attitude to
the universe and life, Stapledon distinguishes in it two aspects:

This attitude itself has two aspects. One of them is concerned with
something within the universe conceived as of supreme value. The
other is concerned with the universe as a whole, which includes both
value and all thatis hostile or indifferent to it. The first is a moral attitude,
an uncompromising loyalty to good against evil, or to the ‘spirit’. The
other, which is logically incompatible with the moral attitude, is an
emotional acceptance of both good and evil as necessary factors in
the whole. The one is worship of the spirit; the other is worship of the
ultimate mystery. (Stapledon 1948: 9)

Stapledon is looking for this harmonious union but none of the existing religions
satisfies the writer completely; hence, a new synthesis is necessary to create
a better society. A first try at such a synthesis is evolutionary humanism,
which Stapledon considers to be an attempt at constructing a purely scientific
religion. He points out the drawbacks of evolutionary humanism and admits that
‘evolutionary humanism has still much to learn from Christianity before it can be
transformed into the gospel that we need’ (Stapledon 1950: 1).

In his numerous articles, talks and lectures, Stapledon tries to sketch a
view which to his mind may open up the possibility of a true synthesis, because
he deeply realizes the importance and necessity of true religion for the society:
‘Then what are we to do, we who recognize that what men need is religion
of some kind?’' (Stapledon 1947: 5). The quintessence of the synthesis that
Stapledon proposes for the future society is the combination of complete and
rigorous agnosticism about ultimate reality with a religious attitude to life and
universe. Stapledon emphasizes that this ‘rigorous agnosticism [...] need not
be wistful and regretful. [...] On the contrary, since we have in our experience a
supremely satisfying certainty we can combine agnosticism with the peace that
passeth understanding and the joy that cannot be undermined by intellectual
doubt’ (4).

To illustrate his ideas about the role of religion in society, Stapledon
introduces the parable of the Musical Prophet in chapter 10. He describes
a remarkable musical culture of the Third Men ‘in which music and religion
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combined to form a tyranny no less rigid than that of religion and science in the
remote past’' (Stapledon 1999: 175) Indeed, the allusions to Christianity in this
parable are rather obvious. Stapledon tells us about the origins of the religion of
the Third Men in the following way:

The prophet was born in a highland village [...]. Easily he persuaded
men that music was the reality, and all else illusion, that the living spirit
of the universe was pure music, and that each individual animal and
man, though he had a body that must die and vanish forever, had also
a soul that was music and eternal. (175)

Stapledon continues, explaining how the new doctrine spread all over the
country and the new church and the new empire were formed on its basis:

One day the sacred monarch himself, hitherto a prisoner within
the conventions, declared half sincerely, half by policy, that he
was converted to his people’s faith. Bureaucracy gave place to an
enlightened dictatorship, the monarch assumed the title of Supreme
Melody and the whole social order was re-fashioned, more to the taste
of peasants. The subtle prince, backed by the crusading zeal of his
people, and favored by the quick spontaneous spread of the faith in all
lands, conquered the whole world, and founded the Universal Church
of Harmony. [...] Thus was founded the Holy Empire of Music, which
gave order and purpose to the species for a thousand of years. The
sayings of the prophet, interpreted by a series of able rulers, became
the foundation of a great system of law which gradually supplanted all
local codes by virtue of its divine authority. (176)

Stapledon emphasizes how the sincere postulates of the Musical Prophet are
gradually misrepresented to suit the goals of the Church and Empire:

The true spirit of the musical religion had been stifled by
ecclesiasticism. The founder of the religion [ Musical Prophet] had
preached salvation by individual musical experience, by an intensely
emotional communion with the Divine Music. But little by little [...]
the church had lost sight of this central truth, and had substituted a
barren interest in the objective forms and principles of melody and
counterpoint. Salvation, in the official view, was not to be had by
subjective experience, but by keeping the rules of an obscure musical
technique. And what was this technique? Instead of making the social
order the practical expression of the divine law of music, churchmen
and statesmen had misinterpreted these divine laws to suit mere
social convenience, until the true spirit of music had been lost. (178)

Stapledon demonstrates the disastrous consequences of the state religion on
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the nation, race and humanity in general:

An infatuated race gradually submitted itself to the whims of these
creatures of human folly, until for a brief period they became the
tyrannical ruling caste of a musical theocracy. Nor need we observe
how they reduced society to chaos; and how at length an age of
confusion and murder brought mankind once more to its senses, but
also into so bitter a disillusionment. (179)

