Scott Kelley

English 1102

Dr. Clayton

STEAMPUNK: 
The Evolution and Recursion of 19th Century Literature 


The literature of the 19th Century, with its persona-altering draughts, immortal dilettantes, reanimated corpses, space-faring vessels, and its deep examinations of self, morality, conformism and society, has laid the foundation for all of modern fiction, be it horror, fantasy, science-fiction or mystery.  Interestingly, the deep roots of modern fiction have come full circle and have turned back towards the style and aesthetics of the Victorian Age. The sub-genre known as “Steampunk” is the final manifestation of this literary recursion. 

Taken from the term “Cyberpunk”, Steampunk explores some of the same issues, but with a 19th Century, brass and steam-powered twist.  Cyberpunk itself focuses on the underclass ‘low-life’ and the cutting edge, society-altering technology (such as cybernetics, immersive Virtual Reality and oppressive Mega Corporations) of the science-fiction, near future world. Due to its setting being in the known past, Steampunk is often influenced by “alternate history” elements, such as those popularized by the contemporary author Harry Turtledove.  
Whereas Cyberpunk deals with a dystopian society of haves and have-nots, under the gritty and dangerous rule by hi-tech corporations and explores the plight of the fringe, underclass individual struggling to retain humanity and freedom in such an inhuman environment, Steampunk tends to be a bit more light-hearted and optimistic about its technology, especially when not foreshadowing the dangers to come or serving as an admonishment of the dehumanizing nature of unbridled scientific advancement.

Although the term “cyberpunk” was coined in 1980 by Bruce Bethke, in his short story Cyberpunk, most think of William Gibson and his eponymous 1984 novel Neuromancer when regarding the birth of the genre.  From this hi-tech genesis of mixing serious, and often dystopian social issues, with high technology, Steampunk emerged, in all of its copper-plated, clockwork glory. 

Of course, all of the conceits and foundations of science fiction, including its offspring Cyberpunk and Steampunk, have their roots deep in the fiction of the 19th Century.  Robert Louis Stephenson, Mary Shelley, Jules Verne, H.G. Wells, and even Oscar Wilde, all had a hand in laying the literary foundations for the genre. With Mary Shelley’s seminal work Frankenstein (1818), for instance, she mixed morality, science, technology and the search for self together in a way that had never been done before and that would be felt for hundreds of years after its writing.  The concepts of science and technology allowing humanity to overcome nature and ‘play God’ were just being hinted at during the Industrial Revolution of Shelley’s time.  This conflict between Nature and Science is still provocative today and can easily been seen in much modern fiction, including Cyberpunk and Steampunk.
Edgar Allen Poe, with his dark, moody, depressive, and sometimes blood-chilling, narratives, was an early pioneer of multiple fiction genres, such as mystery, detective fiction, psychological horror and even elements of science-fiction.  After publishing his unsuccessful novel The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket, Poe produced his first collection of short stories, Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque in 1839.  With such stories as The Masque of the Red Death and the Tell-Tale heart, he entertained malevolent supernatural forces and with stories such as The Cask of Amontillado and The Pit and the Pendulum, he explored more mundane, if no less horrifying, mortal situations. Poe’s style and ability to set a dark, dangerous and depressive mood in his stories are still respected and emulated today by many horror and popular fiction authors such as Stephen King.
Along with H.G. Wells, few names conjure up images of retro-futurism and the birth of modern science fiction like the name Jules Verne. Verne, a French author, wrote the novels Journey To The Center Of The Earth (1864), Twenty Thousand Leagues Under The Sea (1870), and Around the World in Eighty Days (1873), all of which are all still well known to this day. Verne wrote about space, air, and underwater travel long before air travel and practical submarines were invented, and before practical means of space travel had been devised. His use of Romantic- and Victorian-era aesthetic in his futuristic imagery is one of the primary sources of inspiration within the Steampunk scene.
In 1886, Robert Louis Stevenson published The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, which used a pseudo-scientific potion in order to continue the exploration of self and the possible consequences of humanity delving into the previously uncharted inner-universe of the psyche. As with its spiritual predecessor, Frankenstein, the story of Dr. Jekyll is that of the “Overreacher”, the expanding of science beyond its means and the horrors and adventures that sort of hyper-extension can entail (“Nature of Horror”, p.57). Along with his other well known novel, Treasure Island (1883), Stevenson built upon the notions of high adventure, individualism, and, less so, of scientific advancement having a profound effect on how humans relate to themselves as individuals and to society as a whole.
Few characters embody the very essence of gothic, horror literature like that of the elegant and villainous vampire, Count Dracula. Published by Bram Stoker in 1897, the novel deals in general with the conflict between the world of the past, full of folklore, legends, and religious piety, and the emerging modern world of technology, logic and secularism.  For instance, the primary protagonist, Dr. Van Helsing, epitomizes this struggle because he uses extremely modern (for the time) technologies like blood transfusions; but he is not so caught up in the contemporary as to forgo the idea that a demonic being could be the cause of Lucy's illness.  This mix of old world supernaturalism and new world “super-science”, as explored earlier by Shelley, continues to be a cutting edge device for modern media that enjoys blurring the distinction, such as the television show The X-Files, the heavily Cyberpunk influenced table-top role playing game Shadowrun and countless comic books and videogames.

