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Born in Hartford, Connecticut in 1971, Elizabeth attended the
University of Connecticut, studying English and Anthropology, but
did not graduate. She worked in a variety of occupations during the
‘90s, selling a few stories to small‐press publications along the way.
She began writing earnestly in 2001 and has produced numerous
novels and short stories since.
In 2005, she won the Campbell Award for Best New Writer and
saw the publication of Jenny Casey trilogy—actually a single novel
broken into three volumes: Hammered, Scardown and World‐
wired—which collectively won the 2006 Locus Award for Best
First Novel. Her first short story collection, The Chains that You
Refuse, was released earlier this year as well as the first book in her
sprawling Promethean Age fantasy series, Blood & Iron. A new
science fiction novel, Carnival, will arrive in stores at the end of
November and the next Promethean Age novel, Whiskey & Water,
is due out in 2007.
Her website notes: “Elizabeth Bear shares a birthday with
Frodo and Bilbo Baggins. This, coupled with a tendency to read
the dictionary as a child, doomed her early to penury, intransi‐
gence, friendlessness, and the writing of speculative fiction. She...
grew up in central Connecticut with the exception of two years
(which she was too young to remember very well) spent in Ver‐
mont’s Northeast Kingdom, in the last house with electricity be‐
fore the Canadian border…
She’s a second‐generation Swede, a third‐generation Ukrainian,
and a third‐generation Transylvanian, with some Irish, English,
Scots, Cherokee, and German thrown in for leavening. Elizabeth
Bear is her real name, but not all of it. Her dogs outweigh her, and
she is much beset by her cats.”
Her official website is at www.elizabethbear.com and you can
read her blog at matociquala.livejournal.com.
Matthew Appleton: You dedicated Scardown to your par‐
ents and grandfather “for the run of their science fiction col‐
lections.” How did those collections first shape your taste in
science fiction while growing up and then influence your de‐
velopment as a writer?
Elizabeth Bear: Oh, wow. Really, it should have been
both of my grandfathers—I’m a third‐generation SF fan on
both sides—but I didn’t spend as much time reading my
grandfather Wishnevsky’s books as I did in the other piles.
My dad’s taste runs to Jack Vance, Cordwainer Smith, Poul

Anderson, and so on; my mom’s to Joanna Russ,
Well, if she reads this, she’s going to know
Joan D. Vinge, and Peter Beagle.
now. It’s also been my experience that writers are
I was a precocious child, and my mother made
pretty cool, but did you ever find yourself turning
a point of buying me books every payday. We
all fan‐girl at getting to converse with an author
were pretty poor, but I had books. I come from
whose work you read and admired during your
immigrants on both sides, and the two core values
teen years?
Because I didn’t come up through fandom,
in my family were: one, You Shall Read, and, two,
I’m at the disadvantage of not already knowing
You Shall Vote. Other people had grew up in the
many of my favorite writers. I almost burst into
church. I grew up in a household where nobody
tears when I met Peter Beagle, and I nearly gave
thought it the least bit odd that I would sit on the
floor reading the Encyclopedia Britannica for hours
myself an ulcer before I met Steve Brust for the
when I was in grammar school.
first time. I think I may have really embarrassed
myself the first time I met Ellen Kushner, but she
So in addition to all the highly inappropriate
seems to have forgiven me. (I still can’t be in a
literature I borrowed from adult libraries, I had
room with Ursula LeGuin without
my own books, most of which were
so far above my grade level it
stammering like a teenager with a
wasn’t funny.
crush, and the first time I met Con‐
nie Willis I was attempting to eat a
Kids, I think, will self‐censor
lobster. She averted her eyes. Grin.)
and self‐select. I read Jo Clayton’s
But everybody is usually quite for‐
Diadem From The Stars when I was,
giving of each other’s neuroticisms.
oh, I can’t have been much more
What’s weird is that one finds
than eight or nine. It’s a brutal book,
one’s self doing this all the time. And
with repeated rapes and bloody
deaths and parental abuse and just
then one finds one’s self, six months
horrible stuff. I just tracked down a
later, referring to these people by
first name, because of course they
copy recently, because I wanted to
are just people. Which does not, in
own it, but I dunno if I will ever
Photo © S. Shipman
any way, denigrate their achieve‐
read it again.
ments. It’s just always a little shocking to realize
Anyway, when I was younger, that stuff
that Great Books are written by ordinary humans.
didn’t bother me at all. It was just more of the hor‐
rible crap that grownups seemed to do to each
Do you still make the time to read SF, and if
other all the time, which seemed rather like the
so, which current writers do you enjoy reading?
I absolutely do. I write it because I love it. It’s
horrible crap my peers did to each other all the
not the only literature of my heart, but it’s defi‐
time. I remember admiring the courage with
nitely near and dear to me.
which the protagonist dealt with what seemed like
grindingly inescapable situations.
In one of those good news bad news deals,
I also read Suzy McKee Charnas around the
what happens when one has been publishing for a
same age, and I also recall that the horribly de‐
while is that one gets to know the other ten people
in the SFF industry pretty well (that’s a joke; it’s
tailed descriptions of the awfulness of preg‐
really more like a couple of thousand—which is,
nancy made a much, much, much deeper im‐
for perspective, about the size of my high
pression on me than the notorious horse sex. I
know Suzy casually, these days (wow, writers
school)—and pretty soon any list of what one is
are realpeople! And frequently pretty cool peo‐
reading starts to sound like another round of plug‐
ple! Did you know that?) and I’ve never told her
my‐friends.
So, I’m going to plug my friends. I’m reading
that she may be partially to blame for my child‐
Hal Duncan’s Vellum right now. I’m not done with
lessness. Because those passages are still burned
it yet, and I’m not sure it’s the work of profound
into my brain, twenty‐five years later or what‐
ever it is.
genius it’s been hailed, but it’s the best damned
Some Fantastic
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first novel I’ve read in a long time. Other recent
reading that absolutely blew me away was Ellen
Kushner’s Privilege of the Sword, which I loved the
way I love a very few other books—Little Fuzzy,
The Door Into Fire, and The Last Unicorn. I also got
an advance copy of Peter Watts’ Blindsight, which
I’ve been talking up for a Hugo nomination to
anybody who will hold still long enough for me to
grab their ear.
Geoff Ryman’s Air, which was nominated for or
won just about every award in the industry last year,
it seems, is just as good as everybody says it is.
Of course there’s no way one can keep up. My
to‐read pile is over 100 books currently.
Have you developed a preference for writing
either short fiction or novels, or are you equally
comfortable with both forms?
Man, that’s like asking if I like peaches or
prime rib! The answer is “yes.”
Well, I dunno about comfortable; the more I
learn about this writing gig, the less easy it be‐
comes. (I get more confident about it, because it’s
less mysterious, but the actual work is harder.)
I can construct a really pained metaphor in
terms of landscape design, if you like. Novels are a
big garden; they’re about expanding spaces, creat‐
ing perspectives and frames, considering from
angles, thinking about how the light looks over
the course of day and the course of a year, and in
some respects, a little shagginess makes it look
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more natural.
Short stories are bonsai. One perfect little
thing; not a needle out of place.
Why the choice of Canada as the leading
western superpower in the Jenny Casey novels?
Did you just need the excuse to name the space
shuttle craft after Canadian folk‐rock singers
from the 1970s? (Tongue planted firmly in cheek as
I ask the second part of that question.)
Heh. Hey, some of those folk singers are cur‐
rently producing!
Well, to say it’s Canada is a bit of a deception.
The books have come under some criticism from
people (mostly Americans, oddly enough) making
the argument that Canada doesn’t have the money
or population to fund a space race. I wonder if
some of these critics have actually read the books,
because somehow, the background that this is a
corporate program facilitated by the government
of not Canada, but the entire Commonwealth, gets
dropped. So what we’re talking about here is a
multinational corporation the size of ConAgra,
teamed up with a government that represents an
alliance of modern‐day Canada, Australia, India,
and England. Although the UK is pretty much
either frozen, underwater, or under frozen water
when the books start, and its population largely
relocated to Canada and Australia.
Also, I think calling the Canadian axis a “lead‐
ing western superpower” is sort of mapping our
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current expectations onto a different situation.
Both of the major players in the space race are rea‐
sonably totalitarian regimes, although that’s un‐
derplayed in the narrative in the case of the Com‐
monwealth. On the other hand, they cheerfully
conscript people—including fourteen‐year‐old
girls and boys—and do things like extorting coop‐
eration from some of the protagonists by with‐
holding medical care from their families.
And there are other alliances that we’d proba‐
bly call superpowers, because I’m speculating
about a future of supra‐nations; a Latin American
one, a panMalaysian one, a European one, a cen‐
tral Asian one (a.k.a. panChina), and so forth.
As for why I wrote it that way, well, Jenny’s
Canadian. She came that way. So if I wanted to
write a story about her, it had to involve Canada.
And also, it’s possible to talk about world events
on a big scale and global climate change and so
forth in ways that would have an entirely different
political charge if I’d tried to write about the U.S.
government. First of all, I didn’t want to write a
polemic; I wanted to write a novel about the chal‐
lenges of adapting to a world that is changing, and
not always in safe or positive ways. But I wanted
to write a novel that could be hopeful—that could
show that there was a future—without seeming to
offer an easy feel‐good fix, and a drastically
changed world political landscape seemed like a
good way to do it.
Sadly, it looks like the middle‐of‐the‐road cli‐
mate change predictions I was using when I wrote
the books were drastically short of the mark. I
sank Galveston, for example, and speculated
about dikes around Manhattan. (There is a New
Amsterdam joke buried in there, yes.) And when I
was writing Hammered in 2002, I had several peo‐
ple mention to me that they didn’t think it was
believable to have the 18th named storm of the
season strike New England as a category two or
three hurricane in late September.
It’s amazing what a difference four years makes.
You mentioned in your interview with Locus
earlier this year that your novels are “very self‐
aware books, with a lot of participation in the
‘genre conversation.’” Given the Bruce Sterling
quote at the start of Book Two of Hammered, it
felt like you were also engaging in a bit of social
Some Fantastic

commentary in the Casey books. Was making Col.
Valens’s character gay a part of this?
Well, Fred’s not gay, precisely. Nor is he not‐
gay; he’s a man who used to be married to a
woman, and has at least one son by her, and who
went through what was apparently a miserable
divorce and is currently married to another man.
The exact details of the process by which this situa‐
tion evolved are left as an exercise to the reader:
whether he’s gay and was closeted, or whether he
had a midlife change of heart, or whether he was
always cheerfully bisexual and happens to have
wound up settled with a woman last time and a
man this—just isn’t relevant to the narrative, and I
honestly don’t know. Fred’s never told me.
He’s a secret keeper. The reason he’s named
Fred is because I’d had this character—Col.
Valens—kicking around in my head for over a
decade, and he’d never told me his first name.
And well, I needed to name him. So, being mind‐
ful of Gene Wolfe’s advice to never name a charac‐
ter Fred... I named him Fred.
And it suited him, so it stuck.
I knew he had a home‐life; I knew he had a
granddaughter. There’s a little bit of business in
Hammered where Jenny starts to catch on that he’s
a human being and not a machine they wheel into
the closet at night and switch off, and she makes a
whole bunch of assumptions sort of half‐
unconsciously, oh, he’s got the little woman at
home, so on and so forth. Which is all implied in
the text rather than stated outright.
Anyway, I knew I needed to introduce this
character in Scardown, and the thing is, that if she
were a woman, she would have reinforced Jenny’s
assumptions about Fred. And she would have
been a terrible cliché; the dependent military wife
who waits at home while hubs is on freaking Mars
for ten years. That’s not illuminating; it does noth‐
ing to shed any light.
So I thought, well, what if this character is a
man? A sort of quirky, charming, chubby little
man who keeps parrots and reads newspapers
and nags Fred to eat his vegetables? And a rela‐
tionship that could have been, I think, scripted,
became much more interesting.
And I think it illuminates, a bit, the unex‐
plored assumptions we make of women in those
4
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World Series, while of course Issues Of Interna‐
tional Importance are being considered at the UN
and completely ignored by everybody but the fu‐
ture equivalent of C‐Span.
Anyway, in the original draft, there were a
bunch of curse‐of‐the‐Bambino jokes.
I submitted the book to the publisher in Sep‐
tember of 2004.
Cue hasty rewrite. Grin.
I’m not actually a baseball fan, or a hockey
fan, but several of my characters are. And I mean,
much of the action is taking place in New York in
the autumn. I can’t imagine Gothamites will have
given up their baseball in a mere sixty years.
In a few of the short stories
collected in The Chains That You
Refuse, you use historical figures
and authors as major characters.
What is the draw of using them—
especially Christopher Marlow,
whom you’ve used twice—in such
a manner?
Sometimes I find people who
seem to have untold stories hang‐
ing around them, and in those
cases, I write them. I’ve always
liked Tycho and Sophie Brahe, for
example, although Carl Sagan did
a heck of a job of smearing Tycho
on Cosmos, all those years ago.
Given the information he had on
hand in his day, he was a reason‐
able and careful—even meticulous—scientist,
and Copernicus was a crackpot. (Copernicus was
just making stuff up, more or less; Tycho—and
his sister Sophie—were collecting data. Good
data. Unprecedented data; data, in an irony fa‐
miliar to all scientists, that would eventually
prove him wrong about how the solar system
worked. But that is how the experimental method
functions. From a scientist’s perspective, that’s a
triumph, not a failure.)
I’ve actually used Marlowe more than twice. I
started researching the Elizabethans in 2002, for a
forthcoming book called The Stratford Man, which
is a Promethean Age novel. Anyway, Marlowe,
like Brahe, was one of those historical personages
who I found myself liking more and more as I got

kinds of roles. Because we have a societal bias that
this is just what women do, they support men in
the military. And I think that there’s a profound
courage in doing that, and by changing one simple
thing—making the person who waits male,
whether the person who serves is male or fe‐
male—you force a reassessment. In other words, if
your eye has been skipping over a feature of the
landscape every day for years, and suddenly
somebody paints it pink, you notice it all of a sud‐
den. (There’s a Josh Ritter song, “Girl in the War,”
in two young men talk about the lover of one of
them, who is serving overseas. That song does the
same thing beautifully.)
Also, I loved writing Geor‐
ges. He’s such a great character,
and I think he does a lovely job
of humanizing Fred, because at
least for me, it’s revealing to see
this other side of somebody
who’s pretty much been pre‐
sented by everyone who knows
him as this chrome‐plated iron‐
ass who should probably be up
on charges as a war criminal in
any just universe.
And then there’s somebody
at home who seems like a pretty
awesome person, who obvi‐
ously sees something worth‐
while in this man. As a writer, I
like to force reassessments. It
makes me happy.
As a baseball fan, I noticed with great
amusement while reading the Casey novels that
you went out of the way to ensure that sixty years
from now the Red Sox are still around to play the
Yankees, even if they were now the Havana Red
Sox and actually played their home games in Ar‐
gentina. Are you a Yankees or Sox fan, and if so,
did that play into your decision for including this
little perversity?
Hah! That is part of my creepy and erratic
ability to influence the future in totally random
ways by writing stuff down because it amuses me.
In Worldwired, there is a subplot that revolves
around most of the western hemisphere being
completely engrossed in the payoffs and the
Some Fantastic
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to know him. The real man doesn’t seem to have
been much at all like the popular image of him.
And as I was writing the book, I kept finding all
these side stories, other possibilities, different
ways of spinning the data.
So I wrote “This Tragic Glass,” and “L’esprit
d’escalier,” and with Sarah Monette I wrote a YA
historical mystery—still unsold—that we call “Kit
Marlowe, Boy Detective.”
Shakespeare didn’t give me those sorts of
forking trails to follow, so he only gets one book.
Redemption of a sort seems to be a common
thread in many of your stories. Is there some‐
thing in particular that brings you back to fallen
characters and their return to grace (for lack of a
better term)?
That’s a very Christian way of putting it. Not
being a Christian, myself, I kind of see it differ‐
ently. I prefer to think that I write about interest‐
ing people, and interesting people are often dam‐
aged in some way (life being a rough place). I very
much believe that just because something is
chipped at the edges doesn’t mean it should be
discarded.
Nor do I believe in romanticizing damage, or
the quick fix. (What I call the epiphantic fix: “Oh,
I was abused horribly as a child, but now I am
All Better.”)
No. It doesn’t work that way. That kind of
damage is unfair and it’s hurtful and it’s the sort
of thing you carry for a lifetime. But the fact that it
can’t be fixed doesn’t mean it can’t be worked
around, worked through, or even used as a tool.
Having been hurt, having scars, is not a death
sentence. It’s something you learn to get around.
I think I worded my original question rather
poorly, let me rephrase. Admittedly, damaged
characters are far more interesting, but many of
your characters seem to harbor the additional
need to make amends for the bad decisions
they’ve made, especially those made years previ‐
ously. Does that desire to make things right
make these characters more attractive to you
than those characters who wish to keep their
mistakes in the past—even when they don’t
claim “I am All Better”?
That’s probably my own bias, in the sense that
if a character isn’t trying to become a better per‐
Some Fantastic

son, he is likely not a particularly decent person to
begin with.
You seem to split your writing pretty evenly
between science fiction and fantasy. Are there
elements to either that you find uniquely appeal‐
ing as a writer?
Grin. I don’t actually see any difference in
them. They’re both games in which you set up
systems and explore them. The difference is that in
science fiction, the author and the audience wink
and nod and pretend that what they’re playing at
is possible, and in fantasy, we don’t bother.
Admittedly, there are rules and a need for
consistency on both ends of the fantastic spec‐
trum. But in science fiction, you need to give the
reader plausible reason to agree to make the
“wink and nod,” whereas fantasy doesn’t need
reasonably extrapolated science (or unimpenetra‐
ble technobabble) that makes the fantastic hap‐
pen. Does that make any difference to you?
Well, fantasy, the way I write it, still needs an
implied logical structure. I may not ever tell the
reader what it is, explicitly, but it’s there. In sci‐
ence fiction, unless you are writing the crunchiest
of crunchy SF where the afterword is a third of the
book (some of which I love; I’ve probably read
Robert Forward Dragon’s Egg and Hal Clement’s
Mission of Gravity about ten times) you’re just bas‐
ing the handwaving off a different set of made up
ground rules. Historical fantasy, for example, is
about trying to find the holes in history and invent
plausible bits of business that go there. Science
fiction is sort of the same thing with physics. Car‐
nival, my next book, does all this totally improb‐
able stuff with brane theory.
... but it’s cool stuff.
Like many other authors today, you maintain
a blog that you frequently update. Do you ever
find yourself blogging at times that you know you
should be working on a story or novel?
No, not really. It’s a different muscle. I some‐
times find myself writing stories that are not the
story I am supposed to be working on.
Moving on to the fantasy series you started
with Blood & Iron, how much research into
Aurthuriana did you perform before writing it and
was there anything you encountered that changed
your way of presenting the story?
6
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I did most of the research long before actually
writing the book, so no, not really. Every so often
you turn up a tidbit that has to go in, of course.
For example, people who have fallen out of
the narrative over time: Gwenhwyfar’s now‐
forgotten wicked sister, Gwenwhyfach, or Ar‐
thur’s sister Anne. And the story itself has
changed so much; before the addition of Lancelot,
for example, it’s Mordred that Gwenhwyfar runs
off with.
Which actually makes for a much tighter nar‐
rative, if you think about it.
One bit that I turned up
somewhere and which wound
up being essential to the narra‐
tive was Lancelot’s affair with
Morgan le Fey, which is a very
Calypso‐like story, and it’s one
of the marvelous complexities
about Morgan, who’s just a fan‐
tastic mythic character. Lancelot
goes to her for help; he wants
her to keep him away from
Gwenhwyfar.
And she does. For a time.
Originally, I found that one
in Phyllis Ann Karr’s The Idylls
of the Queen, which is hands‐
down my favorite Arthurian
fantasy—it deals with an oft‐
ignored Arthurian sub‐story:
the murder of Sir Patrise—and which probably
informed my fondness for Cei, Mordred, and Mor‐
gan, as they are the heroes of the piece.
Um. More or less.
Of course, the most fun thing about the Pro‐
methean Age books is that the Arthuriana is back‐
story, not front story. I’ll probably never write a
plainly Arthurian novel, because it’s been done
and I’m bad at sticking to existing plot outlines.
But I love the characters, especially the less glam‐
orous ones, and Iʹm all about doomed but noble
stuggles.
At a certain point in the narrative, one of the
points of view shifts from third person to first
person. Why did you employ this shift?
It signals a really profound change in the
character in question, who literally becomes a dif‐
Some Fantastic

ferent person at that juncture. Thus, the person
from before the shift becomes a they (since the
story’s told in past tense) and the person after is I.
It’s a kind of death, and that needs to be sig‐
naled.
In a post to your blog a couple months ago,
you apologized to a different character for getting
“slashed” in an upcoming Promethean novel. Do
you find yourself wishing certain characters
didn’t need to face certain events?
Hah! Actually, I was apologizing to them for
putting them in a situation that
I am reasonably sure will at‐
tract fan‐fiction. Grin. (Well,
assuming I’ve any popularity
in the communities that write
fan‐fiction when the book
comes out.)
One can’t, as I understand
the terminology, actually slash
one’s own characters, because
slash is by definition non‐
canonical.
There is some homoerotic
tension between two of the
characters in Whiskey & Water.
Alas for the one, the other is so
straight he can’t get through a
revolving door, so I suspect
nothing will come of it other
than some character moping.
(I have no control over my characters. They
are such thoroughly disassociated little chunks of
my subconscious that they do (doodly do) all sorts
of things without bothering to tell me why, and
then I have to go back and find out.
Finally, just for fun, in an interview with To‐
bias S. Buckell, you gave your contingency plan
for zombie attack. What’s your contingency plan
for an alien invasion?
Depends. What sort of aliens? I mean, will vi‐
ruses do for them, or do you need hand grenades?
Or giant robot monsters?
Assuming they’re unfriendly, I think giant ro‐
bot monsters are probably the coolest solution. But
being processed into protein cubes is probably a
more likely outcome.
Thank you for your time.
7

