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Alasdair talks about Richard Calder’s Babylon
~

Before coming across an old
review of this book I had never
heard of Richard Calder. A quick
google-and-wiki informed that he
was Brit SF author of minor
repute who mostly works in a
heavily symbolic, sexually
charged, fantastic-tinged vein of
post-cyberpunk. My interest was
piqued, however, by the review’s
insistence that Babylon was a
departure for Calder, and that it
compared favorably with, of all
things, Norman Spinrad’s The
Iron Dream. Clearly this was
worth a look. 

  
(There will be spoilers in this
review, simply because it is
impossible to discuss this book
without discussing the ending.) 

  
Initially, the meaning of that
declaration is hard to grasp. The
book kicks off, as many are wont
to do in this day and age, in a
steampunked allohistorical
London. This time around, the
stars have been thrown out joint
by the “Shulamites,” members of
the secret, all-female cult of the
goddess Ishtar that has existed
since the beginning of recorded
history. Exiled from our world to New Babylon, a continent-sized megapolis on an
extradimensional planet where perpetual night reigns, the Shulamites have been
visiting our world for centuries, slowly subverting it through sex and submissive
democratism, with kings, popes, philosophers, and Christ himself falling prey to their
seductions. However, thanks to Illuminati founder Adam Weishaupt, the cult of Ishtar
came into the open at the end of the 18th century and, in partnership with the men of
the Illuminati, formally took over the world. By 1888, the world has accepted the
presence of the Ishtar cult and New Babylon, though a group of all-male terrorists
known as the “Black Order” or “Minotaurs” have been stepping up their attacks against
symbols of Shulamite power. Indeed, it is assumed by the characters that Jack the
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Ripper, whose crimes flit around the early chapters of Babylon is a member of this
fraternal order. 

  
To guide us through this world, we are given young Madeleine Fell as a guide.
However, Madeleine is, to put it kindly, a nitwit. In the early chapters of Babylon, her
primary goal is to throw off the shackles of her middle-class teenage life and be
inducted into the sex cult of the Shulamites, to become a true whore of Babylon. Well,
either that or find and fall passionately in love with “Lord Barbarossa,” the mysterious
figure that has haunted her dreams since childhood. In the course of her quest for
religious prostitution, she abandons her best friend, treats her well-meaning parents
with silent contempt, and takes up with a free-spirited Shulamite girl named Cliticia
(yes, Cliticia) Lipski, who is cool and flash and sexy and all those wonderful things.
Unfortunately, Cliticia is turned down by the Ishtarian recruitment officer, so she and
Madeleine connive to sneak to New Babylon through the assistance of Lord Azrael,
family friend of Cliticia, and as it turns out, the leader of the Black Order and a dead
ringer for Lord Barbarossa. Soon the three pierce the veil and speed through the
twilight riot of architectural history that is New Babylon by train. 

  
At this point, the reader may begin to wonder how much more of this is to be endured.
The plot up to this point has meandered into cul-de-sacs of description, the characters
are mostly dullards, and the mythology of the book is laughable. There seems to be no
point in going on. 

  
Then Lord Azrael opens his mouth. 

  
The problem, as he explains to Madeleine, is the truth of the world does not lie with
Ishtar and the Shulamites. It lies elsewhere. In prehistory. In Hyperborea. In Atlantis.
In the Black Sun and vril energy and the Aryan race and all that decadent garbage that
any occult historian of the 20th century knows far too well. However, Azrael’s
“revelations” have a curious effect on the narrative; after all, if Azrael’s vision of reality
is nonsense, what does it say about the vision we have experienced through
Madeleine? 

  
After brief sojourn, Madeleine and Cliticia are dispatched to one of Ishtar’s temples to
pose as inductees from Earth, but something has changed. The questions raised by the
previous realization begin to bubble up in the mind of the reader, throwing the rest of
the story into doubt. Why, despite all that the cult of Ishtar has wrought, is the history
of Calder’s world almost exactly like our own? Why is the world-city of New Babylon full
of architecture from every period of Western history, but devoid of people? Why, in the
midst of all this caressing and cutesy sex-names and talk of whoredom, has there been
no actual sex in Babylon? This is not unintentional; Calder even subverts his backstory
by blatantly informing Madeleine, through the ramblings of a dying high priestess, that
the Illuminati do not actually exist. 

  
The truth, then, the real truth, is that Babylon is not about sex or hidden knowledge.
Babylon is a fantasy about fantasy. Specifically, a particular type of solipsistic fantasy
that seeks to console and coddle those who imbibe it, creating private world in which
everything is fulfilled and nothing hurts. Madeleine Fell sounds like a bad YA
protagonist because she is a bad YA protagonist; one that reads nothing but books
dripping with Gothic Romanticism (tellingly, Madeleine’s bookshelf is lined with the
works of the Bröntes, Dickinson, Poe, and Shelley), one that accepts that the world
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operates according to mystical conspiracy and wants nothing more than a sort of ill-
defined “fulfillment” with a mercurial Byron figure, where any actual sex would require
a greater investment of emotion and thought than the fantasist would be willing to
bear. 

  
Yet there is another aspect to this type of fantasy. Rather than being directed inward,
towards a personal escape from reality into dream, it can be forced outwards, shaped,
and repurposed into a furious drive to make the world comply with the dream. Here,
the real world is nothing but a false front, one that must be disposed of in order to
allow the erection of a “true reality.” No argument can be made against it, for all
exterior argument is rooted in “false consciousness” and as such is not worth
answering. It is the fantasy of Lord Azrael, and, ultimately, of Adolf Hitler and the state
he built. 

  
As the book speeds through its final chapters, the narrative acquires a grim, cold,
inevitability. Madeleine, forever hostage to her yearnings, betrays the temple to Lord
Azrael and his black-uniformed soldiers. The two share a final train ride to the heart of
New Babylon, as the cityscape fades into a hyperbolic Neoclassicism. Azrael continues
to explain and lecture to no one, his words acquiring a recognizable stammer and a
barely-controlled fury. In a Calderian reworking of the gas chamber, Madeleine and
Clitica are transformed into the only sort of women that Azrael could love. The book
closes with an icy postmortem narration of Azrael’s assimilation of the world. 

  
Babylon is perhaps the ideal “idea novel.” It is short (248 pages), sharp, and terrifying.
It is a tragedy of one of humanity’s great flaws. It is one of those rare, valuable books
that forever change the way you read. 

  
It is an alternate history where the Nazis win.
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