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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

Listen very carefully. I will say this only once. It is I, Le Clerc! Canary Fever: Reviews is the fourth book of this sort. Strokes: Essays and Reviews 1966-1986 (Brooklyn: Serconia Press, 1988) presented a range of reviews, plus some essays, from what now seems long ago; Look at the Evidence: Essays and Reviews (Seattle: Serconia Press, dated 1995 but 1996), did the same for the years 1987-1993, which also does not seem yesterday; and Scores: Reviews 1993-2003 (Harold Wood, Essex: Beccon Publications, 2003) carried on similarly, though, as its title indicates, essays written during those years were omitted; essays written since 2003 have also been held back. In the introduction to Scores, I said I hoped to publish some of these independent pieces in a book to be called The Darkening Garden. I did like that title, and used it, but The Darkening Garden: A Short Lexicon of Horror (Seattle: Payseur & Schmidt, 2006) differs from the book originally to be given that title in that it is an entirely different book. I may find all this more interesting than you do.

Here we go again. The title of the current collection is taken from a piece not included in the current collection: “Canaries in the Coal Mine”, an address given at SUNY New Paltz in early 2004 and published – in two substantially different versions – as “Canary Fever” in Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts (vol.15,#3, Fall 2004) and later in Shawangunk Review (Vol XVI, Spring 2005). This talk focused on a particular kind of Recognition that I thought distinguished the literatures of fantastika from other categories: “the melodramatic gaze of the fantastic, into horrors of futurity or otherworlds that are healable, is, in the end, a gaze at the world itself …. This gaze is the gaze of Recognition of the canary in the coal mine when the air changes.”

So the title of this book is a shorthand assertion that the literatures of fantastika – those literatures in which Story is literal and cannot therefore metaphorize the planet – are fevered by the fever of the world. Everything assembled in Canary Fever has been written in that assumption, and can be understood to argue the case, sometimes implicitly, sometimes out loud. It is understood that “canary fever” can also refer to book reviewers with hyperventilation problems.

I need to acknowledge again a frequent borrowing. Here is the opening sentence of John Le Carré’s The Russia House (1989):


In a broad Moscow street not two hundred yards from the Leningrad station, on the upper floor of an ornate and hideous hotel built by Stalin in the style known to Muscovites as Empire During the Plague, the British Council’s first ever audio fair for the teaching of the English language and the spread of British culture was grinding to its excruciating end.



I’ve no idea if Muscovites actually ever used that phrase, or if Le Carré made it up: but I do know for sure that some version of the tag – “X During the Plague” – has become an ostinato that drives more sentences I write than Stalin had hot flashes. In the Western world since 1950 or so, as far as architecture and urban planning are concerned, Plague does not entirely refer to the metastatic decayed Modernism that governed the design of all those rust-streaked municipal slums that are finally, after almost half a century, being demolished everywhere: though not before their builders managed first to destroy huge legacies of urban wisdom about living in cities worldwide. When I use the phrase I am also thinking of modern Horror: of the willed amnesias of the Western world after 1945; of the desolating absence at the heart of the cenotaphic “monuments” we have constructed with such great self-despite to vacate ourselves within. As far as the Plague is concerned, the difference between a mushroom cloud and a shopping mall is a matter of degree: for both create vacuums. I’ve written about all of this repeatedly in essays published elsewhere, some of which I hope to assemble fairly soon in a collection not to be called The Darkening Garden.

Canary Fever is in five parts. Parts One and Two assemble linked reviews on two authors, John Crowley and Michael Moorcock, each of whom recently completed a vast novel it took decades to write. Part Three assembles a small number of reviews from between 1988 and 1999 that I had lost track of. Part Four, which comprises the bulk of the book, assembles reviews (but not every review) written between the middle of 2003 and October 2008. Nothing else is included, so that the 350 or so pages of this section comprises a loose coal-face chronicle of books published during those five years. Part Five puts into one place a few pieces – including two I was compelled by circumstances to write – about Thomas M Disch. Canary Fever is dedicated to him.