FALL, 2006

Sex in the System, edited by Cecilia Tan
Book Review by Rose Fox
In 1998, M. Christian compiled Eros ex Ma‐
china: Eroticizing the Mechanical. This considerably
larger collection, clearly geared towards erotica
readers rather than science fiction fans, differed
from its predecessors in several ways. Mike Res‐
nick and John Shirley served as ambassadors of
the SF community, but were outnumbered by
erotic luminaries such as Carol Queen, Pat Califia,
and Tan herself. Solo sex was considerably more
prevalent, with protagonists getting themselves
off on exercise equipment, an antique vibrator, a
drug trip, a machine designed to give the perfect
blowjob, a talking handgun, a television, a wash‐
ing machine, a sentient tape deck, an ATM, a
roller‐coaster, a video booth, and—once again—
cars. Humanoid machines and virtual sex were
almost entirely absent; the experience of the flesh
was key, usually in a fetishistic context. 13 of the
29 stories were written by women (including Cali‐
fia, who at the time had not yet transitioned).
Studying history isn’t required for those who
simply want to enjoy Sex in the System, Tan’s latest
anthological contribution to the skifferotica sub‐
genre. It is interesting to observe the shifting
trends, however. Nearly half of the contributing
authors to the collection are women. Where Eros in
Orbit discussed politics post–Summer of Love,
Technosex addressed emotional connection and
virtual reality as the internet boom brought both
international interaction and technological isola‐
tion. While Eros ex Machina depicted the joys and
dangers of self‐indulgence as the Lewinsky scan‐
dal broke, Sex in the System is almost psychoana‐
lytical in nature, reflecting the restless and relent‐
less introspection that seems to be a hallmark of
recent fiction (in all genres) and also of the pre‐
sent‐day American mindset. “We live in a science
fiction future already; fiction helps me to under‐
stand it,” Tan writes in her introduction. “As such
many of the stories in this volume read like they
could be taking place today.... These are stories
that resonate with the reality I know as a sexually
active adult in the early twenty‐first century.” (pp.
ix–x) That resonance lies not only in the physical
settings but also in the repeated depiction of the

In 1973, surfing the wake of the sexual revo‐
lution, Joseph Elder assembled a collection enti‐
tled Eros in Orbit. Several prominent SF authors,
including Pamela Sargent, Barry N. Malzberg,
and Robert Silverberg, contributed stories on the
topic of “Does sex have a future?”. Many took
decidedly sociopolitical tacks, pushing sexual
liberation down a variety of slippery slopes: mo‐
nogamy reduced to a fetish, children demanding
their rights as sexual beings, incestuous clones.
The only erotic contraption was, unsurprisingly,
a car. Silverberg’s story, “In the Group,” was the
only one that discussed any sort of long‐distance
technology‐mediated sex. Sargent was the only
female contributor.
In 1993, Cecilia Tan edited a chapbook called
Technosex: Cyber Age Erotica. The focus was on
technology either designed or adapted for sex,
with the table of contents divided more or less
evenly between eroticists (such as Evan Hollander
and Elf Sternberg) and fabulists (such as Gary
Bowen and Wendy Rathbone), but the only non‐
sentient toys they described were dildos tethered
to elastic bands (for use in zero G) and more cars.
The advent of the internet inspired several varia‐
tions on the theme of computer‐assisted telepathy
and virtual reality. There were three robots, one
humanoid and two not. Everything was presented
in terms of interaction between two sentient enti‐
ties, often in a way that near‐perfectly simulated
plain ol’ human intercourse. Rathbone was the
only female contributor, unless you count Tan’s
brief editorial introduction.
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struggle between personal authenticity and socie‐
tal acceptance, a struggle that readers of both SF
and erotica will find intimately familiar.
Joe Haldeman’s work brackets the collection,
opening it with the slightly awkward poem “The
Future of Sex” and closing with the prim and grim
story “More Than the Sum of His Parts.” Both pos‐
tulate that no matter how much technology
changes, human nature will remain the same.
“The Future of Sex” dryly suggests that virtual sex
will simply allow you to autodial your lovers, put
them on hold, and play prerecorded orgasms at
them. “More Than the Sum of His Parts” is the
diary of engineer Wilson Cheetham, written after
he loses an arm and a leg in an industrial accident
and his company replaces them with highly ad‐
vanced prostheses. As Cheetham explores the ca‐
pabilities of his new parts, he begins to fetishize
them and obsess over the dark fantasies that they
will allow him to fulfill. The story, first published
in 1985, is both unintentionally and deliberately
old‐fashioned: the tone of the diary is almost
Lovecraftian, the artificial limbs are only slightly
ahead of modern‐day technology, and the under‐
lying theme of the corruption of unexpected
power is as old as the hills. Modern politics are
hardly absent, however. The question of whether
Cheetham’s ambitions are inherent or a result of
the amalgamation of flesh and steel could easily be
rephrased: “Do artificial limbs kill people, or do
people kill people?”
Other stories of technological body modifica‐
tion include Steve Berman’s “Caught By Skin,” in
which faces change to suit the latest fads; G. Bon‐
homme’s “The Program,” which details a regime
of mental and physical adjustment designed to
make men better lovers; and Scott Westerfeld’s
“That Which Does Not Kill Us,” which explores
the societal implications of being able to bring
people back from the dead. All three authors are
decidedly disdainful of the worlds they create;
they seem to agree that authenticity and original‐
ity always win out over artificial augmentation.
Just because we can make drastic changes to our‐
selves doesn’t mean that we should.
Most of the pieces that explore the possibilities
of near‐future technological advancements do so
from the perspectives of their developers or beta‐
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testers (perhaps reflecting the information tech‐
nology backgrounds of many SF authors). The best
of these is “The Book Collector,” Sarah Micklem’s
exquisitely detailed story of a modern‐day Pygma‐
lion. Col is a designer for Incubus, a company that
develops imaginary people for use in full‐
sensation video games and sexual simulators.
When a private client gives her free rein and an
unlimited budget to develop the most authentic
character she can, she comes up with Sir Philip de
Graynfield, a book collector and slightly thread‐
bare dandy living in a more‐or‐less authentic rec‐
reation of 1498 London. Inevitably she falls in love
with her creation; although he is entirely imagi‐
nary, her feelings for him are complex and real,
down to her jealousy over his programmed‐in
promiscuity and her passion in their heated and
endearingly clumsy sexual encounters.
In Elspeth Potter’s “Poppet,” Jessamine and
James invent a small doll that can be telepathically
tuned to its human companion. When an accident
leaves James immobilized in the hospital, he uses
the doll as his sexual surrogate with Jessamine,
distracting them both from his pain and giving her
a great marketing idea in the process. Sharian
Lewitt’s “The Proof” describes a more ephemeral
gap between Sarah and Andrew, two scientists
studying the multiple‐universe hypothesis: in one
universe, they let the possibility of love slip away
from them, while in another, they choose to take a
chance on each other. Which one is “real” is left up
to the reader to decide. In Beth Bernobich’s tender
“Remembrance,” Jessica is a mercenary working
with a private company that supplements gov‐
ernment‐sponsored anti‐terrorism forces. While
she’s away on a mission, she and her partner Kate
use cutting‐edge sensory recorders to experience
each other’s masturbatory exploits. The political
themes are strong and topical; at one point, Kate
thinks bitterly that “terrorists [don’t] care about
her loneliness.” (p. 79)
Political commentary also surfaces in Gavin J.
Grant’s “Softly, with a Big Stick.” Jones lives in a
world in which silence is mandatory, enforced by
the Silent Police: foods may neither crunch nor
cause unseemly eructations, machinery may not
hum, the soles of shoes may not squeak. For Jones,
noise becomes the most titillating of stimulations.
9
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lution to everything lies in screwing someone; he
converts Pinocchia from RealDoll to real girl by
means of a nanite‐filled ejaculation. It’s cute, but
that’s all it is. John Bowker does a bit better with
the story of a lonely nerd with a thing for Godzilla
in “Love Will Tear Us Apart Again”; it’s not too
long, and the ending is very sweet. The key is that
Bowker makes us care about the characters, which
both Stevenson and Di Filippo fail to do. What use
is erotica—or, for that matter, science fiction—
where you can’t imagine yourself in the shoes of
the protagonists, or find some parallels between
their life and yours?
Indeed, the strength of this powerful and
moving collection is in the vivid characterizations
and strong emotions, a hallmark of good erotic
writing and an often overlooked element in sci‐
ence fiction. The peripherals are genuinely periph‐
eral; the people take center stage in their search for
emotional connection, physical satisfaction, and a
sense of their place in an uncertain world. Twenty
years from now, it will be interesting to see
whether that introspective and unsteady attitude
seems dated. At the moment, in this era of feeling
very strange, it’s a perfect fit.

Lynne Jamneck suggests in “Hot, Like Water” that
overexposure may lead in the same direction:
Zero, the Chief Superintendent of a water purifica‐
tion plant, has developed a thing for H2O. When
she meets Lex Seven, who has water in her veins
instead of blood, it’s no surprise that things get
steamy. M. Christian’s “The Show” doesn’t bother
speculating about the future when the present day
offers plenty of sexual repression to undermine;
the deviants in this case are Smoke and Jayne, who
want to enlighten the world (or at least New York)
by broadcasting their lovemaking on the eighty‐
foot screen in Times Square.
The few unsuccessful stories here are the ones
that steer clear of such lofty ideas and settle for
geeky in‐jokes. Jennifer Stevenson’s “Value for O”
is the worst offender, taking the one‐liner of a
mathematician talking numbers to get his partner
hot and stretching it out far beyond the point
where it stops being funny. Paul Di Filippo’s “Pi‐
nocchia” mocks the endless genre division debate
by rewriting the story of Pinocchio with quasi‐SF
elements: Pinocchia is a sentient RealDoll whose
clitoris becomes enlarged with every lie she tells,
the Talking Cricket is a “nizmo” (which appar‐
ently means something like “nano‐gizmo”) that
holds all the wisdom of its digital hive‐mind, the
animal people are the result of genetic manipula‐
tion, and the Blue Fairy is an effeminate official
who (in true government fashion) believes the so‐

Rose Fox is the result of a genetic experiment to
create the perfect writer. Having escaped from the labo‐
ratory, she now roams the streets of New York, looking
for inspiration in gutters and rainbows.

Shuteye for the Timebroker, by Paul Di Filippo
Book Review by Danny Adams
structions as “follow a dark star” or “turn
left where normality turns right.”

For good or ill, I’ve noticed the occasional
tendency in my review‐writing lately to describe
an author’s writing by borrowing a line from one
of the author’s own stories. Paul Di Filippo will be
no exception to that; in fact, he obligingly offered
up the description of his own work in “Captain
Jill”, the lead story of his new anthology Shuteye
For the Timebroker:

And so does Paul Di Filippo craft stories. For
the most part the works in this collection plant us
firmly—in their beginnings—on what we feel is
familiar ground, familiar on a variety of levels.
Perhaps the situation is familiar, such as getting
obsessed with a new “game,” of sorts, in the
newspaper, as does Harry Lingenfelter in “We’re
All In This Alone,” or the need to get away from

Pestering his father to tell him the
precise directions, he got back such in‐
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it all that starts “Going Abo” in motion. You may
already find some of the characters familiar, like
Slowhand and Little Sister in the story titled after
their names, or the desperately unhappy young
woman alone on the subway in “Underground.”
But once Di Filippo turns you off the recognized
path then there’s no going back or slowing
down—he’s got you for the whole ride.
Yet, he is good enough to leave signposts
along the way. In “Captain Jill,” for example, all
seems well enough in the beginning: Clayton Lit‐
tle has returned to Blackwood Beach, a place that
was once the center of his childhood summer
idylls, in order to take care of his aging grand‐
mother and the family business. For a number of
reasons, including the fact that Blackwood Beach
(the town located via the aforementioned direc‐
tions) is not quite as idyllic as he remembers, he’s
a bit resentful. Then his unhappy middle‐of‐the‐
night musings are interrupted by singing coming
from below the house, amid tunnels once used by
smugglers and other wicked sorts his grandfather
once told him about. And not just anyone sing‐
ing, but a pirate: red‐headed Captain Jill Innerar‐
ity, Hellcat of the East Coast, whose three‐
hundred years of age (though she herself hasn’t
aged, having been kept in stasis by the town’s
resident sorcerer) do nothing to soften either her
temper or her libido.
Just another day in Blackwood Beach. Well,
except when Captain Jill escapes into the town
and starts wreaking havoc. Then the townsfolk
get somewhat put out, but it’s up to Little to do
something about it.
The second story is also set in Blackwood
Beach (and was, according to Di Filippo, his
fourth set there that he published—one story for
each season) and things start getting a wee bit
stranger (at least to outsiders seeing the town).
Billy Budd, the title character of the story, appar‐
ently gets rather annoyed when people mention
dandelions around him, seeing as how his skin is
pale green and his hair is yellow. The reason Billy
looks like a plant is, simply, because he is. His
mother (a lonely, elderly spinster at the time Billy
was born) sent off for him from a very special
seed catalog, and over the course of several
months grew him into what emerged from the
Some Fantastic

plant pod as a child who looked to be about five
years of age. When the story starts, however,
Billy is an adult (who runs a greenhouse, natu‐
rally), his mother has long since passed, and
more havoc is about to hit Blackwood Beach—
this time in the form of Hollywood wanting to
make a movie there.
The production crew being from Hollywood,
of course, they revel in the strangeness of Black‐
wood Beach rather than notice anything peculiar.
The reveler Billy is most worried about though is
director Luke Landisberg, who stumbles on Billy’s
secret project: another plant, but this time one that
Billy is growing as a mate rather than a child.
In the story that gave the book its title, Cedric
Swann is a timebroker: someone who ensures
people will come to events like sports games and
symphonies at all hours of the night. For “all
hours of the night” is now meaningless, thanks to
drug breakthroughs years before that allow peo‐
ple to stay awake 24 hours a day without fatigue,
as well as clear the toxins that would otherwise
build up in their bodies. But if you’re running
24/7/365, then those extra opportunities to both
work and play will give you extra opportunities
to screw up your life if you have a major prob‐
lem. In Cedric’s case, he’s addicted to gambling.
He manages to lose his job, get himself black‐
listed… and even worse, ultimately he loses the
means to purchase the drugs needed to keep him
awake. For lesser writers, Cedric’s descent into
forced sleep would be enough to make the story;
Di Filippo, however, continues pushing his sto‐
ries farther and farther, and here sleep only be‐
comes the beginning of Cedric’s nightmare. Di
Filippo takes what we think we know, and how

Shuteye for the Timebroker
Author: Paul Di Filippo
ISBN: 1560258179
Publisher: Thunder’s Mouth
Press
Release date: April, 2006
$15.95, 272 pages,
trade paperback

11

FALL, 2006

we feel, about sleep and dreams and flips them
on their heads. He then seasons his ending with
possibilities about dreaming that we have only
barely started to consider in the waking world.
Di Filippo also brings us tales that are
strange nearly from the get‐go and remain in
strange lands throughout, although the territory
becomes familiar to us through the course of the
narrative. “Walking the Great Road” is the best
example of this; the entire story wraps John
Moreton’s literal journey with a metaphysical one
all into a years‐long walk. The people Moreton
encounters aren’t any different than he might
have known on Earth, except the greater purpose
of it all (one the character very likely gives to
himself) is simply far more obvious than it had
been on Earth. In “Shadowboxer,” we get a clas‐
sic‐styled tale sharpened by modern concerns:
the unnamed main character has the ability to kill
people by concentrating on a new photograph of
them—and is forced to become a weapon in the
War on Terror. Just as many of us are often
doubtful about who is and is not our friend in the
War on Terror, the shadowboxer will eventually
discover that an enemy may be no more than
someone the people in power claim is an enemy,
and he is given a dark choice about how he wants
to continue the fight.
When I tell you that I greatly enjoyed Shuteye
For the Timebroker, however, I realize that much of
my enjoyment of Di Filippo’s stories comes from
the fact that I enjoy classic science fiction pub‐
lished under luminaries like John Campbell and
Anthony Boucher. Many of the stories in this an‐
thology are reminiscent of the best of the 1950’s
and pre‐New Wave 1960’s, which I offer as a dis‐
claimer. For example, I guessed the ending of
“The Secret Sutras of Sally Strumpet,” though it
had a nice twist at the end—but sudden twists
are not to everyone’s tastes. “Going Abo” is a
fairly straightforward story without many “sty‐
listic” elements so popular in recent years; the
climax also did not come as a surprise and had
less of a twist, though a nice single line at the end
that brought the consequences of the story home.
While I didn’t quite guess the ending of his alter‐
nate history story “The Mysterious Iowans,” its
own twist seemed a simple‐but‐elegant solution
Some Fantastic

to the story’s buildup, which may also leave
some readers feeling it was flat. “Distances” is
clever play, which unfortunately seems to be out
of fashion with many these days (who may be
taking the genre altogether too seriously). An‐
other tale that seems to be building towards a
powerful climax actually ends with a pun.
On the other hand, if you like extra flairs of
style with your tales, the last two should fit your
bill: “Eel Pie Stall” (which I reviewed in the issue
#8 of Some Fantastic for the story’s appearance in
Chris Roberson’s Adventure, Vol. 1) is a surreal
trip through the afterlife and rebirth with the ap‐
propriate (and non‐gratuitous) stylistic elements.
And the closing story, “The Farthest Schorr,” is
actually a collection of 32 mini‐stories that are
each based on works by genre artist Todd Schorr.
A “classic” approach to Schorr’s bizarre dream‐
scape‐like works would have failed terribly to do
them justice.
Overall, the stories are solid and well told,
with a clarity of both language and thought all‐
too‐often missing in a great many modern science
fiction stories. They have a lingering aftereffect:
some may seem lightweight on first reading but
reveal Firther layers (some deeper, some off to the
side, some completely askew) upon additional
thought. Try it once, try it twice, and enjoy stories
by someone who knows how to tell tales in the
best classical traditions of science fiction while
keeping a keen eye on where the genre is today.
Danny Adams is the author of two forthcoming
short novels: The City Beyond Play, co‐authored
with Philip Jose Farmer and scheduled to appear from
PS Publishing at the end of 2006; and Village of One
Thousand Cranes, appearing as a limited edition
from Papaveria Press in the summer of 2006. In addi‐
tion, his shorter works have appeared or are forthcom‐
ing in magazines such as Abyss & Apex, Andro‐
meda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, The Mount
Zion Speculative Fiction Review, Mythic Delir‐
ium, Not One Of Us, Star*Line, Strange Horizons,
and Weird Tales. He and his wife Laurie live deep in
the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia with four cats
who never fail to provide thrilling wonders, dangerous
adventures, and chilling perils!
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Monster Island, by David Wellington
Book Review by Matthew Appleton
There’s something rather mindlessly enjoyable
about horror featuring zombies. Unlike most other
supernatural and/or preternatural creatures, zom‐
bies can’t just hide in the shadows and surprise a
select few victims. They’re utterly relentless and
single‐minded in their pursuit of human flesh
and/or brains. There is no way you can humanize
them because they are unfeeling and incapable of
feelings, and there is no way to “outthink” them
because they just react without thought. They just
want to eat you and there’s nothing you can do to
convince them otherwise. No need to examine the
philosophical and moral underpinnings of these
monsters; it’s solely kill or be killed.
Except when you’re reading David Welling‐
ton’s Monster Island.
To be sure, Monster Island starts very much
like many other novels and movies that feature
this particular form of the undead. In the opening
chapters, we discover that for all practical pur‐
poses, the entire Western world is now destroyed
and ironically humanity’s best chance of survival
resides in places where the populace is heavily
armed and already engaged in brutal warfare. As
Dekalb, the protagonist of the book and a former
U.N. weapons inspector points out:

depict how many firearms there were per
capita there. You could take the legend off
that map now and put a new one in its
place: World Population Density.” (p. 11)
Because Dekalb (we’re never given his first
name) happened to be stationed in one of those
unstable countries, Somalia, he and his daughter
manage to survive the opening months of the
zombie attack. Yet, it’s only by the good graces of
one of the country’s warlords that he’s allowed to
survive. In fact, in order to secure his daughter’s
and his own safety, Dekalb agrees (with very little
choice) to undergo a mission to find the anti‐AIDS
medications that his warlord host—Mama Halima,
leader of the Women’s Republic of Somalia—
needs to survive. After a futile search of the Afri‐
can countryside, checking all the Red Cross and
U.N. locations he could recall, he decides that the
best way to find them is to take part in a mission
with a squad of Mama Halima’s soldiers—mostly
teenage women—and go to the United Nations
Secretariat Building in New York.
Shortly after arriving in New York, Dekalb
discovers that he’s not just dealing with the classi‐
cal breed of zombie.
Up until this point, that’s all we’ve seen: slow,
shuffling, easily outrun, but moving in hordes that
can trap you if you’re not careful. However, just
before Dekalb’s arrival in New York, Gary—a
former medical student, no last name given—
decides that the zombies will eventually get to
him and attempts to save himself in a rather un‐
usual fashion: by trying to save his brain, and thus
his intellect, while becoming a zombie:

“The civilized countries, the ones with
bicameral governments and honest police
forces and good infrastructure and the
rule of law and wealth and privilege, the
entire West—when the dead came home
they couldn’t hold out. It was only the
pisspots of the world that made it. The
most dangerous places. The unstable
countries—the feudal states, the anarchic
backwaters—awhere you wouldn’t dare
walk out the door without a gun, where
bodyguards were fashion accessories—
they did a lot better in the end.

