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Mysterium is at heart a very Canadian alternate history.
~

I've been meaning to sample the work of
Robert Charles Wilson for some time now.
(Before you ask, no, he's not the Illuminati
guy, though you could be forgiven for thinking
so by reading the subject of this article.) He's
a Canadian SF writer who's been around since
the '80s, mostly dividing his focus between
hard-SF cosmological speculations and
alternate history. As an old fan of alternate
history, I've accreted some of his books over
the years (namely Darwinia and Julian
Comstock, though that last one's actually a
pastische future history), and I've chanced
across any number of favorable reviews of his
work, but I've never been able to get around
to reading them. It was only a chance
encounter with this book last week that I
finally decided to give him a try. The cover
(see to the right) was pretty, the jacket
synopsis was intriguing, and given how the
book was a reprint of a work first issued in
1994, I figured it could be a nice sample of his
earlier work.

  
While looking at the online reviews of this
book while preparing this piece, there seems
to be a certain sense of vague disappointment among readers, as if the book failed to
deliver what they were expecting. While that was my initial opinion to the book, it
seems that that reaction is a misreading of the book. Genre conventions are referenced
and duly deployed, but the intentions behind their use are rather different than that a
typical genre reader would expect.

  
Stop Me If You've Heard This Before

  
The story of Mysterium kicks off in the hills of Anatolia, where a team of American grad
students dig up a mysterious "jade" artifact. After the students start to die of radiation
poisoning, the American government gets interested, and they cart the artifact off to
the town of Two Rivers, Michigan, where they whip up a lab complex at the outskirts
where they can poke at it. (As an aside, the opening sequence does date the book, as
all the hush-hush snooping about the government does regarding the artifact seems
very mid-1990s X-Files-esque.) Anyway, one day somebody does something they
shouldn't have, there's a big light show, and the next morning the townsfolk wake up
to find the power out, the radio airwaves dead, the government lab wrecked and
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engulfed in a shimmering blue light, and everything outside of the town replaced with
old-growth forest.

  
In due course, the locals make themselves known in the form of a tank company. The
town is quickly placed under an occupation regime, complete with the usual tropes: the
breadlines, the confiscation of books, and the occasional public execution. In due
course, some details about this new world filter back into the town. It turns out that the
unfortunate inhabitants of Two Rivers have fallen into an alternate history, and a rather
odd one at that. In this world, the gnostic faith of Valentinius was never attacked and
hounded out of mainstream Christian dogma by the bishop Irenaeus in the third
century AD. As a result, Gnosticism flourished and went on to become the main form of
European Christianity. In this world, Christianity is a hodgepodge of traditions, with bits
of Roman paganism and various mystery cults all finding a place in the canon.
Curiously, despite this great change so far in the past, most familiar ethnic and
language groups are vaguely recognizable, and even the patterns of our history seem
to recur in altered forms. The "Consolidated Republic" itself, the new nation the people
of Two Rivers find themselves in, is an Anglo-French polity spanning most of North
America with a long-standing grudge against European monarchism, and its citizenry
seems to resemble a society of aristocratically-minded French-Canadian fascists, with a
few helpings of Puritainism and early 20th-century grittiness thrown in for good
measure.

  
Now, if you've read much in the way of alternate history or time-travel science fiction,
you probably have a few guesses about how this is going to turn out. Hell, you can
probably write it yourself. The atrocities of the occupying regime outrage the once-
supine populace, stirring them to action. A lone "Competent Man" of blue-collar roots
but possessing a keen wit and an undergraduate degree in history becomes the man on
the spot. Plans are made, guns are stockpiled, and great paragraphs are lovingly
devoted to the construction of some useful machine or another. A few naysaying
liberals appear, but are quickly shoved into the background. Even women get in on the
preparations, learning the manly arts of insurgency as a sort of therapy for that
picturesque rape in chapter 4. Perhaps one of the more sympathetic occupiers will
switch sides, converted by the Competent Man's righteous gaze. In due course, the
balloon goes up, and the battle is joined. By the end, it's a toss-up whether the town
will hold against the wicked outsiders, or will be destroyed in body but not in spirit,
with the bulk of the named characters fleeing to cause mayhem in the woods and to
spread the American gospel of liberty, possibly culminating in an new neo-American
state separating from the Republic at the climax of book 3. And then we've got the
Farnham's Freehold of Robert A. Heinlein, or the Nantucket Trilogy of S. M. Stirling, or
Eric Flint's 1632 series.

