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Canst thou draw out Leviathan with an hook?

Or his tongue with a cord which thou lettest down?

Will he make a covenant with thee?

And wilt thou take him for a servant for ever?

Lay thine hand upon him,

Remember the battle, do no more.

Job


PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

The Blacks:

King Little Black

The Queen, his wife

Black Harrah, the Queen’s lover

Young Harrah, his son

A bastard son of Farin the Black

The Reds:

Red Senlin

Red Senlin’s Son (later King)

Sennred, Red Senlin’s younger son

Redhand

Old Redhand, his father

Younger Redhand, his brother

Caredd, his wife

Mother Caredd

Fauconred

The Just:

Nyamé, whose name is called Nod

The Neither-nor

Adar

The Grays:

Mariadn, the Arbiter

Learned Redhand, Redhand’s brother and later

Arbiter

Endwives, Ser and Norin

And a nameless one from Elsewhere called variously

Visitor

Secretary

Recorder


INTRODUCTION

Fantasy is feudal. That’s the default, for fantasy written by Europeans and their descendants. Fantasy from other cultures or set in modern times has Europeans (etc) scrabbling for new terms: magical realism, urban fantasy, New Weird. Science fiction is capitalist – or, more rarely, socialist – and almost always industrial.

From the first pages of The Deep, we know we’re in a science fiction novel. We recognise the silver egg as a vehicle, and its damaged, amnesic occupant as an android, even before we are told. We learn just as quickly that we’re in a feudal world – and a flat one, at that. We’re still in science fiction: when the Visitor’s told of the world’s peculiar structure, he says (to the annoyance of his instructor) ‘It’s possible,’ and we agree. We think we know where we are. We don’t.

As we read on, we might seem to be in a typical fantasy realm. People come in classes that have capitalised names: Folk, Protectors, Defenders, the clergy known as Grays. There’s even a specialised, secretive caste of revolutionaries, the Just, who are trying to overthrow the Protectors by assassinating them one by one. The Protectors are divided into formally hereditary but actually shifting factions, the Reds and the Blacks, whose names have no significance other than as badges, like the Red and the White in England’s War of the Roses. Their intermittent war’s origins are lost in legend, and its future seems endless as the balance between them rocks back and forth, around the pivot of the throne whose citadel is the hub of the world.

The throne, as the story opens, is about to change hands. The coup is meticulously realised. The shift of allegiance moves from harsh words across a high table, through the sudden clatter of hooves and a tense negotiation in the royal chamber, to the final legal acceptance of its validity – which, in its turn, hinges on one man’s integrity. Have oaths been broken, or have circumstances made them already null and void? Is the expediency he appeals to for his Order, for his family and faction, or for himself? His own mind is divided on the matter, and his troubled conscience has later consequences. Here, everything political is personal.

Because this is a feudal society, loyalty and treachery are common coin, as familiar to its inhabitants as credit and debt, profit and loss, are to us. So much is going on that the book would have been easy to inflate to a trilogy. The style is not so much that of fantasy as of fantasy’s sources: it often rises to the measured simplicity and deadly economy of the Icelandic sagas or certain passages of the Bible. The tension winds slowly: the moments of violence, when they come, are sudden and short enough to shock.

We might feel, at the early pages, that we’re reading in that particular sub genre of science fiction whose earliest surviving classic is Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, and is most recently familiar from certain works by Vernor Vinge and Iain M. Banks: the story where a visitor from the future, or from a more advanced culture (or indeed Culture), observes and enlightens a pre-capitalist society, which may have regressed from a brighter past or forgotten its true origin as a lost colony or generation ship. A non-industrial society is in SF a sign of catastrophic regression, or of progress about to be delivered (in fantasy, tellingly enough, the character associated with industrial advance is usually the Dark Lord). We anticipate the Visitor’s recovery of his memory, and with it the society’s recovery of its history and its deliverance to the future.

But The Deep, we soon discover, is not that kind of book. The Visitor has a very different purpose, and the world a very different nature, to what we at first suspect. The Deep subverts our expectations, and makes us question an important part of what lures us to fantasy and to science fiction in the first place: the idealization of the past and of the future, respectively. And then it turns, again, to leave us facing outward, and the same questions, again. In one of its most resonant images, what had seemed to be a circle is revealed as a spiral.

This novel, slim by today’s standards, is a slow read. There isn’t a dull page, the pace is swift, and the prose is crisp and clear. But there’s a lot to take in, and to keep track of. In a society of inherited rank, it’s inevitable that some characters will have similar names, or even the same name – usually with a modifier, but in some contexts on its own. This difficulty goes with the authenticity (read any history of medieval Scotland). It’s also slight in comparison with the book’s reward for our attention.

The Deep was John Crowley’s first novel. He is best known for his longer works: the widely acclaimed Engine Summer, the World Fantasy Award-winning Little, Big, and the Ægypt tetralogy, published over two decades. Highly regarded both within the genre and by mainstream critics and readers, at seventy Crowley is still active as a writer, academic, scriptwriter and film producer. His most recent work, Four Freedoms, is a historical novel set in and around a bomber plant during the Second World War.

The Deep is a cold little diamond of hard SF, a work of accomplishment and promise that proved a worthy opening to a vast and varied career, and a fine introduction to a great writer.

Ken MacLeod
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