By contrast, in the parable of the Last Men, Stapledon demonstrates their
almost religious loyalty to spirit as an innate good, as opposed to the inherent
evil, the inevitable destruction of the species in the cosmic catastrophe. At the
heart of their cosmology is their belief that ‘Man himself, at the very least, is
music, a brave theme that makes music also of its vast accompaniment, its
matrix of storms and stars’ (304). By his actions, man introduces order and
harmony to the world, organizes it, and gives it new form and meaning, just as
music does to sound. The responsibility of this action brings with it piety and the
acceptance of both the good and the evil of the universe, and consequently, of
humanity’s extinction; the species’ final self-realization and its attainment of the
cosmic ideal:

Man himself, in its degree is eternally a beauty in the eternal form of
things. It is very good to have been man. And so we may go forward
together with laughter in our hearts, and peace, thankful to the past,
and for our own courage. For we shall make after all a fair conclusion
to this brief music that is man. (305)

At the same time as the Last Men accept the necessity of both good and evil,
they also accept the universal logic of their own demise. This acceptance of
extinction is, however, the ultimate coming-to-terms with humanity’'s place in
the universe; the species’ final self-realization and, therefore, its attainment of
the cosmic ideal.

Both Last and First Men and The Shape of Things to Come respond to
the utopian desire, signalled by Levitas, in different ways despite their common
ideological source in socialism. Wells builds his utopia within two-hundred years
while Stapledon foresees millions of years for the same process. Wells predicts
the disappearance of the financial oligarchy due to careful state control and
planning of the economy, elimination of unemployment, and rule by a highly
educated intellectual elite. Stapledon’s utopia of the Last Men is self-governed
by telepathic sessions of the whole race: there is no government, laws or
police. While Wells' utopia is populated by our human species, though greatly
improved through education of mind and body, Stapledon intends to improve
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the human species by means of eugenics, however, only the last, eighteenth
species possess all the necessary qualities for the creation of the ideal society.
Both writers foresee the disappearance of all religions in the future, though for
Stapledon this process is longer and the Last Men preserve the religious feelings
of loyalty to the spirit and of acceptance of both good and evil in the Universe.
Suffice to say, both texts remain important benchmarks for the discussion of
utopia in contemporary sf.
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Gattaca as a Space Flight Film
Christopher Cokinos (University of Arizona)

Gattaca (1997), written and directed by Andrew Niccol, explores what a
genetically inferior human, or ‘in-valid’, can be or do in a society increasingly
run by and tailored for the genetically engineered, the so-called ‘valids’. Since
its release, the film has ‘become a common reference point in discussions
about human-gene altering technologies’ (Kirby 2004: 184). Although attacked
early on as a broadside against all genetic research (Silver 1997. 260), it
has been primarily seen as a dystopian extrapolation of elite eugenics. Sean
Redmond, in comparing Gattaca with other pre-millennial sf films, has argued
that it is motivated by ‘an apocalypticism that suggest[s] that humankind [is]
rapidly approaching its own termination point’' (Redmond 2011: 137). What this
‘termination point’ might be is the subject of this article.

Despite being an important film on the social consequences of genetic
engineering, Gaftaca can also be read as a film about space flight and capitalism.
Although the title comprises base code letters for DNA, this corporation name
has at least an echo of the word ‘galaxy’. To riff on Gary Westfahl's work on
‘space suit’ movies, | shall argue that Gattaca is a space/suit film, though
what the explorers wear isn't life-preserving hardware. It's a dapper number
perfectly at home at Zara. The spurning of bodily technology for a business suit
is significant to the film's intentions. If space suits ‘convey that [humans] have
the capacity to conquer this daunting new territory’ of space (Westfahl 2012:
4), then to travel there in terrestrial clothing suggests the conquest has already
been completed. In contrast, then, with critics such as Jackie Stacy and Alan B.
Wood, who regard the film’'s ending as ‘victorious' (Wood 2003: para 3), | will
argue that the film indicates that the novelty of outer space has been tamed and
domesticated as just another extension of the corporate workplace.