Late in the Victorian Age, just before the dawn of the 20th Century, H.G. Wells published War of the Worlds (1898).  With his popular stories, including The Time Machine, The Invisible Man, The First Men in the Moon and The Island of Doctor Moreau, Wells, along with Jules Verne, revitalized and revolutionized the world of fiction and set the new standard for science fiction.  Alien invasions, space adventures, genetic experimentation and the use of scientific oddities to explore the human psyche were all thrown into modern terms and sensibilities, many of which remain largely unchanged today.
The senses of both wonder and of trepidation towards the scientific and technological inventions of the 19th Century carry a certain romanticism that some feel is lacking in our contemporary, crass, and worldly civilization. Now that space has actually been explored and mankind has landed on the Moon, now that the dark corners of the Earth have been illuminated by explorers and catalogued with satellite imaging, now that we have been to the depths of the ocean, and robots are real, albeit clumsy and boring, where has the mystery gone? The adventure? The beauty of the unknown?
Steampunk harkens back to a time when seeing a construct of steam-powered metal gears move under its own power, was still new, exciting and wondrous. Powered flight was a dream that some thought impossible.  The world had mysterious, unexplored lands that could contain anything the imagination desired... lost civilizations, prehistoric monsters or even magical people, objects or locations.  But, with Steampunk, those frontiers can be plumbed in the style and sensibilities of the time, but with the speed, power and convenience of the modern day.  
Today, Steampunk enjoys a strong and dedicated following that mixes the style of the Goth, the individualism of Punk, the ingenuity and technical know-how of the engineering Geek, the mechanical grime and grit of the Industrial and the adventurous spirit and romanticism of the authors of the 19th Century.   For this reason, it is sometimes referenced to as “Neo-Victorianism”. Most sub-genres have a foci, a fetishized item or a ‘look’ that sets them apart. For Steampunk, it would be goggles. Thick, brassy, utilitarian and indicative of both grimy engineers sparking away at metal boilerplates and of daring airship captains, goggles are the accoutrement of choice for those in the know.

 The clothing is inspired by Victorian fashion and runs the gamut between the historical accuracy of the ‘high couture’ to the more utilitarian and adventurous, which often has more fantasy elements.  The use of leather long-coats, often dusters, broad-rimmed hats, leather straps with metal buckles and tall boots also create the fairly standard Steampunk look. Metal bits (usually brass, copper or iron), such as buttons, gadgets, bolts, gears and even pieces of late-medieval armor are also used for detail and flourish. 
The recreating, or reverse-engineering, of modern technology to fit the Steampunk theme is also a popular hobby. If something is wanted to appear in a Steampunk setting, it can be re-created with impossibly complex clockworks and powered by steam. Computers (difference engines), automobiles (horseless carriages), zeppelins or prop-driven aircraft (airships) and even robots and androids (metal men) can exist within the Steampunk mythos.  A good example of how Steampunk modification, or “modding”, has hit the mainstream can be found in lifestyle magazines, such as Forbes Life. In its “interesting items for rich people section”, they advertise “The Baron of Cyprus Keyboard”, a modern PC keyboard, modded by Richard Nagy (www.datamancer.net), that now appears as if it is a component to H.G. Wells’ time machine (Forbes Life, Oct-07, p27).  This custom made item is a steal at a mere $1,500... far less than the $3,235 leather jacket that is advertised directly below it.  Musical instruments, computers and their peripherals, cars, furniture, even entire rooms and buildings can and have been modded to fit the Steampunk mystique.
The effect that the Victorian-inspired Steampunk movement has had on modern fiction can be found in many places and in many different forms of media. Like most things geek, comic books, with their visual medium, are the usual prime-movers for such literary/cultural movements. The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen (Alan Moore, 1999), which seems to count every larger-than-life character, male and female, from 19th Century literature among its cast (and seemingly, the entire Wold Newton family) captures the Steampunk feel marvelously. High adventure, unexplored lands, larger than life literary villains and outrageous technologies, including Captain Nemo’s Nautilus, are all major themes throughout the multi-part graphic novel.  Hellboy (Mike Mignola, 1993) mixes demons, magic, and undead with a gritty detective story-like narrative, which pulls from Bram Stoker, Edgar Allen Poe and H.P. Lovecraft.  Some comics are explicitly set in a Steampunk universe, such as Girl Genius (Phil Foglio), although its author prefers the term “Gaslamp Fantasy” for his creation.  
Steampunk has even captured the imaginations of other cultures. A recent example is that of Steamboy, a Japanese anime film about a boy in Victorian England struggling with modern geopolitical ideals that, for its American release, includes the voiceover talents of such mainstream actors as Patrick Stewart and Alfred Molina.

Motion pictures, such as Wild Wild West, Van Helsing, and Back to the Future Part III, television shows, such as The Adventures of Brisco County Junior (starring cult actor Bruce Campbell) and the upcoming miniseries Tin Man (a gritty re-imagining of the Wizard of Oz), and even video games, such as World of Warcraft and Warhammer Online, all contain elements of Steampunk in varying degrees.  
As with comic books, games, both of the video and table top variety, are usually the bleeding edge of sub-culture evolution. Table top role role-playing games, such as Deadlands, Warhammer, and the ubiquitous Dungeons & Dragons, are all either explicitly set in a Steampunk universe or at least contain strong Steampunk elements.  Dungeons & Dragons, in particular, with its incredibly wide selection of settings and options, does very well in being able to mix and match just about any literary mythos...  A story involving Tolkien-esque Elves, Dwarves and Halflings manning a Jules Verne-inspired submersible in search of a Lovecraftian horror in the depths of the ocean is more than plausible, for instance.
When looking back at the past 200 years of literature, it is hard to overstate the importance and influence of the 19th Century on our modern fiction.  Not only did the Romantic and Victorian Ages forge the genres we’re so familiar with today, but they continue to have a direct and powerful influence, especially on a number of well loved sub-genres and sub-cultures, the most obvious of which being Steampunk.
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*Because Steampunk is a particularly visual style, a few representative images are included below. For more images please go to: http://www.moloth.com/pics.php?file=fantasy%20-%20gaming/Steampunk/
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