I want to thank the editors who asked me for stuff and then got it. Michael Dirda and Rachel Shea of the Washington Post. Boyd Tonkin of the New Statesman. Andy Cox and Sandy Auden and Paul Raven of Interzone. David G Hartwell and Kevin J Maroney of the New York Review of Books. Niall Harrison of Strange Horizons. Diana Gower and James Fergusson of the Independent. The editors of the Guardian. Charles N Brown of Locus. Eileen Gunn of The Infinite Matrix. And most of all – partly because I’ve driven them crazy more often than any other editors in this list; partly because they have continued to seem entirely willing to suffer all the impositions that a deadline surfer imposes on the world – Scott Edelman and Brian Murphy of SciFi Weekly [now SciFi Wire].

I want to thank Roger Robinson again, who will make these words into a house, and Andrew Robinson for cover production. I want to thank Leigh Kennedy Priest, who will sort out the house that Roger made from the words I passed. Over and above being able to talk with them about these things, I am glad to be here in order to thank Judith Clute and to thank Liz Hand. It is good to be home.

Any gathering of this sort is a kind of wayzgoose, a feast in the sun for relicts – for these assembled pieces of one’s life in print, all scrubbed behind the ears. Some sombreness does infect the mind, naturally: but perhaps any harvest this century is late harvest. The summer had been long. I figure we could meet again by candle light?

16 December 2008


A NOTE ON FANTASTIKA

I’ve been using the term fantastika for three or four years as a kitchen-sink shorthand for phrases like "the literatures of the fantastic" or "science fiction and fantasy and horror and what-not", and have retrofitted the word into some reviews here, where its use seemed more or less self-explanatory. This usage needs perhaps no extended justification now: to use a single term to represent the literatures of the fantastic as a kind of archipelago of modes seems convenient. For me, it has proved so.

But my use of the term does tend to reflect certain arguments I’ve been making about these literatures for some time. These arguments – that fantastika only began in the late eighteenth century when the genres of the fantastic were born and began self-consciously to subvert the West; that fantastika has ever since been the central form of fiction for a civilization belatedly aware that the world was a planet – are by no means original to me. These arguments and assumptions do infiltrate otherwise innocent reviews throughout Canary Fever, but there is no room here to provide a full context (as far as I understand it) for them. In at least two essays not reprinted here – "Fantastika in the World Storm” (2008 Foundation) and "Physics for Amnesia" (2008 New York Review of Science Fiction) – I do go further into some of the premises underlying my use of the term. These essays substantiate as far as I’m presently able my understanding of fantastika as being the archipelago we explore.


NOTE ON THE TEXTS

As in previous collections, I make no pretense to reprint exactly what was published in various journals. In each piece included here, I have used my original draft, when I haven’t lost it, as copy text; I’ve restored some passages and cut others; and have, particularly in the case of recent work done to deadline, sometimes treated parts of the printed version as a first draft. The older the piece, however, the less I’ve felt it right to complete the job in this fashion. The two or three reviews from the 1980s reprinted here have therefore been very much less tampered with: the world was different then, a difference it behooves one to honour; the writer was different, too. In all cases, I have tried to retain the time-boundedness of each piece, whenever written, and have retained those errors and/or stupidities and/or wrong guesses that have become visible in hindsight. [Within square brackets, and in italics, I have inserted some corrections and apologies, as well as some comments from the perspective of 2008; all these comments are dated in bold, thus: 2008] I have occasionally substituted “fantastika” for some of the circumlocutions that the term was invented to substitute for; and have sometimes tinkered with surrounding passages to make them fit. My earlier collections of essays and reviews remain in print (as of late 2008 even including Strokes, which has been reprinted by Cosmos Books), and I’ve felt free – I hope not too intrusively – to cite by title and page [within square brackets] some older pieces when there seemed some critical point in doing so: usually when comments on a book or motif made here in Canary Fever seem to depend on or to continue comments made earlier. Very occasionally, The Darkening Garden is also cited.

The notes accompanying each part of the book are included to supply provenance for the pieces included in that part. They can be skipped.

Science fiction is shortened to sf whenever I can.


JOHN CROWLEY


JOHN CROWLEY

It seemed a good idea to put into one place some responses to the work of John Crowley, as these pieces were first published hither and yon, and in various versions.