“The stupidity of the dead had to be from
organic brain damage, right, brought on
by anoxia. The time between when you
stopped breathing and you woke up
again, that was when it must happen, with
every second more brain cells would suf‐
focate and die, the critical juncture be‐
tween thinking rational human and dumb

…We used to have a map of the world
in my office in Nairobi. It showed the coun‐
tries of the world shaded various colors to
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dead animal. If you could keep yourself
oxygenated, a respirator in your lungs, a
dialysis machine to keep your blood mov‐
ing, carrying that critical oxygen to your
head… everything on battery power in
case the grid went down…” (p. 23)

sacrifice and whose mummified remains were on
display at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and
the eididh, a spectral force that binds all zombies
together—organizes the zombie hordes and cap‐
tures the survivors after Dekalb resumes his trek.
This leads to the novel’s climatic sequence in
Central Park.
But while neither Gary nor Meal Meg Och
(more on him in a moment) is your stereotypical
zombie, Wellington does employ a number of
well‐worn zombie tropes. In addition to returning
to the traditional zombies—and not resorting to
the new breed featured in the Resident Evil films
and the Dawn of the Dead remake—he gives us
scenes of Dekalb and troops fleeing the dead be‐
fore finding themselves inadvertently trapped, as
well as zombies suddenly appearing out of build‐
ings and dark alleys to join the chase. Of course,
no zombie feature is complete without some grue‐
some display of a zombie chowing down on hu‐
man flesh or showing a horribly decayed member
of the undead:

Sure enough, after he connects himself to the
aforementioned hardware, Gary submerges him‐
self in a tub of ice to induce hypothermia, and af‐
ter coming out of the coma, he emerges as the
smartest undead creature on the planet.
At first, Gary attempts to maintain what re‐
mains of his humanity. When he encounters Gary
and the Somali troops—who are fleeing a hospi‐
tal they searched for drugs, having had to give
up on the idea of searching the U.N. building—
he offers himself up as medical help in an effort
to prove that he is unlike the rest of the zombies.
He actually goes so far as to perform triage on
one of the injured after one of them is bitten.
Gary also imagines performing studies on the
behavior of the other undead, given that he can
get close to them in a manner that no living per‐
son can. However, his need to devour living flesh
finally gets the better of him, and he’s exiled
from the group when he’s found eating the dying
woman he previously triaged.
Ultimately, Dekalb and Gary find themselves
leading opposite sides of a fight to determine the
fate of 200 remaining survivors in New York
City. Dekalb stumbles upon them during his ini‐
tial effort to make it to the U.N. building and
spends some time with them before continuing
on his quest. Unfortunately, Gary—with the help
of Meal Meg Och, a former druid killed in a ritual

“It was one of the dead. A dead woman in
a print dress stained with old blood and
darker fluids. She came closer, waddling
as if she couldn’t bend at the knees and he
saw she was badly damaged. Most of the
skin was gone from her face and a clump
of maggots perched in the hollow of her
clavicles like a writhing scarf.” (p. 101)
However, in more ways than one it’s Gary
and Meal Meg Och that make this zombie horde
unique. Like Gary, Meal Meg Och maintains the
ability to think and rationalize. Sacrificed to help
his tribe survive a drought, he feels that because
he didn’t remain dead he therefore failed in his
original mission in life. Because of that failure, he
concludes that his new mission is to ensure that
the divine retribution visited upon humankind is
fulfilled by killing the last of the survivors. Upon
meeting Gary, Meal Meg Och convinces him that
since he no longer human and humanity will not
attempt to accommodate his very existence, then
Gary’s only recourse is to embrace the monster
he has become—a role Gary ultimately assumes
with relish.
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served state explains why they don’t need to eat,
why do Meal Meg Och and the Egyptian mum‐
mies from the Met maintain their ability to re‐
member and think? The decay their bodies un‐
derwent before mummification would mean their
brains decayed as much as any other zombies, but
no solid explanation is given why they are differ‐
ent, though it’s hinted that the eididh has some‐
thing to do with it.
Despite the possibilities presented by the
eididh, Monster Island, like most other zombie offer‐
ings, works best as pure, mindless entertainment.
The action is pretty much relentless, and while we
do witness moments where Gary engages in re‐
flection over what he chose to turn himself into,
the battle for the survivors and the quest for the
needed anti‐AIDS drugs represent the main thrust
of the novel. Wellington employs straightforward
and direct prose, but if you read carefully you find
a couple narrative twists that suggest how the
book will end for Dekalb. Still, it’s the type of
novel that encourages you to race through in as
few readings as possible.

None of this is possible though without the
eididh. Because of this force, Gary and Meal Meg
Och are able to survive the type of blows that kill
other zombies. It allows them to direct and con‐
trol the hordes, as well as communicate mentally
with each other. It also provides them with the
ability to use the other zombies as “eyes” that
allow them to see any event happening within
the city, so long as a zombie (regardless of spe‐
cies) is present at the scene.
Wellington provides a couple other interesting
asides during the book. We encounter zombie pi‐
geons and zombie cats—we don’t normally see
other forms of life converted to zombies—and
they are just as dangerous as the human zombies.
There’s also a wonderfully ironic scene where the
survivors listen to “the President” give an inspira‐
tional speech loaded down with readily recogniz‐
able clichés. Showing the need to hang on to any
remnant of civilization whatsoever, they follow
the speech by reenacting scenes from famous mov‐
ies as a way to entertain themselves.
However, that’s not to say that Monster Island
is without noticeable flaws. Even though this is a
fantasy world, while reading the book a couple
questions about internal consistency did material‐
ize. Given his experience with hospitals in Africa,
how could Dekalb remain so certain that the U.N.
pharmacy wasn’t sacked as well? While their pre‐

Matthew Appleton is the editor of Some Fantas‐
tic. He recent fascination with all things regarding
zombies started after seeing the Dawn of the Dead
remake in theaters during the spring of 2004.

A Shadow in Summer, by Daniel Abraham
Book Review by Chris Elliot
entirely too‐long, often stagnantly paced, expedi‐
tion that offers every indication of intending to
take significant plot extending steps, but manages
to realize only the barest of incremental develop‐
ment. This is too bad as there seems to be the hint
of a very provocative story lurking within the me‐
andering narrative stroll that makes up “A
Shadow in Summer” that’s just asking for a little
honest and gutsy development from the author.
Abraham’s story is set in a world of city
states born from the demise of empire (the Sum‐
mer Cities), and of a nation (Galt) aggressively
expanding. It’s a world sustained in shaky equi‐

Daniel Abraham’s fantasy novel, A Shadow in
Summer, his first novel‐length work and the first
volume in his “The Long Price Quartet,” feels like
a long, masterfully crafted, prelude to a main
event. If it were part of a film and massively
trimmed down, it would fit perfectly as one of
those wonderfully orchestrated mini‐narrative
opening sequences you sometimes see; a substan‐
tial place‐setter, with important story details, de‐
signed to get you properly situated while you roll
through the opening credits. But as the first, 331‐
page gateway novel in what has every indication
of being an extended fantasy novel series, it’s an
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librium, for the moment, with trading houses
from the various cities and Galt exchanging
goods and services amongst themselves in what
appears to be a firmly entrenched mercantile sys‐
tem. For the Summer Cities, their trade flourishes
and is secured through their poets: men (only
men), who through some linguistic mechanism or
other only hinted at throughout the novel, are
able to bind “gods” or godlike beings, the “an‐
dat,” to their wills.
These poets and beings have specific abilities
to facilitate certain natural activities, which are
then utilized by the particular city states to en‐
hance their particular trades. In the case of
Saraykeht, the city state in A Shadow in Summer in
which almost all of the action takes place, the poet
is Heshai and his andat, Seedless, has the ability at
Heshai’s direction to force the seeds (construed in
the word’s broadest sense to include eggs and
such) from any natural object (plant or animal).
This in turn provides Saraykeht an incredible ad‐
vantage in the processing of certain textiles, as
Seedless is easily able to remove the seeds from,
for example, cotton, thus removing an onerous
and time‐consuming manual process and permit‐
ting Saraykeht to outmaneuver countries, like
Galt, which significantly do not (for reasons unex‐
plained) have the ability to bind these gods to
their wills. One can imagine a country like Galt
might find such a situation dissatisfying on vari‐
ous levels; and, in fact, this becomes the basis for
the political intrigue that forms the primary impe‐
tus for the novel’s development.
It’s within this world that the main characters
find their daily mundane lives suddenly on the
verge of change. There’s the already mentioned

Heshai, a middle‐aged, bitter and psychologically
damaged man on the slow road to alcoholic self‐
destruction. There’s the aged though vibrant
Amat, the Saraykeht‐born skilled manager of the
Galtic trading House Wilson, and her employer,
the Galtic‐born Marchat Wilson. There’s Liat,
Amat’s young female protégé, and Liat’s lover, the
seemingly too‐normal and uninspired, Itani, in‐
dentured to House Wilson. There’s Liat and Itani’s
friend, Maati, poet‐in‐training and newly inserted
assistant to Heshai. And finally, there is the andat,
Seedless, bound against his will to serve Heshai
and Saraykeht.
These characters all become embroiled within
a plot by Marchat Wilson to effect an incident that
will send the teetering Heshai into irretrievable
self‐annihilation, and in so doing remove
Saraykeht’s trading advantage by releasing Seed‐
less from his imposed servitude. This is the basic
trajectory upon which the novel proceeds.
And this would be a fine and satisfactory basis
for a fun toss‐away novel of intrigue. Something
you’d pick up to read at the beginning of a long
flight. But “A Shadow in Summer” has some pre‐
tensions to literary merit. Pretensions to literary
merit are a good thing, too, and as a reader I’d
much rather be reading one with than without.
We read fantasy, after all, not simply or only for
tales of heroes and villainous sorcerers engaged in
fantastical enterprises. Sometimes, in happy cir‐
cumstances, we’re lucky enough to be able
through the skill of an audacious author to read
fantasy for some larger purpose—perhaps for the
purpose of considering the issues or questions
relevant to our own world cast anew and es‐
tranged by being situated within a landscape that
is fundamentally alien to us yet near enough on
the important points to be uncomfortable enough
to cause personal re‐examination (Philip Pull‐
man’s His Dark Materials and Ursula K. Le Guin’s
Earthsea Cycle both come to my mind).
For example, in a novel like A Shadow In Sum‐
mer, one might be able to consider, from an imagi‐
natively rendered and altered perspective, the is‐
sues of servitude (Seedless, Itani, and to a lesser
extent Maati and Liat), sexual and gender equity
(why are poets only men?), and duty both to one’s
homeland and humanity as a whole (are the inhabi‐

A Shadow in Summer
Author: Daniel Abraham
ISBN: 1560258500
Publisher: Tor Books
Release date: March, 2006
$24.95, 336 pages,
hardcover
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tants of my city‐state or nation more important than
the inhabitants in that city or country over there?).
One might also consider more theoretical issues
such as the relationship of the access to language
and knowledge to the implementation of power
and control (the role of the poet). Those are just
some of the more interesting issues that hover at
the margins of Abraham’s novel. Unfortunately,
though, they’re also the very issues that are left
waiting in vain for the concerted, in‐depth consid‐
eration they merit and for which I, as a reader in‐
trigued by the possibilities hinted at by Abraham’s
partially executed vision, was left grasping at
empty‐handed.
In his defense, Abraham does explicitly render
the obvious problems one can imagine deriving
from these various issues (Amat and Marchat, un‐
surprisingly, discover how difficult it can be to
attempt to serve the ends of their competing
homelands; Liat, Itani, and Maati experience the
complexities of intermingled love and friendship,
and the hardships of serving the whims of their
masters). Abraham is also clearly intent on dis‐
playing the effects of the most centrally important
and narratively reactant issue, the enforced subju‐
gation of a god to a man’s will: it causes the right‐
ful animosity and pain of the subjugated and the
self‐loathing of the subjugator with tragic results.
Yet, the facilitating aspect of that subjugation–
the manner in which the poet enslaves through his
art (which is the art of language and access to the
carefully controlled avenues to knowledge of this
language)–remains almost infuriatingly absent of
development or essential consideration. And it’s
this kernel of insight that begs cracking open and

exploration not only because it would in turn ener‐
gize the other issues at play, but because it would
offer a reason to continue to read the series (which I
assume Abraham and his publishers would like).
However, other than a brief and largely unsat‐
isfying half‐page description of what it is a poet
does when he enslaves an andat (I won’t reveal
what little there is to reveal here, other than to
note that it can be found on page 251 of the hard‐
back for those interested), Abraham seems reluc‐
tant to divulge anything of significance with re‐
spect to this secret. Whether this is because he
holds hopes of it forming an even more powerful
element in the next volume of the series, or
whether he hasn’t realized what it is himself yet,
or whether he’s just a recalcitrant author intent on
making his readers wait until he’s damn well
ready to disclose it, I don’t know. But as a reader I
do know that I bore easily and I question authorial
skill quickly, so I tend to be inclined to believe the
worst (e.g., Abraham just hasn’t figured out how
to render in a satisfying and interesting way)
rather than trust in the best possibility.
Which brings us back to the beginning of this
review: “A Shadow in Summer” feels like a prolog
(to use another, this time literary, example). Ex‐
cept it’s a novel. Sure the story feels like it’s about
to take off, maybe, in the next volume. But at over
300 pages in length, that’s a heavy price to pay for
a pretty small return.
Chris Elliot has written film and television reviews
for Popmatters.com. He currently lives in Northern
Virginia with his ever increasing collection of anime
soundtracks.

Grease Monkey, by Tim Eldred
Graphic Novel Review by Hawk
Tired of reading the same comics over and
over again? Do you no longer care to see super‐
hero beat up superhero in a mistaken identity
story? Are you sick of reading about villains who
have a new, unique, and incredibly diabolical
scheme to destroy life as we know it? Would you
like to read something that has just a bit more in
common with your daily life?
Some Fantastic

If youʹve answered yes to any of those ques‐
tions (or even if you havenʹt), Grease Monkey is the
book for you. Tim Eldred, who has done much of
his work in the animation industry, has written a
light‐hearted, SF‐flavored, story of growing up.
In 2019, space invaders randomly and bru‐
tally attacked Earth. 60% of humanity was de‐
stroyed in this attack. Luckily for Earth, the
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ʺBenefactorsʺ came to help put us back on our
feet. As it was feared that Earth civilization
would never be able to come back with such a
devastating loss of life, they offered to accelerate
the development of another Earth species to the
level of humans. While the dolphins declined the
offer, the gorillas did not. The gorillas became
ʺacceleratedʺ, and took their place alongside hu‐
mans to both rebuild Earth and protect it from
future alien invasions.
The Fist of Earth is currently the premier
Earth space station, where fighter squadrons con‐
stantly train to ensure battle‐readiness. Robin
Plotnik, a human mechanic cadet, has been sent
to the Fist of Earth for his first tour of duty. There
he is randomly paired up as the assistant to go‐
rilla Mac Gimbensky, the stationʹs foremost (and
crankiest) squadron mechanic. Grease Monkey fol‐
lows the exploits of the two of them as both Mac
and Robin grow and learn the twists of friend‐
ship, work, and love.
Mac and Robin get to live out every personʹs
dream; their squad—the only all female‐
squadron—is on top of all the training exercises,
they run circles around the rest of the mechanics
on the station, and when people annoy them—
which happens frequently—they always manage
to come out on top. Whether itʹs one upping Major
Benjamin Henniker, an anal‐retentive efficiency
specialist, or pulling a prank on another division
who tried to make trouble for them, they always
manage to make the other look a fool while bear‐
ing no bad repercussions for themselves.
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The only place where their luck really runs
out is in their love life. Mac is enamored of Ad‐
miral Evelyn Stettler, head of the Fist of Earth.
While heʹs lucky that this lady gorilla is enam‐
ored of him in return, there is always one thing
or another (usually Admiral Stettler’s deck crew
or Major Henniker) that comes in the way of
them ever spending time together. Robin quickly
fell in love with Kara Soki, a bored but vivacious
library assistant. While Robinʹs courtship of her
started off strong, it fell short rather quickly
when another rival appears on the screen. To
make matters worse for him, it turns out that
Robin introduced Kara to said rival.
The art is well paired with the story. Eldred’s
art is done in black and white, and his talent is
quite stunning. Heʹs able to fully articulate things
such as facial expressions, while not skimping on
the background work. His lines are not as simplis‐
tically clean as others, such as Terry Moore of
Strangers in Paradise fame; there are a number of
times when he works too hard to make a frame
work. For example, in instances when heʹs at‐
tempting to show someone has a five oʹclock
shadow, he works too much to illustrate this fact.
However, Grease Monkey, unlike many graphic
novels, was put together over the course of over a
decade. Unlike most comic artist and writers, Tim
Eldred did not have to work to a monthly sched‐
ule to produce his 332 pages of story and art. One
could infer from that that he was able to allow
himself the time to go to exacting details on the
art, and not need to skimp on either to make a
short deadline.
On the whole, this
graphic novel is well worth a
read. It does not hold up as
well on a re‐read. During a re‐
read, the obviousness of the
creator of making every situa‐
tion work out for Mac and
Robin becomes stale quickly.
While itʹs amusing to read
about how they always man‐
age to one‐up their nemeses,
there must be a complete sus‐
pension of belief in the fact
that there are never any truly
18
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bad consequences for either of them.
Tim Eldred states that he is in the process of
writing a sequel to Grease Monkey. Grease Monkey is
suitable for young teens and up.

Grease Monkey
Writer & Illustrator:
Tim Eldred
ISBN: 1560258179
Publisher: Tor Books
Release date: April, 2006

Hawk lives in California with her husband where
she spends almost too much of her time reading comics.
When not fulfilling her addiction, she can be found
reading books, hiking, writing adventures for her gam‐
ing group, or enjoying non‐computer gaming.

$15.95, 272 pages,
hardcover

King Kong as Reality Television
by Sara K. Ellis
cially with regard to the fantasy arena, it lies in the
one original that has managed to beat back two re‐
makes, King Kong. Neither the tedious and unin‐
spired 1976 flop, nor Peter Jackson’s pubescent
money shower have managed to topple Merian C.
Cooper’s and Ernest B. Schoedsack’s 1933 film from
its place in the hearts of the movie going public, or
at the inflation‐adjusted box office.
No matter how many failed attempts have
been made to recreating the original, Kong’s un‐
canny malleability has retained its resilience: the
film is in equal parts depression era parable; a
Freudian swipe at white male fears of black mas‐
culinity; and has even been more specifically in‐
terpreted as a peek into the subconscious of its
central character, Carl Denham (Robert Arm‐
strong). Kong, observes cult movie author Denny
Peary, is a wish‐fulfillment fantasy emerging from
Denham’s own impotence, a sexual “surrogate to
battle Driscoll for Anne’s (Faye Wray) love.”
With regard to entertainment’s downward
slide into the so‐called reality genre, King Kong
also resolves itself as a work of social prescience.
One sees in Peter Jackson’s choice to set his film in
the original’s era of the 1930s, not only the myopic
hubris of a Van Sant doing a shot‐for‐shot remake
of Hitchcock’s Psycho, but the frustration of a lost
opportunity. If Jackson had stopped playing with
pastiche and set his story in today’s world, Carl
Denham would slither brilliantly into his new sur‐
roundings as the reptilian brain behind programs
like Fear Factor or America’s Top Model.