Sampling various concepts from spatial, Marxist and fashion theories,
| will explore the profound emptiness at the heart of the protagonist's quest
to become an astronaut, an emptiness that is far from solely being a simple
narrative triumph. For while in-valid Vincent (Ethan Hawke) masquerading as
the valid Jerome (Jude Law) succeeds against all the odds, this culmination
is, nonetheless, a final collapse into the very system he has only briefly
subverted. As a genetic inferior, not engineered before birth for physical and
intellectual acuities, he passes, using the real Jerome's exceptional genetic
material as a ‘borrowed ladder’ pointed toward Titan, the goal of a corporate
space mission. Vincent-as-Jerome (hereafter, Jerome, unless | am discussing
Vincent's prior life) expresses regret at the finale as he is leaving a new love
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behind, but he goes anyway, toward interplanetary emptiness and, surely, vast
resources, graphed by the Gattaca Aerospace Corporation. Having cheated
the system, Jerome becomes its collaborator, denying intimate connection with
another person and working instead for the abstractions of corporate space
exploitation. In presenting this traditional science-fictional quest for spaceflight
in a conformist, policed, eugenic and capitalist future, the film suggests that the
next frontier will not be about new knowledge or ‘the human spirit’ (Stacey 2005:
1873) but about balance sheets, those of DNA in service to those of return-on-
investment. The film's apparent celebration of Jerome’s space mission hides
a critique of the leakiness of this genetically panoptic society, recasting the
romance of spaceflight as something more vacuous and predatory. Stacey, in
her otherwise compelling queer reading of the film, says that ‘it is Vincent's
highly conventional masculine drive and ambition that propel the narrative
forward and his success that brings satisfactory narrative closure’ (Stacey
2005: 1860). By contrast, the narrative closure is satisfactory only if one ignores
the film's multiple connotations regarding corporately geometric space on Earth
as fiscally translated to the solar system. The void isn't filled by the human spirit
but by being employed.

Films from the 1950s, like George Pal's Destination Moon (1950), which
Gattaca echoes in at least one respect — its depiction of space travel as
corporate-sponsored — helped stoke popular interest in space flight. Gattaca,
like a later and very different film, Alfonso Cuarén’s Gravity (2013), ironizes it,
as ifirony is the only means by which the dream of space flight can be sustained
following the abandonment in the 1970s of beyond Earth-orbit manned space
exploration. The film thus critiques genetic engineering explicitly and space
flight implicitly, trafficking in these hoary sf tropes even as it sheds them, in an
analogous counterpart to how Jerome scrapes so many bits of skin from his
body, so as to pass for the genuine article.

Jerome's desire to be accepted for what he is not reflects on how the
libidinal economy operates within the film. The bland, homogenous appearance
of the recruits suggests the depersonalized and machine-like stereotypes
associated with the Aryan body. But this time, the dream of human perfectibility
is not harnessed to a nationalist or racist vision of lebensraum, but to a quietly
relentless corporation that, hidden from the viewer, seeks profit off-planet.
Jerome sublimates his desire for genetic acceptance through his daily charade,
but expresses it in his competitive swimming against his brother and in his
sexual encounters with Irene (Uma Thurman), a valid and fellow space trainee.

| focus, first, upon scenes in which we are shown Jerome’s passion for
space flight and, in discussing this, | briefly historicize the film's seemingly
nostalgic attitude toward space flight in the context of the low-earth orbit malaise
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ofthe late 1990s when the film was released. Second, | examine scenes in which
we see Jerome watching the launches from the Gattaca complex, both when
he is Vincent, a janitor cleaning floors and instruments, then when he succeeds
in passing as a valid and trainee astronaut. Next, | analyze scenes of Jerome's
celestial mechanics training, concentrating on the connotative mise-en-scéne
of the company's hall of navigational simulation cubicles. | then discuss both
the beauty and uniforms of the Gattaca flight candidates — itself an area worthy
of extended analysis — before concluding with a discussion of ocean imagery
as tied to outer space. In my exploratory reading of Gattaca as a space flight
movie, | necessarily omit other elements of the film, many of which have already
been discussed, such as its noir influences and aesthetics. | do not mean to
dismiss these elements but, rather, move beyond them (or set them aside) to
show aspects of the film that have received virtually no critical attention vis a
vis space flight and, in doing so, to suggest that Gattaca can also be seen as a
critique of that endeavour.