I’ve been reviewing John Crowley since 1979, when I did Engine Summer for The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction (the review appears in Strokes, pp47-50; it does not reappear here). The review of Little, Big from the Washington Post, which does appear below, was not reprinted in Strokes – where it belonged chronologically – because I had lost the clipping; I found it six months ago in a file which was bigger than it looked. A review of the much more recent Lord Byron’s Novel: The Evening Land from SFW is reprinted below. All of that is almost simple enough.

ÆGYPT. The plot thickens: as it took Crowley twenty years to complete his magnum opus, this may not seem surprising. The New York Times review of the first volume of the ÆGYPT QUARTET – Ægypt (now known as The Solitudes) – was first reprinted in Look at the Evidence (pp50-53), and then in Snake’s-hands: a Chapbook about the Fiction of John Crowley (Albany, California: Sirius Fiction, 2001 chap), edited by Michael Andre-Druissi and Alice Turner. This small volume was later very much expanded as Snake’s-Hands: The Fiction of John Crowley (Woodland Hills, California: Cosmos Books, 2003). My contribution to both forms of the enterprise included the review of Ægypt (just mentioned), plus reviews of Love & Sleep (from the New York Review of Science Fiction) and Dæmonomania (from the Washington Post). All three reviews were modified to fit into the new context.

It might seem that this material has now been sufficiently exposed: certainly the review of Ægypt. But then Crowley had not finished ÆGYPT in 2003. Endless Things did not appear until 2007. My review of this volume (in Strange Horizons) was built on the understanding that Endless Things was the last section of an indivisible whole; my piece was inevitably written as a continuation of my own previous reviews.

All four responses to ÆGYPT therefore appear below.





Wake Up. Enter the Tale

– The Washington Post (August? 1981) –

Little, Big by John Crowley





A review is little, and some books are very big. Being a family romance with dozens of intimately related characters who love one another deeply, and a fairy tale with Titania and Oberon and a brownie and elves and Mrs Underhill herself who is sometimes very huge, and a legend about the rebirth of Frederick Barbarossa and his career as president of the United States, and a science fiction novel about the slow collapse of America into another Holy Roman Empire, and a myth about the once and future transformation of this mortal world into something like Eden, John Crowley’s ambitious fourth novel, Little, Big (New York: Bantam Books, 1981), easily defeats, therefore, any attempt to compress its dazzling intricate riches into a brief summary.

At the heart of the largesse of the book does lie a Tale, all the same. It is the story from 1890 to 2000 of the vast Drinkwater family, who live at Edgewood in Washington Irving country north of New York, and who are secure in the knowledge that, by living their lives as fully as possible, they are taking part in – are in fact the actual substance of – an enormously long and terribly important Tale whose resolution, as the novel begins, is nigh. And the world will change utterly.

It is about 1975. After courting Daily Alice Drinkwater for two years, Smoky Barnable now obeys her command to come to Edgewood, where they will be married. From New York he treks northward into something like but not exactly heaven. Lying at the centre of five villages seemingly inhabited mostly by extensions of the Drinkwater clan, Edgewood is a huge oak-shaded five-sided dwelling constructed to hold an orrery – a clockwork model of the universe – at its heart, and somehow to articulate the Renaissance Art of Memory (along with the Tarot) throughout its innumerable rooms and complex interlocking facades and duskily serene grounds; but most important of all, Edgewood is that secret place in the Wild Wood where mortal lands intersect with the domain of Faerie, where Little becomes Big, if you step inwards.

Here Smoky will spend the rest of his contented busy life with Daily Alice as America declines, the only resident of Edgewood not related by blood to everyone else in the book [except for his own children, he is related to no one else at all 2008], and though we will learn a great deal about the once and future Barnable/Drinkwaters in the 538 pages of the novel, he will remain our mortal centre of consciousness. The orrery is broken; and he will spend much of his life trying to repair it, finding at last that, properly attuned to the heavens, the orrery powers the house, not vice versa. There will be numerous children needing education; and he will teach them, often using as text his father-in-law’s newspaper fables about the Wild Wood and Old Mother West-Wind and the Green Meadow and the talking animals who live there, in a world of imagination halfway through the portal to Faerie. Though children’s author Thornton W Burgess is not mentioned by name, Crowley clearly intends an homage to him in these pages; the effect is strangely moving.