If there’s one topic that can make even the
most unswerving among us seem spineless, it’s
the remake. We were outraged, and ultimately
smug about Gus Van Sant’s failed revisiting of
Psycho, but credit Anthony Mingella’s The Talented
Mr. Ripley for portraying its title character more
accurately than the misleading French machismo
of Purple Noon. We harbor a guilty affection for the
Steven Soderburg’s overshort remake of Tark‐
ovsky’s overlong Solaris, but we’re still pissed off
about Hollywood’s “Oh my gawd! My computer’s
all weird!” rendition of Kiyoshi Kurosawa’s Pulse.
Remakes are justified for reasons both sensible
and moronic: better special effects; audiences
won’t read subtitles; the old one is just too old; or
the original was never very good in the first
place—an agreeable notion when comparing Matt
Damon’s Jason Bourne to Richard Chamberlain’s,
but enraging when the chain‐chested hack Alfonso
Arau, who remade Orson Welles’s butchered mas‐
terpiece, The Magnificent Ambersons into a drab
innuendo laden miniseries for HBO, had the gall
to call Welles old‐fashioned.
Whatever our opinion of the source, the sad
fact is that a film’s original status will do little to
boost its staying power: Johnny Depp’s Willy
Wonka‐as‐shrill‐plastic‐doll trampled efficiently
over Gene Wilder’s warmer, more menacing per‐
formance of the character last summer, while
Chronicles of Narnia and All the King’s Men threaten
to shove their black and white predessors back into
the wardrobe indefinitely. If there’s any hope, espe‐
Some Fantastic
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Take Denham’s blustering affectation of artis‐
tic integrity, “Isn’t there any romance or adven‐
ture in the world without having a flapper in it?
Makes me sore. I go out and sweat blood to make
a picture and then the critics and the exhibitors
say, ‘If this picture had a love interest it would
gross twice as much.’” Denham may have been
speaking for directors Cooper and Schoedsack
themselves. Two men who pioneered the reality
genre with films like Chang (1927), a documentary
about the lives of Thai farmers, but later opted to
go on to the more sensational Kong. Adventure
worked the first time around in initial outings
such as Survivor, but sex sells: Temptation Island,
The Bachelor, ad infinitum.
Denham’s inability to find a legitimate actress
also creates another parallel with the situation that
prompted the invasion of the reality genre in the
U.S.. Previously, reality programs were the main‐
stay of countries like Japan, where limited produc‐
tion budgets and tepid variety style programming
propped them up to the level of documentaries.
Reality shows such as Doronz, in which a pair of
comedians walked from South America to
Alaska—one of them hospitalized for malnutrition
along the way—and were greeted with hot bowls
of soba at the end of their journey, were the rage
in Japan long before Survivor’s first season took
the airwaves. Yet, when actors’ and writers’ strikes
in 2001 became an excuse to speed the malignancy
of reality programming through U.S. television,
the networks opted to lower their standards,
knowing that viewer intelligence would gleefully
Some Fantastic
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slump to accommodate them. “Somebody’s inter‐
fered with every girl I’ve tried to hire,” Denham
complains, “and now all the agents in town have
shut down on me.” Even Anne Darrow (Fay
Wray), who we first see mooning over a produce
cart, signifies an American recession both financial
and social. Anne may be down on her luck, but
she is no innocent to the lure of her fifteen min‐
utes. When Denham asks whether she’s done any
acting, she admits to having done extra work be‐
fore the studios closed, and like her modern suc‐
cessors, embattled in bitter lawsuits, tax evasion,
and bumpy rides back to obscurity, she also dis‐
covers when things go quickly awry that the
promised fame is more trouble than it’s worth. As
a side note, Wray, who died 2004, had worked
previously with Schoedsack in The Most Dangerous
Game (1932), another fictional reality prototype in
which a bored millionaire hunts humans for sport.
As usual, Kong himself is the sacrifice to such
ugly transitions, playing the role of a hulking mid‐
dleman who is crushed between his audience’s
changing appetites. In the early 1930s, the thick ges‐
ticulation of the silent era was giving way to en‐
croaching desire for more realism in the talkies.
Rudolph Valentino vehicles like The Son of the Sheik
(1926) were the kind of emotive fantasy that could
never make it onto the sound stage, where wild
gestures and sentiment were reserved for Busby
Berkeley musicals. The silents, which featured gods
behaving virtuously, can be seen as the antithesis of
today’s video verite, a genre that can only keep its
audience’s attention by prodding its ignoble sub‐
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totality; his lavish and seamless recreation of 1930s
New York leaves us without the visual demarca‐
tions that remind us of such invasions. Its false
promise, like the reality television upon which the
American public wastes hours upon hours of life,
is that all is not lost because all can be easily recre‐
ated. Thus, the threatened wildlife in films such as
Disney’s Over the Hedge, and by extension, Kong,
will adapt via digitization as easily and readily to
suburban sprawl as we do to the price of the oil
that is heating our atmosphere. The cost of losing
these boundaries is both aesthetic and environ‐
mental. While the original Kong may have re‐
flected the rocky shift from the melodramatic si‐
lent era to the more realistic dimension of sound,
Jackson’s Kong represents a move into something
ominous, a false dimension where we cannot exist,
and by extension, don’t have to care.

jects into even worse behavior. Like the vainglori‐
ous id monsters of reality TV, Kong too is made to
rampage by the flashbulbs that assault him on the
Manhattan stage; he is a bridge between the elegant
sap of cinema’s infancy, and the cynical bear bait‐
ing of today’s television. While Peter Jackson has
paid much attention to the movements of real pri‐
mates, the original Kong remains special as our
stop‐motion William Shatner, his hamminess, mak‐
ing him all the more memorable than those cold
stiffs of the next generation.
The primitive special effects of the original
Kong were also a reminder that the worlds we
were drawn into onscreen were not real. Skull Is‐
land, much like Spielberg’s Jurassic Park, was
marked both geographically and psychologically
on the audience’s consciousness. To trample disre‐
spectfully into this territory like Denham did, was
to enter a place where we had no business being.
Thus Denham’s haplessness on the Island, and
Kong’s in New York, still affect us precisely be‐
cause they’re a transgression of both Kong’s and
our own limited spaces. Digital animation, how‐
ever, has allowed Jackson’s world to become a

Sara K. Ellis recently repatriated after 13 years of
Tokyo trains. She now lives behind the Orange curtain
where she co‐publishes the reverse culture‐shock ‘zine,
The Bleeder.

A Double-Take on V for Vendetta
by Richard Fuller
Comics and movies—like twins?—were born
at the same time according to The Art of the Comic
Strip. In that book, David Pascal writes: “...films
and comics developed simultaneously, produc‐
ing billions of images for consumption by mil‐
lions of people annually.” Another history of
comics mentions May 5, 1895 as the beginning of
that art form. Pascal would obviously pick the
same year for movies.
I never forgot one comic book that had a tiny
figure at the edge of each right‐hand page. In‐
structions said flip the pages while watching the
figure. As I did, the figure moved! When I was
first shown a strip of film from a movie, I saw
that it was a series of still pictures. Strips of film
zip through a movie projector at 24 frames (pic‐
tures) a second and therefore move on the big
screen. The most accurate term for a movie is
therefore motion picture.
Some Fantastic

Twins?
I have two works for review, each obsessed
with revenge and both titled V for Vendetta:
1.
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A series of connected comic books, by
writer Alan Moore and illustrator
David Lloyd, published in England in
the 1980s and then as a 1990 graphic
novel (don’t call it a comic book!) in
the United States. This novel is so
dark, even in its colors, that you
shouldn’t be surprised that the first
chapters were printed in black and
white because the English publisher
couldn’t afford color. Before the novel
was completed, the English company
folded. An American company pub‐
lished the rest of the novel. At the top
of the graphic novel’s color cover is
FALL, 2006

2.

the cliché: NOW A MAJOR MOTION
PICTURE!
A motion picture version, released
March 17, 2006 and now on DVD,
that’s memorably different.

The graphic novel and motion picture may
have the same name and main characters but
they’re not twins. Related? Have to be. Without the
graphic novel, the movie version wouldn’t exist.
Freudian? If you put the Comic Book/Graphic
Novel on Siggy Freud’s couch, it would ultimately
confess it wanted to be the Siamese Twin of the Mo‐
tion Picture and always wanted to move.
Both works are inspired by an Englishman
named Guy Fawkes. On November 5, 1605,
Fawkes and fellow conspirators plotted to blow
up King James I and the Houses of Parliament to
restore the Catholic faith. Good God, a religious
terrorist? He was caught, tortured and executed.
His so‐called Gunpowder Plot is celebrated every
November 5th in England as Bonfire Night when
Guy Fawkes effigies are burned and fireworks
brighten the night skies. (Note: English readers
obviously know about Guy Fawkes. Many Ameri‐
cans probably wouldn’t. The novel doesn’t clarify
who he was. The movie does.)
Book 1 of the graphic novel in color, 75 pages
long and divided into 11 chapters, is called Europe
After the Reign. The novel’s first illustration is a tilt‐
angle frame, suggesting Film Noir, of a building.
It’s night and every light is on. The words Jordan
Tower (almost impossible to read in the noir color‐
ing) appear on the building. The following broad‐
cast words are enclosed in a comic‐book speech
balloon, the graphic novel’s version of a movie’s

V for Vendetta
Writer: Alan Moore
Illustrator: David Lloyd
ISBN: 0930289528
Publisher: Vertigo
Release date: April, 1995
(Reissue)
$19.99, 296 pages,
trade paperback
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voiceover: “Good evening, London. It’s nine o’clock
and this is the Voice of Fate broadcasting... It’s the
fifth of the eleventh nineteen‐ninety‐seven.”
That voiceover—Fate?—continues in the sec‐
ond frame as workers leave a barbed‐wire en‐
closed building. The voiceover comes out of a
speaker atop a pole next to a sign reading: For
Your Protection. Listeners are warned that certain
areas are quarantine zones and should be avoided.
In frame five, another tilt angle, a young
blonde girl sits before a mirror. Frame six, slightly
tilted, is a mirror shot of the girl’s unhappy face as
she applies lipstick. In the lower part of the image,
the voiceover informs that police have raided 17
homes, uncovering a suspected terrorist plot.
In the page’s seventh and final frame, a figure
walks away from you and toward a table and mir‐
ror with lights all around it as if for a backstage
makeup. This Gothic underground locale is called
The Shadow Gallery and it includes paintings,
statues, books, music, movies and a juke box. Very
theatrical. Like the person who inhabits it. On the
wall are posters for the movies Son of Frankenstein,
White Heat and Murders in the Rue Morgue.
In a movie, going from the sixth frame of the
girl to the seventh of the man would be called
cross‐cutting and would imply a strong connec‐
tion between the two. In fact, they are the novel’s
two major characters: 16‐year‐old Evey Hammond
and V (you never see his face, only his grinning
mask) who eventually become closely related. Call
them daughter and surrogate father/mentor, al‐
though Evey does wonder at times if he... well,
you know. Evey does want to bed a guy and lose
her 16‐year‐oldness.
That first page, of 248 total divided into three
Books, suggests we’ll be spending a lot of time in a
very dark world. The three movie posters are for
motion pictures about killing, as the title V for
Vendetta suggests. With a voiceover coming out of
speakers obviously everywhere, and claiming to
be the Voice of Fate, those late‐night workers
might be exiting a prison. And police have discov‐
ered terrorists by raiding 17 homes? Sounds like a
dangerous country. In fact, it’s become a Fascist
country after surviving nuclear war elsewhere.
(Writer Alan Moore admits that is improbable: no
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one would survive world‐wide nuclear bombs,
even if none were dropped on England.)
On page two, the girl completes her makeup,
as does the man in a way: he puts on a pale mask
with a mustache and smile on it, long hair and a
tall hat. In his frame is the first chapter’s title:
“The Villain.”
The girl goes out into a mostly deserted night
and approaches a man wearing a scarf and smok‐
ing a pipe, as many men do in the novel. A Brit
cliché? She asks, in an awkward, halting way, if
the man would like to sleep with her. For money.
Close‐up of the man with a bit of the girl’s hair
at frame’s edge, a typical movie shot. He says,
“That’s the clumsiest piece of propositioning I’ve
ever heard.”
She says she works in a munitions plant but
needs the money.
Showing her a badge, he says she doesn’t know
what’s she’s doing because he’s part of a vice detail
on stake‐out. Several frames later more men walk
towards her, the number hard to see. On a greenish
brick wall are the ironic words: Strength Through
Purity. Purity Through Strength.
The vice guy says, “You’ll do anything we
want and then we’ll kill you.”
Cut to an overhead frame showing the man in
the tall hat—has he arrived via Fate?—and five
guys surrounding the girl. And the masked man
speaks Shakespeare, throws tear gas, kills three of
the vice creeps (you don’t see him kill anyone but
Some Fantastic
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are told the number later) and whisks the girl up
onto a roof where she says, “You rescued me like
in a story.”
And this story is getting even more self‐
conscious? He says he’s king of the twentieth cen‐
tury, the bogeryman, the villain, the black sheep of
the family. Is he trying to compete with his theat‐
rical mask with all his fanciful talk? Why, then,
doesn’t he mention Phantom of the Opera?
He then says the infamous words most Brits
must know: “Remember. Remember the fifth of
November. The Gunpowder Treason and Plot. I
know of no reason why the Gunpowder Treason
should ever be forgot.” And in the distance, the
Houses of Parliament blow up. While he must be
whispering to Guy Fawkes in his Gunpowder
netherworld: “Mission accomplished.”
And the V for Vendetta storyline is underway.
It’s about how the now‐masked man, who once
had a real face, was taken to a British concentra‐
tion camp, imprisoned in room number V and
given deadly drugs that killed all the others but
turned him into a freakish, badly scarred survivor.
He escaped by blowing up the camp and standing
before a huge fire, arms outstretched, as if arriving
from Hell. In his complicated relationship with
Evey, V fakes her capture, imprisonment and tor‐
ture to recreate what he went through. She be‐
comes the new V after he dies.
But before he dies, he wears his Black Comedy
mask, hunting down those who poisoned him and
FALL, 2006

giving each a violet rose (in the film they’re
“bloody” red) before killing them. And the Fascist
government tries to find him, fearing for their
Nazi‐like lives even as their Leader constantly
says, “England Prevails.” Call it Concentration
Camp Noir.
Trying to travel visually through this graphic
novel is like wandering past a collection of dark
too‐noir pictures without a flashlight. After trip‐
ping through it some four‐plus times, writing
down names and plot points, I was constantly con‐
fused by who, what, when and where. Artist David
Lloyd seems incapable of making the same charac‐
ter look the same throughout the sometimes ram‐
bling 248 pages. A good story will “hook” you
immediately, making very clear who each charac‐
ter is and what’s going on. Alan Moore’s names
are often confusing: a character is called by his
first name and then much later by his last. When
someone mentioned “Susan,” I wondered who she
was. That’s the Leader’s last name. Had a hard
time tracking down his first: Adam. With so much
confusion, I often wanted to close the book.
I looked at two other graphic novels also writ‐
ten by Alan Moore, Watchmen and Saga of the
Swamp Thing. Moore’s wannabe noir prose some‐
times goes a bit purple. But both novels hook you
in at once and are much better visually than Ven‐
detta because neither is drawn by Lloyd.
Vendetta’s most haunting storyline is about
baldish Inspector Eric Finch, yet another pipe
smoker. He’s the main tracker of V. When he finds
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Dr. Delia’s dead body with a violet rose, you learn
that Finch had a relationship with her, if only in‐
termittently. He finds out, from Delia’s diary, that
she was at Larkhill Resettlement Camp when V
was imprisoned there. Going to the camp, he takes
LSD and hallucinates into becoming a prisoner.
He “sees” partial bodies on wire fences, is sur‐
rounded by happy blacks and homosexuals.
They’ve all been poisoned by Delia. The Bishop
who molests little girls and TV broadcaster Lewis
Prothero are also there.
Finch finally “escapes” from Larkhill, finds V,
shoots and kills him, he thinks, quits his job and is
seen wandering down a deserted street as the
novel ends. Evey, now the new V, finds a
wounded young man in her “new” home, imply‐
ing another V/mentor plotline. But the final image
is of disheveled Finch wandering down that dark
road. England prevails.
The graphic novel won prizes and a cult fol‐
lowing, perhaps because its award‐givers and
readers shared Alan Moore’s intense dislike for
England’s then‐Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher.
So much did Moore dislike her that he wanted to
leave England.
He also disliked everything about the movie
version of his novel and insisted his name not be
listed in the credits. Figures. His novel is about
Fascist politicians turning people into cowering,
obedient slaves. Period. The movie is about V
inspiring Evey and those slaves to unite and re‐
volt against their Nazi‐like leaders, turning the
movie into a Triumph of the
Human Spirit.
Holy motion picture cliché!
V for Vendetta does use
movie cliches. But almost every
one is turned on its head—or
sideways—given unique fin‐
gerprints and makes this mo‐
tion picture, plus your heart
and soul, soar! Listen to the mu‐
sic during the movie’s explosion
sequences: Tchaikovsky’s 1812
Overture. I studied at one of the
best music schools, played in
orchestras and know classical
music. And yes, that piece is a
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V for Vendetta, Widescreen Two-Disc Special Edition
DVD Release Date:
Starring:
Director:
Screenwriters:
Rated:
Studio:
Special Features:
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Natalie Portman, Hugo Weaving, Stephen Rea, Stephen Fry,
Roger Allman & John Hurt
James McTeigue
Andy Wachowski & Larry Wachowski, based on the graphic
novel by Alan Moore & David Lloyd
R
Warner Home Video
Theatrical trailer; featurettes: “Freedom! Forever!: Making V
for Vendetta," "Designing the Near Future," "Remember,
Remember: Guy Fawkes and the Gunpowder Plot," & "England Prevails: V for Vendetta and the New Wave in Comics;”
Cat Power Montage: Cat Power song played under images
of the film; Easter egg: Saturday Night Live digital short

musical cliché when played in a concert hall. In
the context—world!—of the motion picture, how‐
ever, the music is pitch‐explosive perfect.
Unlike the graphic novel, the picture makes
clear immediately, in a kind of prologue, who Guy
Fawkes was. Evey (Natalie Portman) does a voice‐
over as we see Guy Fawkes running, captured and
hanged while his woman watches as her soul is
ripped from her. The voiceover approaches, let’s
admit, over‐the‐top. Like that music, the movie is
Theatrical—but not stagey. Evey promises, “400
years later an idea can still change the world.” An
idea? “But you cannot kiss an idea, cannot touch it
or hold it. Ideas do not bleed. They do not feel
pain. It was a man who made me remember the
fifth of November. A man I will never forget.”
You won’t either and not because of that near
over‐the‐top grinning mask he always wears.
Unless your ears are impaired, you will
never forget the voice behind V’s mask. It’s been
argued, since the birth of this medium, that
close‐ups “sell” an actor to us millions of view‐
ers. When sound pictures began in 1927, how‐
ever, too many actors’ enchanting faces opened
their mouths and squeaked, sinking their ca‐
reers faster than Titanic’s exit. The remarkable
voice behind the mask is that of Hugo Weaving.
If you saw The Matrix and were foolish enough
to sit through the two sequels without pointing
and squeaking at them, you should remember
Weaving’s narsty villain. A fine actor. Not an
enchanting face, though. Call it interesting
quirky. (The Matrix threesome was written and
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directed by Andy and Larry Wachowski, who
also wrote V for Vendetta.)
But Weaving’s voice, like his character V, gets
away with murder! Any actor who has ever
played Shakespeare should quickly get stage
fright after hearing Hugo’s Macbeth. Fact, I dare
say he could play the role onstage in that bloody
mask and get away with it. Dare I add that Natalie
Portman’s voice is a distant second to Weaving’s?
She seems to say some words as if she’s just
learned how to pronounce them. Because she’s
attempting a Brit accent?
Getting away with movie cliches? In the novel,
you first see Evey in one frame and then V in the
next. In the movie you first see Evey putting on
lipstick and the camera then pans right and to V.
Wow! They live next door to each other? Nah. Just
a Movie Moment device to connect them. Mean‐
while, you hear the voiceover of ranting TV buf‐
foon Lewis Prothero (Roger Allman). All three
people are closely connected in the film: Evey
works at BTN, where Lewis rants insanely as he
watches himself on TV while showering. It’s
where V will soon murder him (you can hardly
wait!), leaving a red flower on his prone body.
In the Movie Moment after that murder, In‐
spector Eric Finch (always hangdog‐looking
Stephen Rea) appears in a close‐up. He’s seen in
the left side of a frame, that red flower in the right
side; an odd two‐shot, but visually… uh, arresting.
Then you cut to a shot of Finch standing beside
the prone body with the flower on it. Hmm. Finch
would have been lying on the floor in order to be

FALL, 2006

in that two‐shot with the flower. Most movie
watchers wouldn’t notice such silliness unless
they’re rewatching and taking notes.
The unique power of motion pictures is cross‐
cutting, which happens in an eyeblink. Through‐
out this picture, Finch’s tracking of V’s murders—
and finding out how he was poisoned at Larkhill
Resettlement Camp—is cross‐cut to V and Evey as
if we’re seeing all of them almost simultaneously.
You can’t do that on the page or the stage or in
any other art form.
Finch gradually understands that his govern‐
ment has poisoned and killed 100,000 people with a
virus, infecting everyone else with fear. Adam Sut‐
ler (John Hurt) then ran on a Fear Campaign, even‐
tually being appointed Chancellor and turning into
a raving cartoon of Big Brother/Adolf Hitler. John
Hurt’s last name has never seemed more appropri‐
ate. Sutler and his head cronies, including Lewis
Prothero, also made millions off a drug that sup‐
posedly cured the killer virus. You’ll love the way
V sets up this slime to be murdered and then turns
into Crouching Tiger to fang his would‐be killers.
At last, Film Noir detective Finch finds Evey
and the dead V in a train. Evey is about to pull a
lever and send the train, filled with explosives and
V’s body covered with red flowers, off to blow up
the Houses of Parliament. Meanwhile, hundreds
of once‐fearful people are now wearing V masks
and moving toward armed soldiers near those
Houses. When Evey explains what will happen
after she pulls the lever—that Triumph of the
Human Spirit—Finch lowers his gun. Evey pulls
the lever, steps off the moving train and asks
Finch, “Do you like music?”
And Peter’s 1812 Overture explodes your
heart! I and Pete’s ghost should apologize to Dario
Marianelli, the film’s composer. He’s okay. The
music that raves during the closing credits, how‐
ever, should have been blown up with those
Houses. You left too soon, V!
The most prevalent movie cliché has to be The
Kiss. I fast‐forward through about 98 percent of
them because the characters about to lock lips are
bore‐ing. When Evey realizes V is the one who has
tortured her, she hates him. Then she realizes V
has exorcised her agony—and fear—over losing
her parents and brother to a murderous govern‐
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ment. V, meanwhile, realizes he kills for revenge
and therefore cannot blow up the Houses of Par‐
liament in the same rage. It has to inspire that Tri‐
umph of the Human Spirit. Evey and V have rec‐
reated each other. Rebirthed each other. Evey
kisses that mask. V. The human being.
In my moistly approving eyes, no other kiss
will ever come in second.
The DVD’s four featurettes come in a distant
second to the movie.
1. “Freedom! Forever! Making V for Vendetta”:
You meet artist David Lloyd, producer Joel Silver,
director James McTeigue and several actors. The
most interesting aside is that a first draft of the
script was written in the mid‐1990s. Hm. When,
exactly? Andy and Larry Wachowski’s first movie
was Bound (1996), their second The Matrix (1999).
If they’d gotten around to decent later drafts,
would V for Vendetta have been their first movie?
No one clarifies.
In a way, though, the graphic novel is the us‐
able first draft for the movie in that it serves as
possible storyboards for the motion picture. Sto‐
ryboards are drawings for every camera setup.
The moviemakers obviously studied the graphic
novel for possible visuals. But when I say the
movie version is much better, I know: I’m sending
the graphic novel back to Siggy’s couch. Please,
Alan and David and Novel, forgive me!
John Hurt says the movie is “more like 1984
meets Alien.” Really? Alien is one of the creepiest
movies ever made. Vendetta isn’t creepy. Hugo
Wearing calls his character a “vengeful angel.”
When he emerges from that fire, he’s not from hell,
then? Angel Accomplished, O Hugo! And you
should be nominated for and win an Angel Award.
2. “Designing the Near Future”: Interesting to
compare the real Trafalgar Square, where the
movie company shot for three consecutive nights,
to the miniature sets the movie blows up. The de‐
signers also tried to “humanize” V’s mask. Looks
perfect if not... well, quite human. Hugo Weav‐
ing’s voice provides that.
3. “Remember, Remember: Guy Fawkes and
the Gunpowder Plot”: Essential viewing for most
Americans.
4. “England Prevails: V for Vendetta and the
New Wave in Comics”: You learn that graphic
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novels turned “grim and gritty” in the 1980s and
that Alan Moore was writing Watchmen when he
was asked to complete V for Vendetta. That graphic
novel is hymned so much you’ll think you’re in
church. Obviously, I’ve been excommunicated.
Near the end of the motion picture, Finch asks
Evey about V, wondering, “Who was he?”
Evey says that V “was my father. And my
mother. My brother. My friend. He was you. And
me. He was all of us.”