This reading may go against the grain, but | am taking as a given
Brooks Landon's assertion that sf films originate primarily in image not idea
(Landon 1992: 15). | suggest that Niccol, either intentionally or not, undercuts
the very nostalgia for space flight that the film proffers on a narrative level. As
Landon continues, ‘the ideas and images we might abstract from a science
fiction film are almost inevitably contradictory in some significant way' (20).
The protagonist’s narrative success and the spatial connotations in which he
operates are at odds in Gaftaca, and | think the latter subtly overpowers the
former. The film's portrayal of space flight is evoked spatially on Earth, quietly,
and this evocation is bound up in the desires of the corporation itself, and shown
not only by narrative action and characterization but also by three things that
Ethan Hawke, on the DVD commentary to the film, praises Niccol for: ‘images
and metaphor and allegory’.

Careers in Space

Historian Howard E. McCurdy has asserted that the idea of space travel appeals
‘powerfully to human aspirations’ (McCurdy 1997: 2) and that ‘the publicingeneral
(along with many government officials) have refused to abandon the spacefaring
dream’ (7). Whatever the merits of this claim, by building its narrative around
Vincent's obsession with space, Gattaca appeals to the residual fascination
with space exploration as a sentimental lure to adventure and knowledge. In
the late 1990s, however, space exploration was mired in the fallout from the
1986 Challenger disaster and the 1997 fire on the Russian space station Mir
(which also suffered oxygen loss and other accidents). Robotic craft, such as
the Mars Pathfinder, captured wider interest though this hardly translated into
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an excited mandate for human expeditions, for the first time since Apollo 17 in
1972, beyond low-earth orbit.

It is important to note this, for Gaftaca establishes Vincent's astronaut
dream, and indeed dreaminess, in a way that partakes of four temporalities:
the film is set in the future, though one that is an exquisite hybrid of 1930s
Bauhaus and 1950s/early '60s Space-Age styling. The film was released in
the present of the late '90s, an era of space ennui. And, finally, the scenes in
which we learn about Vincent's ambition are solidly 1950s retrofuturist. This
anachronism contrasts the romantic nostalgia of the early Space Age with both
fictional dystopia (this Bauhaus is decidedly eugenic and moneyed) and real
pessimism (the Space Shuttle isn't going anywhere). Unlike the obvious genetic
critique that plays out in the film's narrative, these space-flight signifiers are
subtle enough to appear to be uncomplicated. They are anything but.

An important context for our learning about and understanding Vincent's
desire to be an astronaut is played out in his swimming competition — playing
‘chicken’ — with his genetically engineered brother Anton, who always wins,
given that Vincent is smaller, weaker and suffers from poor health, including
a likely heart condition and myopia. We see them as young boys thrashing in
the water, with Anton calling Vincent a ‘coward’, although this humiliation is
washed in one of the film’'s dominant modes, a soft-focus, diffuse golden light.
Anton wins, and the shots — aerial and close-ups — emphasize both distance
and helplessness on Vincent's part.

A voice-over accompanies the jump-cut to a young Vincent laying out a
model solar system in a parking lot, using beach balls and fruit: ‘Maybe it was
a love of the planets. Maybe it was just my growing dislike of this one, but for
as long as | could remember | have dreamed of going into space.’ When Anton
says that he could be an astronaut if he wished, and bites into an apple, Vincent
admonishes him, ‘Don't eat that. That's Pluto.’

Still bathed in the golden glow of diffuse and nostalgic sunlight of the
past, the film jump-cuts to a meal years later, as we see s Vincent in his late
teens or early twenties reading as he sits apart while his mother, father and
brother are gathered at a dining table in the background. Here the retrofuturist
look — clean-lined mid-century modern furniture, the father’s thick glasses —
continues to suggest a youthful identification with the excitement of the dawning
of the Space Age. Vincent could just as easily be reading an issue of John W.
Campbell's Astounding, but instead the book — which dominates the foreground
in scale and colour — is called Careers in Space: An lllustrated Guide. The red
and green cover echoes the colours of the family dining room, while large sans
serif type announces the stark title. Due to his high probability of heart failure
and a life expectancy announced at birth of some thirty years, his mother tells
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him to be ‘realistic’ about his job prospects and his father finally says, ‘Listen, for
god’s sake. You gotta understand something. The only way that you'll see the
inside of a spaceship is if you're cleaning it.’