And Smoky will help Daily Alice raise their four own children, three of whom are the Fates or Moirae reborn, with distaff spindle and scissors always at hand as they foretell what is next to happen in the Tale. The fourth child, Auberon, goes to the wilderness of New York, where he stays with relatives at Old Law Farm, falls desperately in love with Sylvie (a Puerto Rican nicknamed Titania in childhood) and is eventually hired to script the popular TV soap opera, A World Elsewhere, which he gradually transforms into another version of the Tale of his family, transfixing what’s left of America after the reborn Barbarossa has brought winter to its heart and then himself gone back to sleep for another thousand years.

But we are just hinting at the riches of this dense, marvellous, magic-realist family chronicle about the end of time and the new world to come when Daily Alice finally takes on Mrs Underhill’s mantle and becomes the breathing spirit of Nature Animate. Crowley’s style has a calm unremitting clarity, and though the text is chock-a-block with parodies of writers from Lewis Carroll to T H White, the ultimate effect is of an uncluttered mature steadiness of vision, with hardly a wrong note, though Barbarossa never quite convinces. Crowley’s only substantial problem seems to be how to end the book while continuing the Tale, whose underlying premise is that there is no ending.

His solution has panache.

Never having quite managed to believe in what lay about him like a dance, Smoky dies of his angina, after a good life. Metamorphosis transfigures everyone else; they become the new world, and dew on the grass; who can tell the dancer from the dance? But before becoming king of the fairies, and plunging once again into eternal sexual imbroglios with his loving Titania, Auberon must terminate A World Elsewhere, just as Little, Big must be terminated. “He fulfilled the promise, that it wouldn’t end: and that was the end. That’s all.” After sending off the last pages, which he can’t remember writing,


he thought, laughing, of that schoolboy device he had once used, that last line that every schoolboy had once used to complete some wild self-indulgent fantasy otherwise uncompletable: then he woke up.



He awakens. He closes the book, which is fiction. He enters the Tale.





“There is Another Story of the World”

– SFW #421 (16 May 2005) –

Lord Byron’s Novel: The Evening Land by John Crowley





Inside every story John Crowley has ever written is a single sentence. This sentence may not actually have been written down; but some version of it will usually surface, ringing like bone china. “There is,” he tells us, again and again, in as many words as this or none, “another Story of the world”. Sometimes this utterance is intended to help us understand the story told; sometimes it will tell us that the world is the Story told; and sometimes it will tell us that there is no other Story available to us or anyone in this real and only world, our own world caught in the gears of linear Time. Lord Byron’s Novel: the Evening Land (New York: William Morrow, 2005) is perhaps Crowley’s most intense iteration of the third and most desolate meaning of the inner sentence (though The Girlhood of Shakespeare’s Heroines, a 2002 novella soon to be published in book form, is similarly unrelenting); [it was published in book form in 2005] the final pages of Lord Byron’s Novel convey a desiderium – a sense of longing for that which could not have been but should have – that is utterly, heart-rendingly shut from transcendence. Lord Byron’s Novel is a fiction about a Story which cannot be understood as anything more than fiction.

It was not always so. In the ÆGYPT books, a great battle is waged over the redemptive injection of another Story of the world into all the veins and arteries of our fallen habitation; though, once told, that new Story will be the Story we have always known: only “God”, or an Author who bestrides the Time calliope, may see what has happened, or is happening, or is to come. Rush That Speaks, in Engine Summer (1979), is nothing but the Story he tells; the world outside spins like a dervish. And Little, Big (1981) is (to be vulgarly reductive) a Tale of Faerie more real than the world to which it pays a long farewell, the relict world described in that novel’s great final paragraph, from which I quote only the last few lines:


The world is older than it was. Even the weather isn’t as we remember it clearly once being; never lately does there come a summer day such as we remember, never clouds as white as that, never grass as odorous or shade as deep and full of promise as we remember they can be, as once upon a time they were.