A bit over‐the‐top, that. And theatrical. And
so what. For me, V for Vendetta is the best theatrical
over‐the‐top motion picture. Ever, Evey.
Richard Fuller was Philadelphia Magazine’s
film critic for over twenty years. He was The Phila‐
delphia Inquirer’s book columnist and reviewer for
over thirty years. He also taught film and review‐
writing courses at several universities.

Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, Two-Disc Special Edition
DVD Review by Caroline-Isabelle Caron
My lovely sister is insisting that I finish this
review as quickly as possible so that she can fi‐
nally get the DVD I promised her two months ago.
The esteemed editor of this ‘zine is also snapping
at my heels to get this done as well. The truth is, I
don’t want to be done with this. I want to keep
watching this movie, because I’m not entirely sure
what I think about it. I like this movie a lot. I see
all its qualities—they are numerous—and yet I
can’t help feeling disappointed about it and the
DVD extras. I thought that time would resolve my
issues, but they have only been confirmed as the
weeks go by.
From where I stand, there are two ways of
looking at Goblet of Fire. Either you find it is the
best of the franchise or you think it is among the
worst. There are really only two choices here, I
think, and it all depends on whether you have
read the books. Having seen this movie with both
sets off people—yes, there are still a few humans
in the universe who have not read Harry Potter; no,
I am not one of them—I can safely say that having
read the books insures an understanding of this
movie in ways that the previous three films did
not require, while still being the only of the four
films where no prior knowledge of the series will
not hinder understanding much at all.
For those who have read the series, the movie
picks up on most of the important scenes and plot
points, with the notable exception of the entire
S.P.E.W. sub‐plot—and all but two fleeting house‐
elves—while compressing the very lengthy first
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and last quarters of the book. The Quidditch
World Cup goes by extremely quickly. Sadly for
Quidditch fans, there are no actual matches
shown. For fans of the book, generally the best
loved of the series so far, the beginning and end of
the movie will likely feel rushed, though cine‐
matographically they are perfectly well paced.
Overall, chances are that if you read Goblet of Fire,
this movie will likely disappoint, because of all
that has been cut, all the details erased, all the
leads never followed.
For those new to the franchise, or only familiar
with the films, the movie works very well. I would
argue that all of the bits and details that would
cause issues of comprehension for the novice were
simply not included, or shown in such a way as to
not need explanation. Dubbledore’s use of the
pensieve, for instance, is shown but not explained,
and the viewer is asked to take it at face value,
since there is no need to understand its true func‐
tion for the advancement of the story. Such short‐
cuts are numerous in GoF and as such we are
treated to Mike Newell’s better grasp of the cine‐
matic arts. For example, during the delightful Yull
Ball sequence, we only hear a tiny bit of the con‐
versation between Madame Maxime and Hagrid,
that we know in the book will lead to a serious
blowout. Hagrid hints to the fact that she has Gi‐
ant blood. Offended beyond belief, she storms out
and remains angry for a hundred pages or so.
Readers will know that as the couple walks off the
screen, they are seconds away from a major fight.
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Non‐readers only see the cutest of flirting conver‐
sations with obvious soul mates. Making the
movie work for both crowds, without frustrating
the readers who hopes to witness the fight, mani‐
festly shows Newell’s talent. Compared to the te‐
diously pedagogical plots provided by Chris Co‐
lumbus in the first two films, this is a relief. In
short, the movie flows naturally, the action is
gripping, the emotions feel real.
Newell’s choices, plot wise, were very effec‐
tive. The movie flows well and the action is
snappy. This is, in fact, a very good film. GoF is
also an English film to the T, and this is entirely
Newell’s doing. He understands English boarding
schools better than all the previous directors, in
fact better than Rowling herself, and has taken
great pains to make a movie about going to school
in England. Except there is magic in it. This gives a
certain tone to the film, an authenticity in the
school dynamics (what little we see) that was ab‐
sent before, and which I enjoyed very much. Upon
hearing that Newell was going to direct GoF, I had
feared for another Four Weddings and a Funeral dis‐
aster (I know it was a hit, but that does not make it
a good movie!). Thankfully, Newell also knows
how to make good movies and this is one.
He does not know how to make three‐
dimensional female characters, however. This is a
flaw in all of his films, and GoF is no exception.
Hemione’s depiction, especially her dialogue, suf‐
fers greatly, not matter how good a job Emma
Watson does here. The expulsion of the S.P.E.W.
sub‐plot essentially writes her out of most of the
action. Here, she is put in danger, she is rescued,
she is scared, she is in love. In short, she has emo‐
tions, but no brainpower. Watson is a good
enough actress to make her better than a bumbling
idiot, thankfully. Nothing she does, however, for‐
wards the plot. In the end, the world is changing
around her, her own body is changing, and this
and this alone drives her character toward change.
Newell’s Hermione reacts but does not act. This is
also true of Ron for this movie, but considering
that most of his character growth happens in Order
of the Phoenix, it was sort of expected. Just like in
the book, Ron broods for most of the two hours,
though his coming around is not very well ex‐
plained at all. Nevertheless, Rupert Grint broods
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well. The same can be said of the sudden appear‐
ance of Harry supporters in the story, after having
been treated to a Harry hate fest for about twenty
minutes. The lessons about the fickle nature of
fame are absent here.
Harry, of course, is at and is the center of it all.
Everything that happens in GoF is directed to‐
wards making Harry take actions to bring back
Voldemort. Harry too mostly reacts to the events
that occur, but the nature of the Tri‐Wizard tour‐
nament forces him into action constantly. His
character growth comes from having to surpass
himself and his training in the face of challenges
destined for much older students. If anything, this
is Harry’s true coming of age. He has a crush on a
girl. He goes out with another, sort of. He’s a
bumbling idiot and Daniel Ratcliffe is now a good
enough actor to make it work. Indeed, he acts
much better in GoF than in previous installments
(his acting has improved the most over the years),
but he is not that talented an actor, truth be told.
Nevertheless, when Cedric Diggory (Robert
Pattinson) dies we can believe he is really dis‐
traught, unlike in Prisoner of Azkaban when it was
obvious Radcliffe’s tears were forced.
One certainty: for fans of the books, there is
entirely not enough Snape in GoF. Ironically,
Snape’s best scene is one that was written specifi‐
cally for the film, and Alan Rickman is as deli‐
ciously acerbic as ever. Sirius Black pops in, liter‐
ally, for a minute or two, and Professor McGona‐
gall’s best scene is once again one written specifi‐
cally for the film. The presence of Rita Skeeter in
the movie makes very little sense. In the book,
Skeeter’s largely innocent involvement with the
Death Eaters and her ultimate blackmail by Her‐
moine set the stage for what will come in the next
volumes. With all the cuts made to Hermione’s
actions, there was very little point in including
those as well in the movie. No doubt Maggie
Smith is an extraordinary actress and hysterically
funny, but nothing she does advances the plot,
nothing she says has any lasting effect on the
storyline. So, other than as comic relief, she only
eats up time frames. That’s what most other char‐
acters do in this film, eat up a frame or two. In
fact, all other characters are mostly glimpsed, to
the point that some of their motivations become
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unclear (especially Igor Karkaroff’s), but these sac‐
rifices were obviously made to simplify the plot
line. With a book over 630‐pages long, it was only
to be expected, but it does not lessen the disap‐
pointment.
What I had not expected was how Volde‐
mort’s return was to be depicted. It was not at all
how I had remembered the events from the book. I
was somewhat disappointed with how little blood
was shown. I was also extremely surprised by
Voldermort’s physical appearance, and I remem‐
ber thinking: “Where did his nose go?” I was both
wrong and right. Though I had a very bad recol‐
lection of the Dark Lord’s facial features, I dis‐
tinctly remembered that Harry had to have bled
an awful lot for his enemy to return. By rereading
the final passage of chapter 22, after all the flesh,
the blood and the bones I remembered, my mem‐
ory was corrected:
“…and Harry stared back into the face
that had haunted his nightmares for three
years. Whiter than a skull, with wide livid
scarlet eyes, and a nose that was as flat as
a snake’s, with slits for nostrils.” (p. XXX)
Ralph Fiennes is perfect as Voldemort. He
slithers with pleasure and makes the Dark Lord’s
evil come to life and burst the screen. Orgasmic!
Part of me is still puzzled as to why he does not
look like the face in the back of Professor Quir‐
rell’s head in Philosopher’s Stone, or why he does

not sound anything like Richard Bremmer. No
matter, I’m looking forward to seeing Fiennes’s
delicious malignance in the next installments.
For me the biggest disappointments were the
DVD extras. Compared to the two‐disk DVD of
Prisoner of Azkaban, this one feels a little scant,
even if they both contain the same amount of ex‐
tra material. Disk one only contains the movie
with the requisite scene and language menus.
The menu animation is far inferior to the previ‐
ous installment’s. In fact, it reminds me on the
menus on Philosopher’s Stone from 2001. One
would have hoped for much better graphics and
graphic design. Disk two has all the special fea‐
tures and, for me, they were a let down. The
main reason is that most of the extra content
takes the form of games. Harry faces three tasks
in the Tri‐Wizard Tournament, plus another to
mirror Harry’s meeting with the reincarnated
Voldemort. The games are not that interesting,
like DVD games usually are. The main menu
welcomes us to a new term at Hogwarts School
of witchcraft and wizardry. We are presented
with four options, the three main games to the
left (“Dragon Arena”, “The Lake”, “The Maze”),
with complementary special features, and “Hog‐
warts Castle” to the right. The latter menu leads
to the additional features announced on the box.
The additional scenes are fun, but it becomes
quickly clear why they were left on the cutting
room floor. Many of them are five to fifteen‐
second long snips shaved off longer scenes and

Harry Potter & the Goblet of Fire, Two-Disc Special Edition
DVD Release Date:
Starring:
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Rated:
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rightfully
so.
The
Band‐that‐needs‐no‐
introduction’s performance of “Dance Like a Hy‐
pogriff” was compressed to thirty seconds to pre‐
serve the rhythm of the Yull Ball sequence. Most
other compressed scenes were for the same rea‐
son. Sadly, Karkaroff and Snape’s confrontation
about the imminent return of the Dark Lord dur‐
ing the ball was cut entirely. But since so much of
Snape’s role in the book never made it to the
screen, it’s not such a surprise.
The short “Preparing for the Yull Ball” is as
fun as the sequence itself. As with all the other
shorts, it is a making‐of presenting the rationale
behind the scene from the points of view of the
actors, the director and several executive produc‐
ers. “Conversations with the Cast” is a sit‐down
interview with the three main actors. It becomes
clear after a few minutes that Rupert Grint did not
want to be there and participated reluctantly. “Re‐
flections on the Fourth Film” explores the entire
cast’s thoughts on having done the four films and
grown up on the silver screen, and is much more
fun than the previous. By clicking “Next” we can
access the theatrical trailer and DVD‐ROM con‐
tent. Sadly, for the fourth review in a row, I must
report the presence of non‐Mac‐friendly content. It
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is reportedly a demo of a EA’s GoF game. I can’t
judge for myself, but it did not get very good re‐
views when it came out recently.
When clicking “Dragon Arena,” one can chose
to play all four games in sequence or escape the
Hungarian Horntail and catch the golden egg. The
first two options in the menu lead to the exact
same screen. In fact, all the game menu options
lead to this screen. Disappointing. The third menu
option leads to “Meets the Champions.” This fea‐
turette follows Stanislav Ianevski (Viktor Krum),
Clémence Poésy (Fleur de la Cour—has anyone
realized she’s called “Backyard Flower”?) and
Robert Pattinson through a day on set. The lead
actors also make an appearance. For those who do
not know how a movie is made, it’s quite fun.
“The Lake” lets one choose between playing
the “Lake Challenge” game, where you need to
retrieve “that which has been taken from you,” or
watching “In Too Deep,” a making of the under‐
water scenes. The technical challenges posed by
that scene were great and make this featurette well
worth watching.
“The Maze” allows one to play the “Maze Chal‐
lenge,” the best (least boring) of the games, the
“Graveyard Challenge,” where you need to duck
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Voldemort’s and the Death Eater’s Aveda Kadavra,
or watch two featurettes. “The Maze: Third Task”
presents both some of the special effects and the
overall rationale for making the scene. “He Who
Most Not Be Named” is my favorite of the fea‐
turettes, because it’s all about Ralph Fiennes and
his approach to the Dark Lord. Luscious.
So it this movie good or bad? When it comes
to demonstrating the sense of wonder and discov‐
ery inherent to all Harry Potter books, Columbus’s
Philosopher’s Stone remains better than its succes‐
sors. In terms of showing true emotion, a sense of
the reality of the magical world and its gritty hu‐
manity, Alfonso Cuarón’s Prisoner of Azkaban is far
superior to the three other films. It is also the only
film of the franchise that truly does not require to
have read the books at all. Still, Goblet of Fire takes
the lead in action, adventure and character

growth. Where the former remains in many ways
a teen movie, the latter is truly a movie about teen‐
agers and their steps toward the heartaches and
tragedies of adulthood. Ron searches for his place
in the world and still canʹt quite find it. Hermione
grows physically and, in the book at least, finds a
cause to believe in. Harry, on the other hand, is
busy finding within himself the resources life has
so far refused him. It will be interesting to see how
David Yates will handle “angry teenage Harry” of
Order of the Phoenix (due out in 2007).
Caroline‐Isabelle Caron is an Assistant Professor
at the Department of History at Queen’s University in
Kingston, Ontario. Her research focuses on North
American popular culture, primarily among French‐
speakers.

The Hills Have Eyes (2006), Unrated Edition
DVD Review by Alex Esten
enough to impress hardened and/or experienced
horror aficionados?
The answer is no. I was scratching my head
during most of that scene, wondering why this
was the Unrated version, because much of what I
was seeing seemed more suitable for an R‐rated
cut of the film. Had I been the director, I would
have gone to great lengths to show much more of
the violence within the camper itself. We’re given
close‐ups of Big Bob’s skin melting, so why aren’t
we allowed to see more of the rape, or see the
magnum round destroy some of the daughter’s
skull instead of leaving a relatively clean exit
wound? Or what about milking the daughter’s
quasi‐post‐mortem scream after her husband is
cradling her head in his lap?
Because the filmmaker doesn’t seem to grasp
that subtlety only works in Hitchcock. In a film
like Hills Have Eyes, I expect the filmmaker to at
least go all out on the gore if he or she expects me to
cringe and shut my eyes. I’m reminded of some‐
thing a good friend recently said to me regarding
Dawn of the Dead: “Like that part in the beginning
of Dawn of the Dead where the policeman shoots

The single biggest problem with the remake of
Hills Have Eyes is that it’s a remake, and then fails
on two levels. The first level is more or less com‐
pletely superficial, dealing with the basic and im‐
mediate elements of a successful horror movie: the
gore. The second level digs deeper; this is the level
where the schlock is separated from the inspired
chaos and the filmmakers stretch their creative
minds to imbue their film with some sort of social
commentary.
In terms of horror movie gore, Hills Have Eyes
offers very little in terms of gut‐wrenching fear.
The biggest set‐piece in the film is, obviously, the
attack scene where the savages kill/rape/exploit
the women in the camper while Big Bob becomes
Tiki Bob a few hundred feet away. This sounds
graphic, of course, but ultimately remains very
tame, because that’s all we get. We get (implied)
rape. We have a magnum aimed at an infant (this
is a great little bit). One savage molests the very
idea of motherhood when he breast‐feeds on the
older daughter (another great bit there). The me‐
dium shot of the magnum headshot of said daugh‐
ter is concerning, absolutely, but again, is it
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the zombieʹs head and it just blows the fuck up.”
That is exactly what I’m talking about here. I’d
much prefer an honest‐to‐God horror movie be too
graphic and disturbing rather than not enough,
because I hate laughing during horror movies. As
much as I enjoy MST3K, there are times when I
just want to go “Oh Dear God!” and reach for a
paper bag.
I don’t want over‐the‐top comedic violence,
however. I want the type of graphic gore that
makes my skin crawl, that makes me feel sick to
my stomach, or makes me feel like taking a
shower after watching it. I want John Carpenter’s
The Thing and David Cronenberg’s The Fly, which,
ironically enough, are two of the best horror re‐
makes I’ve ever seen, because those are two film‐
makers who aren’t afraid to go completely crazy.
In Carpenter’s The Thing, you had Stan Winston
helping with creature effects and there were tenta‐
cles popping out of human heads; in Cronenberg’s
The Fly, Jeff Goldblum’s ear falls off, then Geena
Davis hugs him. Those are the “Oh Dear God!”
moments that we find in the quintessential and
classic horror film. We can watch those films year
after year after year because they never feel old or
dated, because they’re so well‐done. From both
technical and narrative standpoints, they’re abso‐
lutely amazing films.
This is not the case with Hills Have Eyes, be‐
cause—and here’s where the second level comes
in—the concept of the story itself is neither new
nor interesting, and it’s been done dozens, if not
hundreds, of times before, and more often than
not, those previous executions and implementa‐