‘My father,’ Vincent says in the next scene, ‘was right." The film moves
through a series of voice-over flashbacks demonstrating how Vincent and
other ‘god children’ — those born without in-vitro enhancement — face routine
‘genoism’, regardless of gender or ethnicity, while they seek employment. His
DNA is his ‘real resumé’, he says. Leaving home after one last game of chicken
with Anton — one in which Vincent finally out-swims his brother and saves him
from drowning (‘the moment that made everything else possible’) — he finds
‘work where | could’, eventually becoming a janitor at Gattaca Aerospace
Corporation. On his off-time, he studies a book called Celestial Navigation and
uses it to brace his head when he exercises.

There will be other signifiers for Vincent's desire to become an astronaut,
but in this establishing sequence we have moved from contemplation to
competition — both familial and economic. Reverie will beget revenue. This is
no unvarnished duty to nation, no Space Race, no call for twelve good men to
explore the unknown reaches. The film will oscillate between Vincent's childhood
dreaminess/personal ambition and the competitive context in which that must
play out. While establishing the latter, it's important to acknowledge the former.
Forexample, once he has tricked his way into astronaut training, Jerome watches
each and every launch. After his legs are broken to be extended to Eugene’s
height, he says he is ‘two inches closer to the stars.’ He twice tells Eugene that
he wants to explore to know what mysteries are in the solar system and once
invokes zero-gravity: ‘They say when you are weightless, it's the closest thing
to being in the womb.’ Clearly, Jerome'’s psyche is attuned to exploration and to
exploration-as-transformation, but as Arthur Schopenhauer says of ‘cleverness’
in Book 1 of The World as Will and Representation (1819): ‘it may be applied
[...] to suitably arrange people and the motives they are susceptible to so that
they can be set in motion like the levers and cogs of a machine, and steered
towards some desired goal' (Schopenhauer 2010: 44).

Arc

The chronotope of the launch is here framed less as a matter of physics and
more as social power — the corporate discipline of Gattaca's uber-space cadets
— and, thus, as economics. We are not told why a private enterprise would be
so interested in Titan or other heavenly bodies, but Gattaca's launch schedule
is unusually, indeed fanatically busy — more than a dozen launches daily, which
Jerome stoically observes, just as he tried to watch them all as a janitor, when,
in those days, he smiled to see the rockets’ fire, golden as his youth. The day
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launch sky is now as blue as the shower in which Vincent scrubs himself before
passing as Jerome.

There are seven launches seen in the film, all of which are long-shots with
the arc of the rockets and their exhaust (until the conclusion which is a gantry
close-up), requiring Jerome and the other spectators to look up. Such a gaze
is longing, but it is overwhelmed by the corporation’s multiple gazes under the
regimen of discipline and the detectives’ multiple gazes of investigation, as they
try to solve the murder of one of the flight directors.

The launch is an sf chronotope because the movement of the rocket
and its trailing exhaust is a constant becoming and letting go, a kind of thread
stitching past, present and future. The launch is an active disappearance; a
technological sublime whose victory is a recession out of sight. In the context
of Gattaca, this makes metaphoric sense, for Vincent-as-Jerome is a constant
becoming as well. The launch sequence — so prominent in sf films — is a means
by which we see the technological embodiment of the hopes, aspirations and
anxieties associated with the passing of time.

These launches are not only the literal narrative expression of corporate
exploration and hidden exploitation, but also a partial arc, like the fingernails
shed in the film's evocative opening or, later, a strand of hair plucked by a
would-be lover to give to the other for genetic screening: another undoing of
the space-flight nostalgia on the film's surface. In a thoughtful passage about
Gattaca's retrofuturism, Stacey writes that it is ‘an all-too-familiar version of the
future”:

Using clichéd fantasies of technoscientific endeavor from the ‘not-
too-distant’ past (such as rocket science and space travel), Gattaca
presents the masculine desire governing the hierarchies of a
genetically determinist world as an ironic reflection on the modernist
vision of the earlier period in which they are placed: the flashback to
Vincent's childhood offers sepia scenes of stereotypical 1950s family
life, together with retro-style furniture, cars, and clothes; the use of
space exploration as the mise-en-scéne of masculine ambition plays
with the now-outmoded notion of space travel as the ‘final frontier’
for the progress of mankind. The image of the rocket launching into
space (with which the film closes) to symbolize the final realization of
Vincent's dream places the spectator in the paradoxical temporality of
being transported back to the future. (Stacey 2005: 1861-2)