It is impossible not to sense that part of the strength of this paragraph lies in the fact that it also describes what normally happens to human beings in the course of things. Like the inhabitants of Middle-Earth after the “victory” (they are us), we all lose the weather of our great days. The world that Faerie leaves behind in Little, Big is the world of Lord Byron’s Novel: The Evening Land.

The book is not easy to describe, though it is in fact very easy to follow. I’ll refer to Crowley’s novel as a whole as Lord Byron’s Novel, a complicatedly layered text which frames and encompasses Crowley’s vision of a novel Byron might have written (though in fact he never wrote an extended prose fiction) and which someone – perhaps not Byron – has entitled The Evening Land. There are three layers to Lord Byron’s Novel, each told in alternating segments.

By far the largest of these is The Evening Land itself, a novel supposedly written by Lord Byron between 1816, after he’d finished Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, and 1822, when he was getting properly into Don Juan; almost certainly, we’re told, he began The Evening Land at the Villa Diodati on Lake Leman, where he, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Percy Bysshe Shelley, John Polidori and a couple of extras had foregathered, had gotten bored, and decided to tell each other stories. Mary Shelley’s tale became Frankenstein; or the Modern Prometheus (1818); John Polidori’s story became Ernestus Berchtold; or the Modern Oedipus (1819), a very long novel which has never been reprinted (Polidori also transformed an unrelated Byron fragment into The Vampyre (1819), which was released in magazine form as by Byron himself, though the book publishers soon retreated from this fabrication; it is the first significant vampire tale in English); Percy Shelley’s tale was minor; Byron’s, too, was negligible.

In Lord Byron’s Novel, that real-life, exiguous contribution to the Diodati Club Story Sessions has become The Evening Land and has been – mysteriously – acquired in the last year of her life by Byron’s daughter, the real Ada Lovelace (1815-1852). In order to preserve this precious fictional testament from her vengeful mother – who’d been deeply implicated in the publisher John Murray’s (historical) burning of Byron’s manuscript Memoirs after his death in 1824 – Ada secretly encyphers it, and has it deposited in a bank vault, along with a series of semi-scholarly notes to the tale, which she has not encyphered. These notes, plus some other material, make up the second layer of Lord Byron’s Novel.

150 years on, both the encyphered novel and Ada’s notes in clear have – again rather mysteriously – been made available to a researcher and website-designer named Alexandra (“Smith”) Novak, who solves Ada’s cypher with her mathematician lover’s help, and whose own emotional life complexly refracts the events told in The Evening Land, which itself (see below) refracts Byron’s sense of the events which shaped his life and career up to 1822. An email record of Smith’s research and relationships and slow reconciliation with her estranged father, plus other stuff, makes up the third layer.

The end result is maybe the most readable book Crowley has ever written. Any problems we may face as readers lie deep within. But as it is the deep within of the tale that counts here, as it is the other Story at its heart that so affects its future readers, perhaps we should begin at the very end of Lord Byron’s Novel, where Smith and her father’s “Introduction” to a scholarly edition of The Evening Land is placed. She has been pointing out some of the riddling gaps between the story of Bryon’s actual life and the desiderium-ridden counterfactual world he had here composed. What she says is what the last paragraph of Little, Big tells us about our only world. “Lord Byron also,” she says.


never got to America, nor did he ever return to England; Ada never went abroad to see him – as she might have today, if her father could have been properly treated for his illnesses, if her mother had not retained a lifelong horror of her husband, if the world then had been more like the world now, if things weren’t as they are and were.



