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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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INTRODUCTION

The Difference Engine (1990) is the first – and, to date, the only – novel-length collaboration between William Gibson (1948– ) and Bruce Sterling (1954– ). They both came to prominence as SF writers in the early 1980s: their earlier solo works were central texts of what became known as the cyberpunk movement. Gibson’s novels, beginning with Neuromancer (1984), depict an information-dense 21st century with astonishingly vivid and evocative language. Sterling, venturing further afield, wrote the ‘Shaper-Mechanist’ series of stories, culminating in his novel, Schismatrix (1985). These showed humanity edging out into the solar system a few centuries hence, and at the same time trying to shape the course of its own evolution.

Meanwhile, in another corner of the field, something entirely different was happening. James Blaylock, Tim Powers and K.W. Jeter were creating elaborate and exuberant fantasies of 19th-century England, of which the best-known was probably Powers’ The Anubis Gates (1984). Although there were antecedents for this kind of work – such as Michael Moorcock’s Oswald Bastable novels of the 1970s – Blaylock, Powers and Jeter were friends and so perhaps thought of themselves as a self-conscious movement. In April 1987, Jeter wrote to the news-magazine Locus and said (perhaps slightly tongue-in-cheek):


Personally, I think Victorian fantasies are going to be the next big thing, as long as we can come up with a fitting collective term for Powers, Blaylock and myself. Something based on the appropriate technology of that era; like ‘steampunks’, perhaps …



So a label was coined, and with it an aesthetic: steampunk was about the period, certainly, but also the devices of the time – the clanking machines that the world was creating then. The concerns of steampunk seemed to be far away from those of the cyberpunks, so it was a surprise when, in the late 80s, Gibson and Sterling announced that they were working on a collaborative novel set in Victorian England. The Difference Engine turned out to be a work that invokes many of steampunk’s characteristic images but that escapes the expectations of that field.

The book’s main narrative begins in the London of 1855, but it rapidly becomes clear that this is not the London we know from history. In this world, the computing pioneer Charles Babbage succeeded in building a mechanical computer in the 1820s. From that point of divergence, a new world has emerged. By the time of the story, a baleful Information Age is in full swing, with these machines at the service of some of the worst instincts of the Victorian period. As the story proceeds, particularly the chase after a certain set of punch-cards, it becomes clear that what’s at stake is power and control. The ability to control information ultimately becomes the ability to control lives. It’s no surprise, then, that so much of what’s at stake in the book is political, or that the ‘Luddite’ threat to the engines is perceived so keenly. The last section of the book, ‘Modus: The Images Tabled’, takes this idea to an extreme point. Ultimately, the book says, to arrange information and make an argument from it is to reshape reality.

A number of speculations are embedded in the work from sources closer to Gibson and Sterling’s time. The first is a set of ideas gathered in Douglas Hofstadter’s book Gödel, Escher, Bach (1979). Hofstadter argues that, if we’re to create a computer that can think, it must be done through what he calls a ‘Strange Loop’, a recursive move through which a system or language talks about itself. He founds this argument on proofs published by Kurt Gödel in 1931 that a mathematical system can never be complete, and that it will always contain statements that cannot be proved true or false within the system. The second is the exploration by palaeontologists of the Burgess Shale deposits, as popularised by Stephen Jay Gould in Wonderful Life (1989). Gould argues that the astonishing profusion of life preserved in the Burgess Shale should steer us away from the idea that evolution is about ‘survival of the fittest’. According to Gould, survival depends as much as anything on catastrophe and contingency. Pointed echoes of this can be seen in The Difference Engine’s debate between ‘Catastrophist’ and ‘Uniformitarian’ theories of evolution.

Indeed, as a whole the book gathers momentum and heads towards an ending that may be just such a catastrophe. The Difference Engine is the most visibly shaped novel that either author has ever produced, but seeing that shape emerge is a gradual process. Meanwhile, much of the enjoyment of The Difference Engine comes from seeing how Gibson and Sterling rewrite the history of their chosen period. The Duke of Wellington, Marx, Keats, and Byron all play a role, as does Byron’s daughter Ada – in our world a gifted mathematician who worked on Babbage’s computer but who died tragically young (an invaluable guide to period references in the book has been compiled by the SF writer Eileen Gunn, at www.sff.net/people/gunn/dd/). Another central figure is Benjamin Disraeli, the politician and novelist. Indeed, many of the character names, in a fine piece of recursion, are taken from Disraeli’s novel Sybil (1845). Many of the plot turns, too, are reminiscent of Victorian novels, but the clangour of the engines can always be heard behind them.

Now, 20 years on from The Difference Engine’s first publication, the cyberpunks have gone their separate ways. Sterling is an SF writer, a futurist, a design maven, a political activist. Gibson’s scouring vision has moved onto subjects closer to the present in the novels beginning with Pattern Recognition (2003). Steampunk has become a genre, an approach to design, and a rare example of a piece of science fiction’s subculture that has permeated the wider world. The Difference Engine remains unique: an exuberant romp, a novel of ideas and a dire warning.

Graham Sleight
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