There is much to admire in this succinct discussion, but, despite the retrofuturist
ironies, there are some central unironic facts. First, in this narrative, rocket
science and space travel are not fantastic but mundane and so frequent that
they must have reduced the cost of off-planet science, exploration, manufacture
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and exploitation to levels where corporate profits are a given; second, in such
a world where genetic engineering is presented as the norm, determinism is
not merely genetic it is capitalist; finally, while the film may have a somewhat
ludic sense of retrofuturism, Gattaca Aerospace Corporation does not: the final
frontier is routine corporate exploitation of interplanetary resources. Indeed,
the two most important clues as to Gattaca's dizzying capitalization are the
incredible number of launches — 4380 per year — and the remarkably posh living
that its astronaut-trainees enjoy. This is a very successful company, whatever its
mix of private-enterprise, knowledge-production and space-settlement motives.
Such a corporate endeavour is another sfnal dream and hardly outmoded, as
Elon Musk might attest. Gattaca Aerospace is there to do its business in the sky,
which a reading of its headquarters’ geometry also makes clear.

Cubicle

The romance of spaceflight lies in part with its seeming to be, for the non-
specialist, a smooth and untroubled space. But its exploration and certainly
its exploitation requires striation, as we see in the relentless navigational
training that Jerome undergoes. Before we turn to this iteration of the Gattaca's
regularized space - the training and, by connotation, what it says about the
missions that Gattaca sponsors — let's briefly consider the overall mise-en-
scene of the film.

‘In Gattaca,’ writes Sean Redmond, ‘early twentieth-century Bauhaus is
indicated in the clean and sparse lines of furniture, buildings, and clothing, its
rationalist, high-modern aesthetic perfectly symbolizing its future of cold genetic
rationalism’' (Redmond 2011: 139). Piers D. Britton writes of ‘the smooth and
sweeping moderne forms' of Gattaca Corporation's building (Britton 2011:
349), whilst Paul Atkinson notes the ‘long and extreme-long shots of both the
corporation’s interior and exterior’ (Atkinson 2007: 10). These lines and shots
enfold characters in vast settings that remind us of a kind of Machine Age/Space
Age/Eugenic Age fusion, reducing employees in size and importance and thus,
making them the worker ants of the Gattaca empire. As such, they are eminently
replaceable, a hi-tech work force whose only job security is to be as perfect as
their surroundings are rational. The film's location manager, Bob Craft, remarks
in an interview for the DVD that ‘Architecture really was a character in the film.’

There are only two navigation training scenes, though this part of
the business complex is shown several times, especially during the police
investigation. (It is worth noting that the murder victim was seeking to cut costs
at the company by cancelling the Titan mission Jerome will join; the bottom
line matters at Gattaca Aerospace.) The shots emphasize utter regularity: The
work stations at times fill foreground, mid-ground and background. The need to
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conform is also reinforced with the film's increasingly claustrophobic sense of
surveillance: we see detectives in the area and above it, looking down. In the
first conversation in the film, flight director Josef (Gore Vidal) says to Jerome: ‘|
reviewed your flight plan. Not one error in a million key strokes. Phenomenal.’
Scrutiny is the norm, as Michel Foucault notes in Discipline and Punish (1974),
‘Whenever one is dealing with a multiplicity of individuals on whom a task or
particular form of behaviour must be imposed, the panoptic schema may be
used’ (Foucault 1991: 205). Even after being selected as navigator first-class to
Titan, Jerome has to undergo a substance-abuse test.

The shots of Jerome’s urine echo the gold light of Vincent's childhood
scenes, but now the golden wash is to be tested, and in the headquarters there
are golden railings, so the colour of a childhood dream has become his waste
and an architectural feature in the place where the dreamy astronaut must
comply. Gold light suffuses exterior shots of the apartment building he shares
with Eugene, site of his daily transformations. Dream has become ritualized
masking, and the sky itself is both a construction and excreta to be verified.

Atkinson notes that there are many low-angle shots of the interior and that
there are certain repeated shapes of rectangles and hemispheres (Atkinson
2007: 10). The low angles evoke a helplessness in the face of the corporation’s
expansive rigidity and help reinforce our identity with Jerome’s concern that
this panopticon will show him for what he <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>