tions were far superior to this remake.
Though, I suppose some clarification is in or‐
der. When I say “previous executions and imple‐
mentations,” I am referring to the B‐movies from
the 1950s that exist solely because of a pervasive
social fear of nuclear testing. Those films include
the likes of Them!, Attack of the Fifty Foot Woman,
Howard Hawks’ The Thing From Another World, and
so on. Basically, picture any black and white
movie that uses a gigantic [insert weird creepy
crawly here] destroying a desert town and you’ve
got the history of the genre summarized. In fact,
it’s a genre that is still represented “today” with
stupid fun like Tremors or Eight‐Legged Freaks. It’s a
genre that is still tremendously entertaining when
executed well. But the remake of Hills Have Eyes is
generally not executed well.
The film opens with a familiar modernization
of the original characters. We’ve seen these up‐
dates before. We’ve seen the former Flower Chil‐
dren parents. Slightly “slutty” rebellious younger
daughter? Check. Republican father‐in‐law and
Democrat son‐in‐law? Double‐check. New parents
with infant? Check. Cell phone coverage crapping
out? Absolutely.
At face value, these characters are cookie‐
cutter cannon fodder and we’d never care about
them, but surprisingly, due to the exceptionally
well‐done dialogue and banter between these
characters, we get a solid feel for these leads and
quickly find one or two of them we can sympa‐
thize with.
We’ve all gone through those times in a rela‐
tionship where we’re trying to work with the fa‐
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ther of our girlfriend instead of fighting with him.
The Republican/Democrat political war has be‐
come a punch‐line in our society, which makes the
father’s glib remarks about how being a Democrat
means the son‐in‐law “doesn’t believe in guns” all
the more scrumptious. And who hasn’t had trou‐
ble with cell phones dropping calls and having
zero signal? The first quarter of this film is brilliant
because it’s updated with such skill and finesse.
But what happens to the family? Who attacks
them? People mutated from nuclear testing. Alex‐
ander Aja’s first mistake was so heavily depend‐
ing on nuclear testing, because nuclear testing is a
relic plot device from the 1950s and as such, is
largely irrelevant in a modern context. Some may
argue that the film could be taken as a sort of alle‐
gory regarding the dangers of nuclear power, but I
think that’s digging far deeper than this movie
both intended and deserves.
I’ll concede that the idea of inherited destruc‐
tion is alive and well in the remake; the younger
generation (Doug, Brenda, Bobby, Lynn, and
Ruby) has certainly become trapped in what ap‐
pears to be the war of the parents. In a sense, the
sins of the older generation have caught up, so to
speak, with the offspring.
That sounds well and good, and makes sense
given how Ruby is the only truly sensible and
“modern” savage, but Big Bob and Ethel (and I’d
imagine most of the older mutants) are Baby
Boomers. From what we’re told in the movie,
Ethel was a bit of a Flower Child. But the older
characters here were born in the mid‐1950s at the
very earliest. They had absolutely nothing to do
with the nuclear testing we see in the opening
credits, because they were children through much
of the nuclear testing “era.” The “sins” that come
back to haunt the younger characters are not even
the sins of the parents.
If anything, they’re the sins of the grandparents,
and apart from a hint that one of the mutants in the
kitschy 50s fake suburbia is a grandfather‐type fig‐
ure (and orchestrating everything with a radio, no
less), this apparent indictment of the older genera‐
tion is a lost cause, like much of the film, because
nuclear war is what scares modern society. It is the
threat of terrorist attacks utilizing chemical, biologi‐
cal, and nuclear weapons that has certain social cir‐
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cles absolutely terrified. Today’s society is not a
society raised on Them!. Today’s society has been
raised on Dr. Strangelove, which, interestingly
enough, is the film that comes to mind when one
watches the opening credits to Hills Have Eyes. The
opening to Hills features mushroom cloud footage
and graphic images of mutations in newborns, all
while “More And More” by Merle Kilgore provides
a cheery contrast in the soundtrack. Where have we
seen this type of sarcastic juxtaposition before? In
both the opening and closing credits to Stanley Ku‐
brick’s Dr. Strangelove.
I find it interesting how appropriate the com‐
parison is, as well. Strangelove is a film about a luna‐
tic general ordering a nuclear strike because he
suspects a Communist conspiracy to “sap and im‐
purify all of [his] precious bodily fluids.” Yes, that
is completely absurd, but we still have lunatics in
power today, and most of those lunatics have their
fingers on that mythic giant red button. Sterling
Hayden’s General Jack Ripper, as ridiculous as he
may be, is the precursor for Kim Jong Il and Mah‐
moud Ahmadinejad, the leaders of North Korea
and Iran, respectively. That mythic giant red button
has been a constant threat since the Manhattan Pro‐
ject, and it’s still a threat today. This is why Strange‐
love has stood the test of time, though the manic
performances, terrific writing and fabulous shot
composition had something to do with the film’s
persistence as well. Dr. Strangelove worked in the
context of the 1960s, and it works today.
That is not the case with the remake of Hills
Have Eyes. It’s a dated movie. The story and prem‐
ise are downright ancient. I’d have preferred this
movie to be filmed in black and white, set back in
the 1950s, with modern dialogue and modern lev‐
els of gore. That would have truly been an inter‐
esting and original remake, and it’s a shame that
Aja didn’t think to twist the genre around a bit.
The results could have been absolutely stunning.
The remake could very well have been one of the
best films of the year. But instead Hills fell victim
to the typical remake plague, which is unfortu‐
nate, because the special features add very little to
the overall package. The commentary track is use‐
less, because, like George Lucas in Revenge of the
Sith, Alexander Aja spends time on all of the
wrong details. He spends ten minutes marveling
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at how amazing the baby was. He devotes pre‐
cious commentary time to minor details like get‐
ting a scorpion or spider to crawl a certain way on
a rock. Like I’ve said previously, director commen‐
tary should provide insights into the film’s
themes, techniques and execution, not annoying
five‐minute monologues about coaxing a scorpion
across a large boulder.
Wes Craven and Peter Locke have a commen‐
tary track together. Both of them have no idea
why they’re even doing a commentary and say it
at the start, even before we’re introduced to the
family. They admit to not really knowing too
much about the remake’s techniques, and it
shows. Their commentary focuses on the original
Hills, their favorite topic apparently how much
better the actors are in the remake than their origi‐
nal. Do we, the audience, really care about this?
Do we really need Craven to point it out? The
original Hills had acting that wasn’t even good
enough for 70s porn. In fact, the movie was 70s
porn with more gore and less sex. I often wonder
why anyone would do commentary when they
don’t want to in the first place. It’s insulting to the
viewer, because it sends a message of “I don’t
really care about this. I don’t really know anything
about it. I just produced it, nothing more, but I’ll
do a commentary track anyway.”

The rest of the special features are just as in‐
sulting. There are mini‐spots that focus on a few of
the special effects in the trailer attack scene, but
most of the special effects are completely obvious
to anyone who has seen any number of horror and
science fiction films over the past thirty years. The
mini‐spot about Big Bob’s big finale is interesting,
but again, do we really need the crew to explain
that they used a combination of live‐action, CGI,
and blue screen mattes? Aren’t we just able to fig‐
ure it out ourselves?
Hills Have Eyes is adequate. I suppose that’s
the bottom line. It’s adequate. It’ll satisfy you for a
weekend, but not much longer than that. I’d
highly recommend watching it with friends,
though, because it’s one horror movie that you
need to laugh at more than anything else. It
doesn’t make your skin crawl; it doesn’t make you
want to reach for a paper bag. It’s just there with a
splattering of blood on a baby’s toy. The movie is
pretty average, though I did certainly enjoy the
completely unintentional similarity between Pluto
and Sloth from The Goonies. That was pretty neat.
Alex is a recent graduate with a B.A. in English
from Rutgers University and is currently looking for a
job to make good use of said degree.

Nanny McPhee
DVD Review by Edna Stumpf
There’s a Swedish proverb uttered by screen‐
writer/star Emma Thompson in her confab with
producer Lindsay Doran, which doubles as a
DVD commentary. “That which is loved is al‐
ways beautiful.”
How true, how true.
I began, childless cynic that I am, by dismiss‐
ing this cozy kidflic as derivative and forgettable.
But it’s hard to forget something that you’re
honor‐bound to watch several times. Or when you
recall Emma’s mellifluous voice explaining how
she happened on a childhood favorite read while
dusting (Christianna Brand’s Nurse Matilda sto‐
ries). Or as you listen to the kindergarten‐style
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commentary of seven child actors hand‐picked for
their charm, even as they interrupt the taping with
snacks and bathroom breaks. And you begin to
dig the richly colored set, and look forward to the
comic bits of Derek Jacobi, who was the once‐
stuttering Claudius, and the put‐uponness of
Colin Firth, who was Darcy back in the day.
Grumpy Mr. Darcy of Pride and Prejudice, every
literary chick’s heartthrob!
Well, the damn movie finally becomes a
member of the family, and that which is liked is at
least attractive. And so I recommend adding
Nanny McPhee to your home library. If you’re not
too cynical and have at least one child.
FALL, 2006

A beleaguered Victorian widower named
Brown (Firth), father of so many naughty children
that we can barely learn their names by the end of
the second screening, is running out of nannies at
the village placement service. On a dark, fraught
night—the children have been sent to bed for not
actually committing cannibalism on their young‐
est sibling but for faking it very well—Nanny
McPhee (Thompson) arrives like a repellent reve‐
nant. She has multiple moles, a nose like a root
vegetable, a protruding incisor, split ends, and
what appears to be elephantiasis. (All of this is
true to the stories as illustrated by Edward Ardiz‐
zone, except for the elephantiasis. And I still don’t
see the wisdom of tormenting Emma with a fat
suit. Are the Brits not above the taste level of Shal‐
low Hal? Apparently not.)
Nanny McPhee semi‐terrifyingly takes con‐
trol. She exaggerates the stunts and tantrums of
her charges until they learn “please” and beg for
calm and discipline, at the restoration of which
they say “thank you.” It’s every working mother’s
dream, and all effected without corporal punish‐
ment. The only violence occurs when bespectacled
Sebastian, second‐in‐command brat, beans Mrs.
Blatherwick the cook (Imelda Staunton) with an
iron pan. Really rubber, of course, but I still con‐
sidered it a bit over the line.
Nanny M. is magic: she taps miracles out with
her cane. When the de rigeur interfering villainess
arrives on the scene, scene‐stealing Sebastian calls
on Nanny for help. Aunt Adelaide Stitch (Angela
Lansbury, with a weird nose) has been subsidizing
the impoverished Brown family, but now she has

a twofold plan. The most immediate threat is her
intention to adopt one of Mr. Brown’s less offen‐
sive daughters, a scheme Nanny foils by causing a
donkey to dance and then smuggling the scullery
maid into Auntie’s carriage. Sweet Evangeline has
been sensing the need of some reading and de‐
portment lessons, the better to catch the eye of her
employer. So this works out well.
Threat two is the predatory Mrs. Quickly. She
is apparently the only marriage option open to Mr.
Brown, who must wed in haste lest Aunt Adelaide
whisk away his financial net. All ends well thanks
to a seraphically transformed Evangeline. Final
mention must be made of a bee panic, a food fight
and a wedding gown magically made of August
snowflakes. Nanny McPhee, having been gradu‐
ally transformed into the bone‐deep beauty we
know Emma Thompson to be, makes a disap‐
pointingly modest exit. For, as she warned at the
beginning, “When you need me but do not want
me, I will stay. When you want me but no longer
need me, then I must go.”
This is quite a busy movie. If I have no prob‐
lem with that, however, your average child will
have even less. Between the dancing donkey, the
airborne wedding cake and a horrible tea party
during which Mrs. Quickly is made to ingest
frog’s eggs and worms, one hardly knows where
to look. The Nurse Matilda books have been
cherry‐picked for colorful incident. That’s fine.
Moviemakers often have to do that. And arrang‐
ing once dumpy Evangeline into a love interest
was sensible once they’d signed lovely Kelly
Macdonald.
Nanny McPhee
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But now I must mention the two words never
uttered by anyone associated with this film yet all
but yodeled by every reviewer: Mary Poppins.
Nanny McPhee is of course not a remake of Mary
Poppins—whole different source, a cane instead of
a brolly. But, in a spiritual sense, isn’t it just?
My reaction here is complicated not by the fact
that I loved the earlier Hollywood production, but
that I am one of three in this hemisphere who
positively hated it. The Mary Poppins I fell in love
with lived in the pages of the P. L. Travers books.
The last of these was published during the London
blitz, when nannyhood was still an intense mem‐
ory for many and em‐
blematic of the endan‐
gered British home.
Mary herself was a
vain
and
sharp‐
tongued spinster, ob‐
sessed with respect‐
ability as only the up‐
pity working‐class can
be, confident in the
way of a woman who
was not only aware of
her absolute power in
her role as parent pro tem but also happened to be
the avatar of an earth goddess or something simi‐
lar. And no beauty. Julie Andrews, with the ma‐
nipulation of Walt Disney, got it so wrong. Her
ski‐jump nose was authentic; even Travers ac‐
knowledged that. But the role required a battle‐
axe like... oh, Margaret Hamilton. Yes. Think Mar‐
garet Hamilton with a nose job.
In Nanny McPhee, screenwriter Thompson
was working from Brand’s washed‐out copy of the
iconic Poppins; the Nurse Matilda books, though
reportedly based on generations‐old family lore,
date from the 1960s. Her Nanny is, ironically, a
shade closer to the Travers character than An‐
drews’s l964 singin’‐dancin’‐flirtin’ version. At
least she is unashamedly a non‐love interest and
has a certain counter‐Disney gravitas. But the
character is hampered by a persistent lack of, well,
character. Nanny McPhee exists only as an au‐
thoritative presence that modulates from ominous
to beneficent with very few words spoken. (Come
to think of it, the fact that the Nurse Matilda name
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was so blithely tossed proves that there was never
much there there.) Emma Thompson is a treasure
of the show biz community: a hipper, more intel‐
lectual Julie Andrews who writes scripts and is
capable of clever comedy. It’s a shame that she
didn’t give herself better lines.
Things I don’t like about Nanny McPhee:
1. She’s ugly. You can hardly look at her.
Yes, her looks improve along with her approval
rating and there’s a rather blatant lesson there.
Still, too ugly.
2. Celia Imrie’s tartty Mrs. Quickly is irritating
in the extreme, which is to say that the actress did
her job. Too grating.
3. The tete‐a‐tete
during
which
Mr.
Brown intends to pro‐
pose but is harried by
worms, spiders and
wobbly jellies will be
adored by children. Too
yucky. A DVD extra
includes a jettisoned
version done in black
and white and speeded
up silent‐film style. It
would have been intrusive but at least it would have
been shorter. Because, as things stand, too long.
As you may have noticed, my inner adult is
getting snippy. (Other people have an inner child.
It works the other way with me.) So let’s end on a
positive note.
Things I do like about Nanny McPhee:
1. The set, a perfect small village, was grown
from scratch in an open field. The colors, unlikely
in the extreme, are to die for. I didn’t even object
to Mrs. Quickly’s chartreuse and vermillion ward‐
robe, especially after she had a couple of cute little
lambs dyed to match.
2. There is a cozy pinky‐orange chair that Mr.
Brown chats with and that Nanny McPhee, in an
effectively eerie moment, bows to. It represents
the late Mrs. Brown. Excellent idea.
3. There’s not a dud in the cast. I should make
belated note of Thomas Sangster, who plays rebel‐
lious oldest son Simon with flair, sensitivity and...
gravitas. (You may have noticed him in Love, Ac‐
tually, also a Thompson vehicle.) And I much en‐
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joyed Imelda Staunton’s army‐vet cook. She alone
is unphased by the mysterious Nanny, and the
look she gives Evangeline at her My Fair Lady
entrance is worth the price of admission.
4. The food fight. No one is too adult for
smashed pastry.
5. Emma Thompson. Still a fan. She’s not
afraid of ugly.

6. Colin Firth. Even as a spineless father of
seven, he’s Mr. Darcy to me.
Edna Stumpf was a regular Philadelphia In‐
quirer book reviewer for over 25 years, often writing
about science fiction. She also guest‐lectured for science
fiction film courses.

The Omen (1976), Two-Disc Collector's Edition
DVD Review by Sara K. Ellis
It’s a tad disconcerting when a six‐year‐old
threatens to report you to the Anti‐Christ. There
you are, flinging barbs and twirling the lazy Susan
in a Chinese restaurant in Long Beach, when
someone brings up that Omen remake, and the
jokes, now so familiar, follow one after another
like the deliberate plotting of the 1976 film. Here
come the snide references to nannies, baboons,
and the current President, and let’s not forget that
customary mondegreen, a mistake made even in
Japanese, that inevitably replaces the Latin in Jerry
Goldsmith’s score with “Ooomen, Damien.”
After thirty years, you’d think you’d be safe
enough to laugh at Revelations, if you will, the Bi‐
ble’s own answer to Herschel Gordon Lewis. But
the devil has informants everywhere, and this one
is sitting next to you, digging sullenly into the ses‐
ame chicken. “I’m going to tell Mom. I’m going to
tell Damien that you’re saying bad things.”
This snitch is my nephew, and his mother, my
sister, can only recoil in surprise, if not quite hor‐
ror; while the beer she has just downed threatens
to rise up through her nostrils like those bats, ac‐
cording to the Trinity Broadcasting Network, that
came streaking up from Hell during a Russian
geological survey. “We’re not talking about your
friend honey, this is a different Damien, a dumb
one, from this silly old movie.”
But Wormwood will have none of it, and his
glare says more than Nanny Blaylock ever could
in her tête‐à‐têtes with the family dog. If we don’t
shut our traps, his school chum, who’s been sad‐
dled—by parents who are either sadists or pop‐
culture ignoramuses—with one of the most ridi‐
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culed names of the late twentieth century, will
learn that unknown adults are laughing at his ex‐
pense, and in fact, we are. I mean, really, who
would name their kid that?
It seems a lot of people do and have. In fact,
the name Damien really isn’t that unusual. Look‐
ing at the baby name directories, one can see that
its popularity even spiked a little after the mid‐
Seventies, revealing that great American dichot‐
omy between homegrown Puritan superstition
and our unrelenting desire to appeal to a per‐
ceived European class‐consciousness. While cer‐
tainly no parent, short of Satanic rocket scientist
Jack Parsons, would aspire for their offspring to
become the Antichrist, there are many who do aim
for the same privileged trappings that are show‐
ered upon the little devil by his unequivocally
wasp parents.
“What could be wrong with our child
Robert?” Lee Remick asks. “We’re the beautiful
people, aren’t we?”
Rewatching The Omen, especially while living
in Orange County, one comes to the uncomfort‐
able realization that the signs of this prophecy are
all around; not under the malevolent curls of one
deceptively angelic toddler, but in the vacant eyes
of thousands of spoiled young consumers. The
lavish accouterments of our cinematic Antichrist:
birthday parties with ponies and carousels, nan‐
nies—both super and suicidal—even Rottweilers
are no longer unique. Nor is the hostility of wild‐
life, that pushed from its natural habitat by the
gated communities built to protect these dau‐
phins, has been known to descend and eat a jogger
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or a dog or two. Compared to this army of con‐
sumers, carefully bred to devour this planet faster
than any single spawn of Satan, Damien seems
like an old school bully.
This depressing observation, however, should
by no means take away from the fun of watching
one of the decade’s greatest send‐ups to Hal Lind‐
seyan paranoia. The picture is crisp and the colors
are moody and sharp; all the better to take in the
London of the 1970s, for the Omen, as screenwriter
David Seltzer admits, is part thriller, part trave‐
logue. Seltzer confesses in a disc interview to
wangling expense paid vacations by setting his
stories in places he’d like to visit. And, if the Final
Destination series has made the Omen’s painstak‐
ingly choreographed deaths feel tired, the atmos‐
pherics, such as those leading up to Father Bren‐
nan’s impalement on a church spire, put the Lon‐
don setting to good use.
The best scene is still the one where Lee Re‐
mick takes her not‐quite‐yet fatal fall to the floor,
and director Richard Donner, the most articulate
and interesting of all those interviewed for the
DVD, explains the old fashioned trickery used to
keep both Remick and the even the goldfish from
harm. Donner also acts as the lone voice of reason
in among the self‐congratulatory theology preva‐
lent in The Omen’s other interviews. A foil to the
evangelical talking heads supplied to give some
credibility to the film’s premise, it is Donner who
brings integrity to the film itself: his insistence on
making The Omen a psychological rather than a

supernatural thriller saved the film from becom‐
ing a botched Hollywood imitation of Dario Ar‐
gento. Listening to Donner speak made me even
more excited about his director’s cut of Superman
II, to be released this December.
Some of the other interviews on the disc get
tiresome, in particular having to hear “Religious
adviser” Robert Munger, who came up with the
initial concept, repeat his eureka moment in three
separate clips: “I thought Gee! What if the Anti‐
christ was really alive right now and already
walking this planet as a little boy.” See? I know it
by heart.
Also on the disc is an appreciation by Wes Cra‐
ven, featuring a trove of production stills from the
film, and a poorly thrown together, marginally of‐
fensive documentary called “The Omen Legacy;”
supposedly about the social impact of the film, but
in reality a cheap attempt to tie the sexual liberation
movement of the 1960s to a so‐called rise in devil
worship. The only footage we see of Church of Sa‐
tan founder Anton La Vey is of him marrying—
gasp!—two men. This sneaky connect‐the‐dots be‐
tween gay marriage and evangelical night terrors
might be funny if so many American families
weren’t being forced to cede their healthcare bene‐
fits and parental rights to bigoted legislation.
Ironically, it’s this kind of inflexibility, this
sticking to the letter of the Bible, as even the adult
Damien Thorne chides in The Final Conflict, which
ultimately dilutes the storyline. Unless we see the
Antichrist as a human being, we can’t invest those
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two hours of our lives. When the giraffes flee from
little Damien at the safari park, we feel sorry for
the kid. In the second film, when the adolescent
Damien attempts, just for a second or two, to reject
his destiny, we’re pulled in despite ourselves and
Robert Foxworth’s clown perm. It’s the character,
not the film’s adherence to scripture, that we’re
interested in, and the requirements of religious
dogma that Damien be pigeonholed as a card‐

board cutout of badness is what ultimately ruins
the franchise. So, note to any potential sequel
makers for this latest outing. It might be interest‐
ing this time around to have a Damien who really
tries to do good; a guy who really wants to save
humanity from itself but winds up with a massive
screw up on his hands. The road to Hell, after all,
is paved with good intentions.