There are points when one almost regrets that The Evening Land is surrounded by the other layers of Lord Byron’s Novel, because Crowley’s rendering of what the real Lord Byron might have written had he written a novel makes in fact for a remarkably good novel in its own right, a miracle of device and historical tact, pyrotechnical and sly, transformative and never still: just like Byron. The Evening Land, whose main action runs from around 1810 to around 1822, is divided into three more or less equal sections. The first section is told in a high Gothic style, as slyly hectic as Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764), and as cumulatively vertiginous as Charles Maturin’s juggernautish Melmoth the Wanderer (1820). The second section is a social novel set mostly in a London obsessed by the threat of Napoleon – the gonzo Jane Austen style here deployed, as well as some plot elements (the feted newcomer to London hustled by ephebes from one familiar scene to another, while secret calumnies accumulate around him, etc) – remind one of Susanna Clarke’s Jonathan Strange and Mr Norrell (2004), [see below, p210], but in the end to entirely differing effect. The final section segues into an early Romantic adventure featuring Doubles and devoted slaves and mysterious sojourns off-camera, all acted upon and elevated by revolutionary republican sentiments; the effect is rather of a tale that might have been written by the young Victor Hugo. The Evening Land as a whole, with its acute playfulness, its gusts of hilarity, and the experimental impetuous-seeming self-referential narrative asides which ironize the most exorbitant ricochets of its plotting, has an almost Shandyesque feel – I’m referring to Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1760-1767) here. It is all exactly what we might dream the real Byron might have written if he’d lived another couple of decades, if he’d become what he was beginning to become in the wilder stretches of Don Juan: a Sterne with cast-iron balls. He could have laughed Victorian England (whose roots were already beginning to poison the soil in 1824) half to death. But that is another Story.

The events recounted in The Evening Land are very complicated to render, and there is little point in trying to do so. The more one learns of Byron and his intimate relationships with women and (in absentia) with his daughter Ada, all of which material is thoroughly traversed in Lord Byron’s Novel, the clearer it becomes that the heart of The Evening Land lies in what happens to parents and children in its pages, and that the engine that drives Byron to continue telling his tale is a deep longing somehow to tell another Story of the world, one where he did not in 1816 permanently abandon his daughter Ada into the hands of his nearly demented control-freak piously vengeful ex-wife (as the historical Byron did – he never saw Ada, then an infant, again). So Crowley’s Byron needs to create a Story in which he can magically extract the young Ada (whose name is Una in The Evening Land) from this world, and take her to the evening land itself far to the west which is America, which is another Story.

We begin with Ali, who has been guided by a zombie to the place where his father – the terrible “Satan” Porteous, Lord Sane – swings dead from a rope, having been hanged by an unknown assailant. We learn that Sane had abandoned Ali as an infant in Albania, but had extracted him as a young boy to gloomy Britain in order to gain an inheritance; charismatic to the point of mesmerism, amoral and ruthless, Sane has tricked and mocked and tortured the poor Ali, who has now finally arrived at the ancestral “home” in Scotland only to find his father “DEAD!” Ali is arrested for murder, he escapes mysteriously, fails to resume his quasi-incestuous relationship (she is the near Double of his closest highly eroticized male friend) with one woman, and begins his disastrous adult life by marrying the pregnant Catherine Deneuve, whom he believes he impregnated while somnambulating. Catherine soon leaves Ali, whose name has been blackened in London by unknown gossipers whose malice seems supernatural. Their daughter is Una. “Ah!” exclaims the narrator to us,


Little recks the common Reader, how it grieves an Author, when – the dictates of Fate being unalterable, once he has decided upon them – he must push his Hero to commit an enormity, or even a foolishness – how he longs to warn him, dissuade him … even as the skirling of his pen propels the poor fellow onward!



Propelled indeed, poor Ali commits foolishnesses and enormities, ends up in Albania almost in the arms of his half-sister (the historical Byron did not, of course, stop at almost with his own half-sister), who is immediately shot to death; but he himself survives to find out that his tormenter from the moment he had discovered his dead father, the villain who has impersonated him and impregnated Catherine and incriminated him in a dozen ways, is his own Double: his slightly older brother, Aengus, whose existence nobody has ever suspected, and who has a gimp leg (as did of course the historical Byron). Toing and froing ensues, superbly executed in the various voices of The Evening Land, and years pass full of incident.

And then a miracle occurs, very quietly, and the very texture of The Evening Land straightens out as if by magic. The two brothers agree to exchange tasks. Now that he has (as it were) earthed all of the misfortunes undergone by the historical Byron, the now mysteriously puissant Ali (one imagines Valentino as Lawrence of Arabia) can stop being Byron. He can take over his brother’s revolutionary role, at which (unlike the historical Byron) he is likely to succeed, though off-stage; and Aengus, wandering Aengus, now that he has effectively become the protagonist, can rescue his own daughter Una, and take her to the evening land which is another Story.