Worldcon Guest of Honor Speeches,
edited by Mike Resnick & Joe Siclari
Book Review by Christopher J. Garcia
I happily make my living as a computer histo‐
rian. It’s a wonderful job, but if somebody opened
up a museum of science fiction fandom, I’d battle
all‐comers to get that curatorship. I love fannish
history and have been a frequent reader of the few
books that float around (A Wealth of Fable, a bunch
of the stuff you can find on eFanzines.com and
FANAC.org) and the fan‐historical fanzine Mi‐
mosa. When I was given the option of reviewing
the collected speeches of many WorldCon Guests
of Honor, I jumped at it and was well‐rewarded.
The book was collected by Mike Resnick,
whose anthologies I love, and Joe Siclari. That’s a
good twosome if you ask me. The anthology
wraps up many of the Speeches of the Guests of
Honor dating back to the very first one: Mr. Frank
R. Paul. That sort of historic event must be pre‐
served, if for no other reason than to remind fu‐
ture WorldCon committees that the first GoH was
an artist and not a writer.
The speeches themselves rock and roll be‐
tween what must have been dreadfully dull for
the listeners (I found Wollheim and Lessing’s
speeches to be pretty dull) to the very colorful (I
wish I could have been there for Theodore Stur‐
geon’s or Harlan Ellison’s). The speeches are im‐
portant to show the development not only of SF
writing, but the way that WorldCon itself has
grown and changed. Read E.E. Smith’s speech and
then skip forward to Vernor Vinge’s Con Jose con‐
versation and you’ll see the very attitude of what a
GoH speech is changing, and even the way that
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the guests are viewed. In the old days, they were
the stars given long stands during the banquet
that was never counter‐programmed. Now,
they’re simply a sidelight event that takes place
with a dozen other panels going on around it. That
sort of thing happens, and still the speeches of re‐
cent GoHs are very good reading indeed, espe‐
cially Terry Pratchett and Greg Bear.
While they only got about a half of the GoH
speeches (though a few Worldcons had speeches
done by each of the GoHs and not just the Writer),
there are a few that they say they were waiting for
either permission or material and they’ll be out in
a future edition of their own. I do hope that one of
them is Heinlein’s 1961 speech where he predicted
that 1/3 of the people in the room would be dead
from war. I was hoping that would be the one
chosen, but instead they went with his more his‐
torically important 1941 speech. Among the miss‐
ing speeches are Heinlein’s 1976 (which I know
was recorded and have heard excerpts from), the
speeches of John Brunner, Jack Vance, Harry Har‐
Worldcon Guest of Honor
Speeches
Editors: Mike Resnick &
Joe Siclari
ISBN: 0975915630
Publisher: ISFiC Press
Release date: August, 2006
$30.00, 309 pages,
hardcover
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rison or Samuel Delany, and especially sad, Hal
Clement’s 1991 speech that I’ve heard nothing but
wonderful things about. It’s likely that a few of
these will pop up in the next book.
There are little quibbles that I have, though
not as much as a fan reading the book but as a his‐
torian who happens to be a fan reading the book. I
would have liked more biographical information
on each of the speechmakers. They listed the year
and the convention and a short paragraph write‐
up of their lives, but I would have liked birth and
death dates, a first published work listing (which
is one of the things I’m constantly using my 1982
The SF Book of Lists to discover) and perhaps even
more info on the WorldCon where the speech took

place. Those little touches would have made it an
even more important book for anyone into the
whole fan history thing.
Would I say go out and buy WorldCon Guest
of Honor Speeches to the average fan? Sure, it’s a
fun read and well worth your time. Would I rec‐
ommend it to someone interested in fannish his‐
tory? Welll, if you’re really interested, you’ve al‐
ready ordered it.
Christopher J. Garcia edits The Drink Tank on
eFanzines.com and is a writer, filmmaker and histo‐
rian from San Jose, CA. He has had work appear a
bunch of places a bunch of times and he is damn proud
of it.

Lost District, by Joel Lane
Book Review by Mario Guslandi
Set in the underworld of urban and suburban
Birmingham, the twenty‐four stories by Joel Lane
included in The Lost District explore the gloomy
atmospheres of the city with its darker side and
more disreputable aspects: prostitution, pornog‐
raphy, alcoholism, drug addiction. Unemploy‐
ment, boredom and cheap sexual relationships
complete the grim tableau depicted by the author
with a skilful, crude narrative style. Fine exam‐
ples are the title story, a superb piece reporting
the bittersweet memories of youth and first love,
framed within the vivid description of a bleak
district now disappeared, and “The Pain Barrier,”
the cruel description of a fleeting homosexual
encounter in an environment of loneliness and
moral desolation.

Lost District
Writer: Joel Lane
ISBN: 1597800392
Publisher: Night Shade Books
Release date: January, 2006
$14.95, 195 pages,
trade paperback
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Another excellent tale is the unsettling “The
Bootleg Heart” where a student becomes obsessed
with an invisible girl having (loud) sex with a
neighbour. Masterly told, the story gently, but firmly
leads the reader toward the final denouement.
“Scratch” is a further, grim portrait of urban
desolation and moral depravation, probing the
darkest aspects of human soul and the hopeless‐
ness of human existence.
In “Like Shattered Stone” the urban and pri‐
vate alienation pervade a lonesome sculptor in the
context of a snowy Birmingham. The compelling
narrative fashion conveys a sense of sadness and
of unspoken dread.
In the fascinating “Exposure” a spiritualist
grudgingly helps a friend to step into the afterlife
to discover the reasons behind the murder of his
son. The trip, mysteriously, ends up with the fa‐
ther dying of exposure. Chilling in more than one
way, the tale manages to create a deep feeling of
wonder and distress.
A couple of other stories deserve specific
mention, first of all the short but creepy “Contract
Bridge” where the spectre of an old tragedy re‐
turns to haunt a young man under a railway
bridge, and the outstanding, unforgettable “Res‐
ervoir” portraying the peculiar sexual and spiri‐

FALL, 2006

These stories are not made for entertaining
readers trying to kill time: they will disturb and
distress you and, most of all, will make you
think. So read just one story at the time to better
savour them and to avoid getting depressed and
feeling helpless.

tual experience of a man with an unusual prosti‐
tute who can be pushed as close to death as one
can get…
The remaining stories are simply the little
pieces necessary to complete the jigsaw represent‐
ing the squalor of our society with its vices, its
frailty and its lack of moral values.
Lane is a master in drawing this bleak picture,
apt to discourage whoever is willing to look at the
contemporary world through pink lenses. The au‐
thor’s confirmed pessimism represents the human
universe—of which the Birmingham microcosm is
just a sample—as a bundle of miseries where
there’s no room or hope for redemption.

Mario Guslandi lives in Milan, Italy and is most
likely the only Italian who regularly reads (and re‐
views) dark fiction in English, he’s written reviews for
a number of genre websites such as Emerald City,
The Agony Column, Infinity Plus, The SF Site and
Horrorworld.

World War Z: An Oral History of the Zombie War, by Max Brooks
Book Review by Matthew Appleton
Dawn of the Dead remake) originated solely from
just one spot on the globe? What would it take for
the problem to become truly global, and how
would the global community find a way to pre‐
vent humankind from succumbing to the undead
threat? In his debut novel, World War Z: An Oral
History of the Zombie War, Max Brooks explores
those questions.
Brooks is best known for his tongue‐in‐cheek
survival manual, The Zombie Survival Guide: Com‐
plete Protection from the Living Dead. Although I’ve
only skimmed that book, I’d imagine that given the
straightforward and methodical presentation of the
faux‐manual, Brooks adapted plenty of that mate‐
rial for use in World War Z. But, if I recall correctly,
the guide doesn’t necessarily provide a framework
for how to answer those earlier questions. How‐
ever, Brooks did come up with an interesting way
of detailing the spread of the infestation from an
isolated source and humankind’s eventual victory
after the problem became global: by combining the
experiences of dozens of survivors into a meta‐
narrative.
Each of the recollections and stories in World
War Z rarely last more than a dozen pages. Addi‐
tionally, none of the individuals Brooks introduces
know the complete story of how it actually hap‐
pened. However, each survivor provides a part of

Whether it’s because of alien invasion, a fast
spreading manmade virus that kills 99.7% of its
victims, or the dead suddenly rising from their
graves, it seems like just about every time an au‐
thor writes about the entire world falling into total
chaos the focus is on no more than a few individu‐
als or groups. The reader knows that other people
in this fictional world are facing the crisis to the
best of their abilities as well, but the standard nar‐
rative structure almost demands that we step
away from the big picture and concentrate on the
few so that we have the opportunity to grow to
know the characters and relate to them as they
undergo their trials. That’s not to say that interest‐
ing books about such a global catastrophe don’t
exist; for instance, the authors who contributed
short stories to Kevin J. Andersen’s theme anthol‐
ogy, War of the Worlds: Global Dispatches, showed
how the rest of the world might have faired dur‐
ing the Martian invasion depicted in H. G. Wells’s
War of the Worlds.
But of the aforementioned types of global cri‐
ses, the zombie scenario presents a unique possi‐
bility. What if a traditional zombie infestation (i.e.,
the slow, shuffling zombies where it can take days
for victims to succumb to the effects of a bite,
rather than modern, video game age zombies rep‐
resented by films such as Resident Evil and the
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World War Z: An Oral
History of the Zombie War
Writer: Max Brooks
ISBN: 0307346609
Publisher: Crown
Release date: Sept., 2006
$24.95, 352 pages,
hardcover

the larger picture, illustrated with their actual ex‐
perience. Thus, Brooks relays the story without
relying on any narrative you might find in a
newspaper or history book. Among those we
meet: the doctor that treated one of the first vic‐
tims in rural China, where the problem arose (in‐
terestingly, just like almost every other movie or
book about zombies, no one knows how the un‐
dead started); a surgeon who knowingly used a
donor organ off of the black market and inadver‐
tently spread the problem to South America;
guides in Central Asia who helped smuggle ap‐
parently healthy people out of quarantined areas;
the politicians and military leaders who either
couldn’t properly grasp the problem or saw their
solutions initially dismissed as impractical; and,
most importantly, everyday people and the indi‐
vidual horrors they witnessed.
While each story furthers the meta‐narrative,
it’s the stories of the civilians and the infantry that
lend gravitas to the book. We witness the personal
effects from the breakdown of civilization: the
horrific survival means employed by American
refugees attempting survive the brutal winter in
Canada, where the freezing temperatures made it
a safe‐heaven from zombies; the traditional (thus
ineffectual) battlefield techniques used by the mili‐
tary in an early effort to stop one rampaging
horde; the despair of the survivors who lost their
entire families; the children who become feral;
and, in one of the most chilling stores in the book,
the actions of one fundamentalist church that de‐
cided it was better to kill all their children than to
let them all become zombies. By turns, these ac‐
counts are far more horrifying than whatever im‐
age of shuffling zombie you may remember from
Some Fantastic
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a George Romero flick, and because World War Z
is first and foremost a horror novel, accounts like
these make up much of the book.
However, Brooks tempers the horror with a
few stories of those who survived by finding a
way to overcome their preconceived limitations.
He presents us with a blind gardener who sur‐
vives a couple solitary years in rural Japan using
just his tools and his extraordinarily developed
other senses for self‐defense, a stereotypical com‐
puter geek forced to come out of his self‐imposed
shell and defend himself, and a Chinese subma‐
rine captain who defied his government’s orders
and ferried as many of his crew and their families
underwater to safety as the nation descended into
chaos. Of course, the fact that humankind does
survive and ultimately prevails in of itself tempers
the horror, but showing the personal triumphs
provides brief respites from the carnage that pre‐
vails throughout most of the book.
In showing a true understanding of the human
spirit, Brooks shows that some of the infestation
and the resulting carnage spread as the results from
those who act purely out of self‐interest. In addition
to the previously mentioned black market donor
organs taken from infected people, Brooks shows
21st century snake‐oil salesmen who market reme‐
dies and defenses that don’t work as advertised. In
addition, some of the guides helping to smuggle
survivors out of quarantined areas of China know‐
ingly escort people who are infected but haven’t yet
become zombies. Brooks also shows how politi‐
cians and military leaders in democratic societies
might not quickly or decisively because they’re
more worried about keeping their job and/or pan‐
dering to the cameras than taking the correct course
of action. Conversely, the nature of China’s secre‐
tive totalitarian regime causes it to handle the zom‐
bie outbreak in a manner similar to how it handled
the SARS virus a few years ago, with predictably
similar results. It’s a sad, but accurate, commentary
on human nature at its worst.
Along the way, Brooks shows a real thought‐
fulness to the notion of global infestation, examin‐
ing ideas not necessarily addressed in your normal
zombie movie. This means ships filled with zom‐
bies adrift at sea, zombies surviving underwater,
islands completely overrun and the issues regard‐
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ing the clearing of underground sewage and water
systems for major cities all around the world. He
also shows that the techniques necessary to win
such a human battle means that you might just
need to overcome human nature and avoid the
natural inclination to attempt to save everyone.
Worse still, he provides a horrific scenario where he
takes one famous Star Trek theme, “The needs of the
many outweigh the needs of the few, or the one,” to
its ugly extreme and isolated packs of survivors are
used as bait in an effort to more effectively trap and
destroy rampaging zombie hordes.
In the end, World War Z works so well be‐
cause of that fractured narrative. Because Brooks
allows the characters to tell their own stories, he
avoids the type of writing you might expect in a
news report or a history textbook. We might not
get the opportunity to fully appreciate some of

the characters we meet, but each of them, no mat‐
ter what type of humanity or morality they dis‐
play, has a compelling story to tell. This method
also allows Brooks to avoid the type of in‐
fodumps that might have occurred in a more tra‐
ditional style of storytelling. As a result, the
novel moves at a breakneck pace—as opposed to
the shuffling gait of the zombie horde. Further‐
more, the size of the novel just feels right; Brooks
makes sure that nearly all the violence is an ele‐
ment of the story, thus giving us just enough in‐
formation to tell the story from start to finish. In
the end, World War Z is a suspenseful novel that
provides fresh thinking on a well‐worn horror
trope, entertains and says something about the
world around us as well as the human spirit. You
can’t ask for anything more out of a book, espe‐
cially a debut novel.

The Chains That You Refuse, by Elizabeth Bear
Book Review by Jessica Darago
There aren’t many artists who can honestly be
described as “multi‐talented.” From Madonna’s
“acting” to Michael Jordan’s “baseball playing,”
many of them discover that, however talented
they are in their own fields, they are not the poly‐
maths they thought themselves to be.
Writers can fall into the very same self‐
delusion within their own art. Rare is the writer
who can cross genres and do it well. You can
probably think of a few names, can probably count
them on one hand. Much longer are the list of
those who should not have ventured into the wild
and the list of those who never tried at all.
Elizabeth Bear is on neither of those lists.
The stories collected in The Chains That You Re‐
fuse do not fit snugly into any one genre. Military
sf, fantasy both high and low, magic realism, al‐
ternate history, dystopia, space travel, time travel,
re‐imagined fairy and folk tales, horror, and even
westerns are represented, along with a pair of po‐
ems. All of the material is densely layered, full of
literary allusion and carefully crafted prose.
Yes, you may need to know your Shake‐
speare—and your Marlowe, and your Conan
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Doyle, and your Wagner, and so on and on and
on—to “get” all of these stories. Bear is unapolo‐
getically well‐read. But only two—perhaps
three—of the stories actually require that kind of
literary knowledge to work on any level. One of
these is the opening story, “L’Esprit d’Escalier:
Not a Play in One Act,” in which a Japanese leg‐
end, a Biblical demon, Sartre’s No Exit, and a
handful of the English language’s greatest poets
help a bartender escape the curse of a wasted life.
On the opposite end of Bear’s expanse of style and
genre, “This Tragic Glass” involves time travel,
literary analysis, Elizabethan politics and the

The Chains that You Refuse
Author: Elizabeth Bear
ISBN: 1597800481
Publisher: Night Shade Books
Release date: May, 2006
$14.95, 256 pages,
trade paperback

FALL, 2006

playwright Christopher Marlowe (not reprising his
role in “L’Esprit”); I have to wonder if the story is
more affecting to readers with an image of Mar‐
lowe in their minds. For “Tiger! Tiger!” some
knowledge of Sherlock Holmes helps, but it’s
hardly necessary, as there’s much more than—
dare I say it?—fan fiction going on here.
None of the collection is easy reading. Stories
unfold like flowers—or uncoil like snakes—rarely
coming to expected or easy conclusions. In “The
Company of Four,” for example, a trio of wander‐
ing entertainers is held in thrall by a fourth, but by
the time the spell is broken it is unclear which
side, if either, is in the right. In “Sleeping Dogs
Lie,” an abused animal’s remarkable talent is less
of a wonder than the than the simple experience of
love. And in the title story, a psychic must choose
between the twin terrors of a known death and an
unknowable life.
In fact, if any criticism can be leveled against
The Chains That You Refuse as a collection is its
nearly unrelenting grimness. The tone is evident

from a sampling of first lines: “I close my eyes and
try to feel my left hand.” “The stallion was
gnawed and bloody, but he was not dead.” “It will
have been raining in Harvard Square for only half
an hour when you give up hope.” There are mo‐
ments of black humor, but on the whole even the
stories that sound like they should be ludicrous
romps—falling in love with a fish‐man lawyer?!—
explore the momentous, luminal moments in her
characters’ lives. None of these stories is told just
for the fun of it. Whether this is the one boundary
Bear cannot will herself across or whether the sto‐
ries were chosen by an editor for this very consis‐
tency of tone is not clear.
But I do know I’ll be reading more of Bear,
and perhaps I’ll find out.
Jessica Darago is a writer and editor who lives and
works in Northern Virginia. Her novella A Compel‐
ling Yarn was shortlisted for the 2005 3‐Day Novel
Competition, thus demonstrating her unhealthy pas‐
sion for deadlines.

Invincible, Vol. 6: A Different World,
written by Robert Kirkman, penciled by Ryan Ottley
Graphic Novel Review by Hawk
Robert Kirkman (The Walking Dead, Ultimate
X‐men, Jubilee, Marvel Team‐Up) was given an as‐
signment by Image Comics years ago; create a
new superhero for their superhero line of comics.
He and Cory Walker (no longer affiliated with the
series) came up with the idea of Invincible, teen‐
ager Mark Grayson, son of Nolan Grayson (Omni‐
Man) who is one of Earth’s greatest heroes. Invin‐

Friend: “C’mon. Give it a try. You know you
like superhero comics.”
Me:
“Yeah, I know. But I’m reading enough
as it is. I don’t need to add anything
else to my read list, especially anything
from Image Comics.”
… years pass …
Me:

“I’m at San Diego Comic Con, I need a
new Con comic to pick up, maybe I’ll fi‐
nally give this Invincible thing a try. I
liked his writing on Jubilee, so why not?

Invincible, Volume 6:
A Different World
Writer: Robert Kirkman
Illustrator: Ryan Ottley
ISBN: 1582405794
Publisher: Image Comics
Release date: June, 2006

….less than one week later …
Me:

“I really need to get the rest of the
trades for this series.”
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cible follows Mark as he grows into his powers, as
well as his role of helping to protect the Earth.
Sound familiar? Yawning already? But wait,
there’s more! Nolan Grayson is actually a Viltru‐
mite, a savage, survival of the fittest, empire‐
building species, who are as strong—if not
stronger—than Superman on his best day. They’ve
made a point of conquering the cosmos, and
Nolan was sent to Earth to be their vanguard, as
well as to help soften up Earth for takeover. When
Mark discovers this, he has to fight his father in a
bloody, no‐holds barred, battle royale that’s tele‐
vised for the world to see.
The sixth volume of Invincible starts off with a
bang. It has Mark enrolled in his freshman year of
college and dealing with his girlfriend, Amber,
who’s attending a different college an hour away.
He also has to be worried about his mother, who’s
turned to alcohol to deal with the strain of her
husband’s betrayal. Finally, he’s working for Cecil
Stedman, who runs the Global Defense Agency of
the US government, to help protect the world.
Any one of these items would be enough stress for
a neophyte college student and young superhero.
Add into the mix that an alien race needs his help
to keep their planet from being destroyed, and
you have an explosive mix.
Much of this volume is centered on Mark
traveling to this alien world to take care of this
menacing alien threat. Without giving the entire
plot away, suffice it to say that Mark and Nolan
meet up again and the results are not exactly what
you think. The Viltrumites have discovered where
Nolan has hidden himself after running away
from his duties on Earth.
Even without the alien menace, there’s a lot
going on for Mark right now. Will Mark be willing
to ever help his father? Will Amber destroy herself
with wondering what’s going on with Mark? Will
Cecil ever forgive Mark for making him hire
“…those Capes bastards from New York…” to
help with a world‐threatening menace while Mark
was off world? Will his mother get over her de‐
pression and alcoholism and be able to keep mov‐
ing on with her life? Will he flunk out of college
after being away for so long? What’s up with
those missing students from campus, anyway?
And how creepy are those Mauler twins?
Some Fantastic
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As usual, Kirkman’s writing is superb, and
draws you into the story. It’s very easy to lose
track of time while reading Invincible, which has
happened to this reviewer many times. While
there are many standout comic writers out there in
the field, very few of them are able to hit the “boy
next door” vibe as well as Kirkman has with this
character. Invincible isn’t a story about a superhero
who’s also a young man, it’s a story about a young
man who’s also a superhero.
It’s also a story about a young man who is
stronger than anyone other than Viltrumites.
When Kirkman does his fight scenes (and he
does do fight scenes), he doesn’t hold back.
Some of you might recall Larry Niven’s story,
“Man of Steel, Woman of Kleenex,” from years
ago, which posited that Superman would never
be able to be intimate with Lois Lane due to his
superior strength. Robert Kirkman, in keeping
with that general theme, shows us that when
Mark fights—there’s blood. There’s blood,
there’s guts, there’s internal organs hanging out;
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it’s the reality, so to speak, of what happens
when a super‐strong person fights others. Kirk‐
man neither skimps on the blood for the reader
nor the maiming and death. Invincible is not
your parent’s “Comics Code Authority” ap‐
proved comic.
Penciler Ryan Ottley (Super‐
man/Batman annual) took over
from original penciler & co‐
creator Corey Walker with issue
eight. The back of this volume has
samples of some of Ottley’s origi‐
nal penciled sketches and they are
breath taking. As easy as it is to
lose yourself in his sketches, it’s
almost as easy to lose yourself in
the art of Invincible.
When I first saw Ottley’s
work, I was not impressed. His
backgrounds are amazing; how‐
ever, his people always left me
with a bad impression. After a
while, I realized it was his faces.
As unusual as this might be for an avid superhe‐
roes comic reader, everything that I enjoy–the art
that I find breath taking–is based on realism. It’s
based on taking the human form and twisting it
into something that will work for that superhero,
that other superheroine, or that alien race from the
planet Belgrade. It took some time for me to warm

up to Ottley’s square‐jawed people. However, I’m
very glad I did.
Ryan Ottley is able to convey so much with
the twist of a mouth, or the sidelong glance, that it
would have been criminal for me to continue to be
unimpressed solely due to how
he draws the angle of faces. The
middle of chapter five showcases
Ottley’s skill with creating both a
large battle scene, while not ig‐
noring the many details that
should be in the background.
Alternatively, look at the splash
page for the second and third last
pages of chapter four. Ottley has
created a two‐page spread with
many details, and he pulls it off
remarkably.
Invincible is published as a
standalone trade that can be
read on its own. However, in
reading this as a standalone,
much of the subtleties and in‐
trigue of the story is lost. To be able to appreciate
the full story, you need to invest in reading the
entire series. All of the earlier issues are currently
in trade form, and Kirkman puts his (mostly bi‐
monthly, sometimes longer) issues in trade fairly
quickly after he has collected enough issues for
the trade.