The escape of Aengus and Una is in almost every sense a coup de theatre, even when read in isolation. But of course we have not been reading The Evening Land in isolation. We have been reading Lord Byron’s Novel, and we have been following throughout Ada Lovelace’s initially rather Kinbote-like notes, which darken and deepen and become exceedingly painful to read as her cancer progresses (she died at 36 – the age her father died – of cervical cancer). The pain only deepens as the closing pages of The Evening Land – they comprise the love letter that Byron has written to her – convey finally, very much too late, his dream that they might escape together the mortal circumstances that, inevitably, kept them apart in real life, where they never touched one another. The final twist of the knife for Crowley’s version of Ada as she peruses her father’s longing-filled manuscript – though Crowley does not declare this explicitly – may well be the transformation Crowley’s Byron undergoes over the course of writing The Evening Land – because he too, like his novel, passes from genre to genre, from stage to stage in life’s journey. In 1816, he is still “Byronesque”, and his book shows it; by 1822, he is a matured man, sufficiently seasoned to be capable of writing Don Juan. (It all constitutes an exceedingly cunning advocacy of the historical Byron on Crowley’s part.) For Ada as Crowley depicts her, though, she experiences nothing but lances of greater pain as she approaches her own solitary terminus.

In 2002, on the other hand, the engines of transformation espoused and exemplified by The Evening Land have a different outcome. Smith has initially been very reluctant to collaborate with her father, a Byron expert who is also a famous film director in exile from America for the same reason Roman Polanski is. Naturally enough, he has always been monstrous to her, though unseen. But the alchemy of The Evening Land loosens the bondage of separation between them, her mother turns out not to object to their reunion, and the novel is signed off from a location that clearly signifies that the two have now met. None of this is as gripping as either the story of Ali/Aengus or of Ada; but Crowley is able to use their email conversations to convey a great deal of hard, interesting data on Byron and his times.

We are left with one loose end. In the first pages of Lord Byron’s Novel: The Evening Land, we are introduced indirectly in 2002 to a mysterious stranger who has possession of and who sells the Ada Lovelace papers, passing them over in a “sea chest”, rather as though it contained Moses. This man’s name is Roony J Welch, which, Crowley tells us, “doesn’t even sound like a real name”, forcing almost any reader to figure out that “Roony J Welch” is an acronym for “John Crowley”; Roony’s physical description, moreover, matches Crowley’s, except for the gold earring. A little further into the novel, we learn that the mysterious stranger who has possession of and sells the original manuscript to Ada in 1852 is also a dead ringer for John Crowley, though sans earring.

What we’re to make of this is hard to say. It may be a metafictional joke, a “confession” that Lord Byron’s Novel: The Evening Land is really a fiction written by me, John Crowley. Or there may be something else. In a private communication several weeks ago, Elizabeth Hand suggested that in the novel the name of a revolutionary group known as “The Lucifers”, a group Ali joins, might somehow relate to the real Byron’s habit of describing himself as a Fallen Angel. In the novel, and elsewhere, “The Lucifers” is a term that evokes as well a cluster of imagery in which Lucifer (or his agents) are linked to “evening lands”; and to great half-unseen figures who may be the Secret Masters of our Story; and to the escapes these figures permit to mortals. “Crowley” may therefore be one of those who tell us what to dream.

Within the exceedingly rich ambit of Lord Byron’s Novel: The Evening Land, I think it may be enough to say: This may work too. Hand certainly captures spot-on Crowley’s inherent habit of mind, his almost heliotropic bent toward some larger Story inside. I would surely find it a relief to discover a Secret Master in here, just as the protagonist of the ÆGYPT sequence longs to find a Messenger there who will tell him: You must change your life. But Ada wakes us from this dream, though, of escaping the here and now, of escaping this novel about this world. The effect of her death extinguishes Roony J Welch. In the end, The Evening Land is hers.
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