Brothers Grimm
DVD Review by Caroline-Isabelle Caron
Let me start by stating what is good about the
movie. It is a gorgeous film to look at. The cinema‐
tography is really very good. The colors are spec‐
tacular and really work to set the mood of the film.
The costumes are exquisite and detailed. Lace and
velvet, reds and creams on a rich brown. The sets
really stand out. They are gloomy or scary when
they need to be. In the haunted woods, they are
claustrophobic and close in on the viewer are
much as on the actors. In short, they are just fake‐
looking enough to remind the viewer that this is
make believe, but real enough to make the viewer
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believe. There is also ample eye‐candy to suit
every preference. Matt Damon and Keith Ledger
(Will and Jake Grimm, respectively) look as good
as ever, get beautifully disheveled very quickly,
and take all the whumping necessary to make
hearts melt. Lena Heady and Monica Bellucci
(Angelika and the Mirror Queen, respectively) are
all heaving bosoms in their very tight outfits.
That’s about it.
Terry Gilliam really missed the boat on this
one. His original ideas very wonderful, though,
and that is what makes this failure so bitter. The
FALL, 2006

The Brothers Grimm
DVD Release Date:
Starring:
Director:
Screenwriter:
Rated:
Studio:
Special Features:

December, 2005
Matt Damon, Heath Ledger, Petr Ratimec, Monica Bellucci,
Anna Rust & Jeremy Robson
Terry Gilliam
Ehren Kruger
PG-13
Miramax
Commentary by Terry Gilliam; deleted scenes with optional
commentary; featurettes: “Bringing the Fairy Tale to Life” &
“The Visual Magic of The Brothers Grimm”

original pitch was twofold. First, let’s see what
happens if the Brothers Grimm are really a couple
of scoundrels who exploit the naïve German hin‐
terland with schemes of ghouls and vampires.
And what if they get caught in their own games
when this all proves real. Second, let’s show what
the Grimm tales are really like in the original
German, that is a lot more bloody and horrible
than the Anglophone public is aware of, since it
has only been exposed to very toned down transla‐
tions in the last two hundred years, let alone to
what Disney has come up with. The German and
Francophone public, on the other hand, had gotten
all the gory details, and I was ecstatic to learn that
those might make it to the big screen.
The problem is that these two concepts are
mutually exclusive. You either make a comedy of
errors that turns nasty or you make a serious
gothic movie, Grimm‐style. You are either tongue‐
in‐cheek, or you are not; you can’t do both.
Gilliam tried to do both, or was asked to do so by
the studio. I have not found any information to
indicate which, neither on the net, nor on the DVD
extras, which are strikingly uninformative.
The biggest problems are the plot, or lack
thereof, and the completely artificial character de‐
velopment. Hollywood has accustomed us to both
and usually makes up for this with action se‐
quences. Ample effort is provided here and
Gilliam very nearly succeeds. Unfortunately, the
action is so badly orchestrated, and the movie so
choppily edited, that it only hinders their efforts to
distract us from the incongruities of what little
plot there is. I am willing to concede that Gilliam
might have tried to present the kind of character
evolution found in Grimm stories themselves.
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Something happens and the character changes,
end of story. Unfortunately, this is not a fairy tale,
this is a movie, and the changes in a character’s
personality must at least make some sort of sense,
however contrived the reason.
Here we are presented with two brothers who
lose their parents early and must keep together to
survive. Will (and not Wilhelm) is the dreamer
who spends his days escaping in fairy tale books.
Jake (and not Jacob) is the older one who blames
the former for his sister’s death and takes charge
by berating his younger sibling on a daily basis. I
am guessing we are supposed to feel sympathy for
them, but it fails to entice anything but annoyance.
As the brothers age (we are treated to a 15‐year
jump), we are meant to believe that their conflict is
not resolved, that their personal preferences for
escape and action respectively have not changed,
but that they stick together nevertheless. Why
should they continue to work and live together
when they hate each other is not explained. They
have become scam artists and minor folk stars
among those they rid of monsters and witches.
That too falls flat. The main events of the movie
happen, and their divergent personalities clash,
and then suddenly they do not clash any longer.
What watershed event engenders this change, we
never quite see. There is no clear transition and
most of the movie oscillates between the brothers
working wonderfully together and then not. The
kidnapping and their rescue of a little girl that we
must guess reminds them of their sister is the most
likely reason for the change, but it is never spelled
out, not even in the outtakes.
If the main characters are barely two‐
dimensional, one can guess how simplistic the
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other characters are. The inclusion of Lena
Heady’s character into the story is only to insure
the presence of an “action girl” who can fight in a
tight outfit without losing a drop of blood or a
popping a breast. She is interchangeable with
similar characters in The League of Extraordinary
Gentlemen or Van Helsing (especially the latter). In
fact, you can almost hear the movie executives
saying, “Make her look exactly like Kate Bekin‐
sale in that movie, okay!” She is a clone, from the
hair to the corset. All other characters, much like
in Grimm tales, are archetypes and stand‐ins.
Indeed, upon seeing Monica Bellucci’s evil
queen, we can hear the studio heads say, “‘Make
her look like Dracula’s wives in Coppola’s Bram
Stoker’s Dracula, okay!” In the end, the film is so
contrived, it becomes a lesson in how to make a
generic movie.
The DVD does not disappoint any less. There
are very few extras, none of them spectacular. The
few deleted scenes were deleted for obvious rea‐
sons and are totally uninteresting. The optional

commentary on those scenes only serves to con‐
firm why they were not kept. The feature com‐
mentary is quite funny at times—thank god for
Terry Gilliam—but one has to like that sort of
thing. There are also two obligatory making‐of
features. “Bringing The Fairy Tales to Life” ex‐
plains some of Gilliam’s original vision and only
proves how completely he failed to bring to life
what he intended. I found it heartbreaking. “The
Visual Magic Of The Brothers Grimm” presents the
set design and the visual effects, including anima‐
tronics and CGI. Since this is the most interesting
aspect of the movie, this feature is the most infor‐
mative and satisfying extra.
In short, rent this movie to watch with friends,
with ample drinks, and the intention of having a
bitching fest. Under any other circumstances, this
movie will disappoint. If you know the Grimm
tales well, you might have fun picking up the ref‐
erences that constantly appear on the screen. Then
again, if you bought this DVD, then I hope for you
it was on sale. Otherwise, you got ripped off.

Night Watch
DVD Review by Matthew Appleton
Admittedly, I’m a typical, lazy American
when it comes to my entertainment choices. Out‐
side of a three‐year period during my early 20s,
I’ve rarely visited independent movie theaters,
and I don’t make much of an effort to watch inde‐
pendent films when they do show up on IFC. Out‐
side of the occasional Canadian or British produc‐
tion or, much less frequently, Japanese anime or
Australian contributions, I can probably count on
one hand the number of foreign movies or televi‐
sion shows I’ve seen in my entire life. It’s a sad
commentary, and I know that ultimately it’s my
loss—a loss all the more apparent when I consider
how much I enjoyed Night Watch, a Russian pro‐
duction that came to the United States this year.
Based on a novel of the same name by Russian
author Sergei Lukyanenko, Night Watch—which,
just like the book, is the beginning of a trilogy—
tells the story of a pivotal evening in the conflict
between the forces of Light and Dark: two camps
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of supernatural human beings who either pray on
normal humans (the Dark) or defend humankind
while simultaneously attempting to elevate and
assist them (the Light). The two forces—each of
which contains a menagerie of beings that in‐
cludes (but are not limited to) vampires, shape‐
shifters, magicians and seers—have held an un‐
easy truce for centuries, with each side devoting
resources to policing the other and ensuring that
neither uses its powers for anything more than
self‐preservation.
The movie starts with a flashback: the unveiling
of Anton Gorodetsky as an “Other”—one of the be‐
ings in the aforementioned epic battle. Like all Oth‐
ers, he was like any normal human and had no idea
he was one until a pivotal moment in his life when
his powers suddenly asserted themselves. We then
jump ahead twelve years to the present and discover
that as a result of this experience, he joined the Light
(once they discover their powers, all Others must
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choose a side, without any interference or coercion)
and became part of the Night Watch—the members
of the Light who police the Dark.
When we first encounter Anton after that fate‐
ful evening, he has just been assigned to help pro‐
tect Yegor, a pre‐teen boy, from an unauthorized
vampire attack. In this world,
vampires must get licenses
from the Night Watch in or‐
der to either feed on humans
or convert them into one of
their kind. In this instance, the
vampires attempting to draw
the child to their hiding place
lack the requisite license. The
Night Watch can sense that
Yegor is in danger but doesn’t
know his location or that of his attackers. Anton
does rescue the boy at the last moment, but in the
process also breaks the Truce, inadvertently killing
one of the two vampires.
But that is not the only danger Anton confronts
on this evening. While tracking Yegor on the sub‐
way, he encounters a cursed woman who is the
center of a growing supernatural vortex that threat‐
ens to destroy Moscow. Her presence and the ac‐
companying physical threat indicate that an ancient
prophecy is about to be fulfilled: the emergence of
an Other so powerful that it will tip the scales of the
battle in manner that will make his side trium‐
phant. After the initial confrontation with the vam‐
pires, Anton’s assigned to protect the boy from the
remaining vampire, but he’s then told to confront
the woman from the subway and attempt to ascer‐

tain how she became cursed so that it can be re‐
moved in order to prevent the prophecy from be‐
come real, as well as potentially save the city. An‐
ton eventually finds himself integral to both battles
and needs to race from the conclusion of one di‐
rectly to the other in a mad dash across the city.
Although you will recog‐
nize many of the tropes em‐
ployed in Night Watch, it’s
unlikely you have seen them
handled with the same pa‐
nache shown in this film. Yes,
the prophecy surrounding the
Other is reminiscent of that
surrounding Anakin in the
Star Wars saga, and the notion
that Others have no idea of
their abilities until they suddenly manifest them‐
selves certainly echoes a bit of Harry Potter. How‐
ever, the atmosphere of Night Watch differs greatly
from those two films. This isn’t the shiny, stream‐
lined future or a sanitized, magical re‐imaging of
the medieval world. Rather, it’s the grimy, run‐
down world of present‐day Moscow. The build‐
ings are an uneasy mix of modernity and decay‐
ing, badly in‐need‐of‐repair Soviet‐era architec‐
ture. Trash, graffiti and advertising are equally
omnipresent, and the police randomly stop people
on the streets in the name of fighting terrorism—a
much more real daily threat to Russian lives than
it actually is here in the U.S. In his commentary to
the film, director Timur Bekmambetov talks about
how this is the real Moscow and that the look is
not a creation as much of it was filmed on location,
Night Watch

DVD Release Date:
Starring:
Director:
Screenwriters:
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Studio:
Special Features:
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with little done in the way of prepping the “sets.”
In fact, Night Watch is a rare DVD which bene‐
fits greatly from the commentary tracks. Bekmam‐
betov makes it a point to mention that he made the
movie specifically just for the Russian audience,
without any thought for how viewers from other
countries might see it. Furthermore, he wanted to
blur the lines between our real world and the fic‐
tional one in the film, but unless the American
viewer is incredibly knowledgeable about the cur‐
rent Russian landscape, he/she will not realize
that. The Cyrillic alphabet obscures most of it, but
product placement and advertising lurk in many
scenes (however, an
Adidas logo is rather
prominent on a couple
occasions). In addi‐
tion, a vehicle oper‐
ated by members of
the Night Watch looks
like a standard Rus‐
sian utility vehicle. In
the most daring effort
to blur those lines,
Zhanna Friske, currently one of Russia’s biggest
pop stars, plays a Dark sorceress who doubles
publicly as a Russian pop star.
Unfortunately, the commentaries are also es‐
sential because they are needed to explain puz‐
zling holes in the narrative, one of which borders
on becoming a gaping plot hole. Mostly, the com‐
mentaries help most in regards to describing “The
Gloom,” another version of the world that only
Others can move through (think the other world
that Frodo from Lord of the Rings sees when he
places the ring on his finger). The near plot‐hole
occurs after Anton saves Yegor, when the vampir‐
ess who fled the scene decides to make another
effort to call him to her again. While it’s obvious
that agents of the Dark give her incentive to do so,
why doesn’t she just go after a different victim in
order to sate her need for blood? (Yes, this would
bring the Night Watch down upon her, but she’s
already in trouble with them anyway.) Sadly, just
a few extra lines of dialog could’ve resolved these
issues without the need of commentary.
Sadder still, in the case of Lukyanenko’s text
commentary, is the difficulty in accessing it. The
Some Fantastic
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instructions as to how to do so are unclear, and it
took me some trial and error to figure it out. (You
need to use the Russian version with English subti‐
tles track, and his commentary in English). Fur‐
thermore, because of the setup, you can’t really
read his commentary and pay attention to the subti‐
tles at the same time. If you want Lukyanenko’s
thoughts on the film—and you should because he
provides some interesting insights into how he as‐
sisted in reworking the novel for the big screen—
you really should make sure you’ve watched the
film a couple times first.
However, let neither of these things detract
from a wonderful film.
Because it’s based on
an internationally best‐
selling novel, Night
Watch
received
a
budget large enough
to enjoy some Ameri‐
can‐style production
vales as well as em‐
ploy some of the best
actors working in Rus‐
sia (according to Bekmambetov’s commentary). In
fact, although he made the film specifically for a
Russian audience (thus giving an interestingly
different feel from an American perspective), Bek‐
mambetov eschewed traditional Russian movie‐
making techniques for a more American style in
order to increase the tempo of the film. He also
finds just the right balance of special effects, both
the CGI and makeup, thus ensuring that they only
serve to help tell the story. As for the ensemble,
Konstantin Khabensky, well‐known in Russia for
his television work, wonderfully sets the tone for
the rest of the cast in his portrayal of Anton, an
individual who increasingly finds himself at odds
with how the Light, and by extension Night
Watch, handles its affairs. Nearly all of the rest of
the cast also handle their roles with great aplomb,
and the casting was so good that some of them,
notably the actors portraying the sorcerers leading
the Light and the Dark, look like they were born to
play their roles—you just cannot imagine anyone
of non‐similar appearance as those characters.
The final result is an edgy, interesting take on
some rather standard material. Fans of dark fan‐
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eagerly anticipate the next film (note: if you love
the film and decide to watch the commentaries, be
warned that both Bekmambetov and Lukyanenko
reveal plot spoilers for the second movie). The
solid story telling is only enhanced by a visual feel
that is simultaneously both familiar (the Ameri‐
can‐style filming techniques) and foreign. If you
can’t find a copy of this film at a local video store,
then by all means buy a copy. It’s certainly worth
your while.

tasy and horror here in the U. S. will readily rec‐
ognize the basic premise (good and evil super‐
natural forces battle against each other unseen in
our presence), but Bekmambetov and Lukyanenko
provide us with moral ambiguities, conflicts and
uncertainties you won’t find in our most recent
fabled movie trilogies of sci‐fi and fantasy, Star
Wars (either trilogy) and Lord of the Rings. They
then take every advantage in using that shaky
moral compass to deliver a tale that makes you

Letters of Comment
I just wanted to drop you a line telling you that I
enjoy reading Some Fantastic when you post it to
efanzines.com. You consistently produce one of the
finer critical fanzines right now—I will not call your
‘zine “sercon,” even if the term does apply, in order to
avoid the negative connotations of that term—and I
really appreciate your efforts. Your contributors are
excellent, too. Megan Baxter's essay on "The Portrayal
of Gender Identity in Firefly" was very well written, and
since I finally have watched a handful of episodes, I
can understand what she's saying. Interesting reading.
Thank you again for producing your zine. This is
just one fan's way of saying Read And Enjoyed, But
No Comment. Considering all the hard work you obviously put into Some Fantastic each issue, I had to say
something. Keep up the good work.

themselves and their beliefs through their characters—if
they did, they'd have to be declared as having dissociative disorders (once known as multiple personalities).
The interview style of the Hitchhikers DVD review
was refreshing and a lot of fun to read. I would love to

Editorial: The Joys of Copyright
I’ve been thinking a lot about copyright lately. In
part, it was the result of reading Cory Doctorow’s
“How Copyirght Broke” (www.locusmag.com/2006/
Issues/09DoctorowCommentary.html), but mostly I
have Mystery Science Theater 3000 to thank. Like
any other fan of the show, I am very aware of the
problems that Best Brains Inc. has in regards to putting episodes out on DVD—primarily, the almost Byzantine labyrinth of rights issues that must be resolved
in order for an episode to air. As my understanding of
the law is at a lay person’s level, I don’t actually know
every single issue regarding rights that Best Brains
(and by extension, Rhino, who produces DVDs of the
episodes) must contend with. However, I can only
guess that it must be nightmare.
I bring all this up because at the end of August,
Rhino released Mystery Science Theater 3000 Collection: Vol. 10. Because I’m borderline obsessivecompulsive in regards to items I collect, I naturally had
my copy within days of its release. However, at the
end of October Rhino mysteriously pulled the set from
its website, as did the MST3K Information Club, which
also sells the DVDs direct. As of the time I’m writing
this, there’s no explanation for its sudden disappearance from those websites (although, it hasn’t been
recalled yet from retailers who still have copies in
stock). However, I’m pretty certain those pesky copyright laws reared their ugly heads again.
Back when this country was founded, copyright
was established as lasting 14 years from date of

All the best,
John Purcell
In a Prior Lifetime
jpurcell54@earthlink.net

It's always a pleasure to receive a copy of Some
Fantastic, and the Spring, 2006 ish was no exception. I
applaud your inclusion of sf in media other than the
written word; there's a lot of dreck out there, but there
is enough good stuff that it ought to be noted, and I
appreciate the fact that Some Fantastic provides an
outlet for this.
I read your interview with Karen Traviss with particular interest, as I'd already read her Crossing the Line
and found it very well written. I'd like to read the other
books in this series, which is always a good indicator of
how much I liked the book I read first. Her defense of
her media tie-in work makes sense (and after all, even if
one is writing something that isn't one's original idea,
one should do the best work possible so as to not be
embarrassed to mention it later; getting paid for writing
is good, getting paid for writing to the best of one's ability is better), and I may yet read some of these novels. I
agree with her point that writers are not always filtering
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be a fly on the bus wall during one of those Buddhist
minutia discussions.
Cheryl Appleton's article on the Thomas the Tank
Engine TV show was most amusing. I watched several
episodes with my son when he was young enough to
appreciate it, and I think now I understand where he got
his fascination with things crashing together.
Even though I don't read a lot of graphic novels and
watch very little anime, I do appreciate the reviews in
each area. I admit to being a Final Fantasy junkie,
though I don't play the game (tried once, but it's beyond
my skill level and interest tolerance). I love the realism
of the CGI in the FF movies. One can forget one is
watching computerized animation for long stretches of
time, which is a tribute to the skills of the animators who
create these films.
I could go on and on, but this is already a long letter,
so I'll just say that all the DVD reviews are greatly appreciated, and I enjoyed reading everything in this issue.

Editorial: Copyright This!
(continued from page 51)

creation. In retrospect, that timeframe certainly seems
a tad too brief. However, by the 1970s it had been
extended for a period of 54 years (I’m simplifying horribly here, forgive me). In other words, long enough
for the creator, and potentially his/her immediate
heirs, to make a substantial living off of their labor.
When MST3K started airing nationally back in
1989, they contended with these issues, but at least
they knew that if the production was at least 54 years
old, it was public domain. Today, something is only in
the public domain after 75 have passed the death of
its creator. Think about that for a minute. Isaac Asimov died in 1992, and his stuff (some is already more
than 75 years old) won’t pass into the public domain
until 2067. What purpose does this serve?
The media conglomerates. Again, I’m oversimplifying, but basically 15 years ago Disney began lobbying to extend copyright because its oldest productions
were about to fall into the public domain. They were
ultimately successful, thus preventing other companies from making money by making their own Steamboat Willie DVDs, but like so many laws and regulations passed throughout the years, the law of unintended consequences reared its ugly head. Shows,
such as MST3K, that make abundant use of other
people’s creative property suddenly found themselves
having to jump through even more hoops to finish
their own product—works that were once in the public
domain suddenly were back in copyright.
The problem is that much of what is created
eventually becomes incredibly obscure and the right
holders become virtually to impossible to find. Worse
still, because no one back in, say, 1950 could have
anticipated what would happen in regards to the distribution of films in the beginning of the 21st century,
rights issues for items such as soundtrack residuals
were never resolved. Without knowing any specifics,
something like this probably cropped up after the release of Volume 10—someone suddenly realized
great-uncle Henry’s music was being used in a film
they were mocking and he wasn’t getting a cut of the
profits. When he went to Rhino/Best Brains with his
residual demands, they were too high and they decided it was most cost effective to stop production.
Look I don’t want to see people be denied of fair
income off of their work. However, current law has
certainly gone too far, and we can’t let television
shows, films, books and stories vanish because a
right holder either cannot be found or is just too outrageous in their compensatory demands for work
created before they were even born. Sadly, given
the vested interest of the media conglomerates, I
can only see the copyright law become more draconian over the coming years, which will only make
this problem worse. And we are all the poorer for it.

Regards,
Jan Stinson
Peregrine Nations
tropicsf@earthlink.net
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