  
Imagine, then, how glorious it is to discover that that does not happen, or only does so
offscreen, in a certain proscribed fashion.

  
I May Not Be Weird, But Canada Is

  
Perhaps the best way to read Mysterium is to read it with the words of SF critic John
Clute in mind concerning the different attitudes Americans and Canadians bring to
science fiction. According to this train of thought, the prime symbol of America is the
frontier. There's always a clear dividing line between civilization and savagery, one
which can be breached and colonized by the former through the generous application of
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reason, organization, and willpower. Once the colonization has taken place, the world is
free to be used in any way the owners wish. Whether settling the Midwest, building an
interstellar empire, or combating communism, an American with a clear head and an
eye to the main chance will eventually triumph.

  
For a Canadian, by contrast, the prevailing theme is that of wilderness. For a Canadian,
civilization is a small enclave in a sea of forest. A Canadian does not got forth and
conquer, not only because there are never enough Canadians to man a decent war
party, but because you cannot conquer a landscape; it will ignore your proclamations,
resist your attempts to understand it, and ultimately shrug you off and forget you were
there. The only hope you have is to either accept your limits and find a small warren
for yourself or transcend them and leave the human world entirely.

  
Now, you can take or leave this line of reasoning. It's a line of thought that's more
intuitive than anything, and was done by Mr. Clute (himself a Canadian who's lived in
America and the UK for the better part of five decades) primarily as a means to explain
the strangeness of A. E. van Vogt. But I'll be damned if it doesn't explain more to me
about being Canadian than two decades of schooling have ever done. It illuminates so
much, like the fundamental passive anti-Americanism of Canadians, who view their
southern neighbor effortless manipulation of their physical and political environment
with a fearful unease tinged with jealousy, or even the sense that Canada itself is a
"fake" nation, a society described more by aversions than positives. We're not
American, we're not British, we're not French, but it sometimes seems like we're not
enough of anything in particular to count.

  
Waiting For The Demiurge

  
It is this Canadian attitude that underlies the world of Mysterium. It is not about the
struggle of an American town against a totalitarian enemy; it is rather a chronicle of
individual attempts to understand an incomprehensible world. The book itself is framed
as the typical "struggle for dominance" the books listed above indulge in, but the
struggle in Two Rivers is ultimately far fainter than in those books.

  
The reason for this faintness lies in the fact that the town is never an independent
entity. There is no real attempt to depict the town as a fully functioning microcosm as
you would see in, say, a Stephen King novel (though there is a positive blurb by King
on my edition's cover, ironically). Indeed, the "town" is described in the opening
paragraph as having evolved into a glorified suburb over the years, and after the
translocation requires the goodwill of the Republic's military to maintain the necessities
of life. There is a Competent Man, of sorts, history teacher Dex Graham, and while he
does have the argumentative nature and the smarts to fulfill the role, his is a
personality ultimately too damaged by past tragedy to partake in the typical heroics.
While he does romance an anthropologist sent by the central authorities to sketch the
society of Two Rivers, and he does move openly against the military authorities near
the end of the story, he never triumphs over them. Indeed, as the religious authorities
of the Republic move to destroy the town (using technical information gathered from
the town's own libraries, no less), the most any of its citizens can hope for is to save
themselves from the coming conflagration.

  
By contrast, the most "successful" character in the story is junior physicist Howard
Poole. A self-confessed coward at heart, Howard escapes the destruction of the lab
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through the fluke of limited accommodations. After spending the initial month after the
event fighting off an untreatable flu bug, he begins to find out what happened to the
lab, specifically the fate of the project's manager, Nobel Prize-winning physicist and
beloved uncle Alan Stern. Poole's efforts to find his uncle provide the biggest boost of
narrative energy to the novel, especially his efforts to understand his uncle and his role
in bringing Two Rivers to the the new world. While nothing is ever explicitly stated,
Stern is bound to the new world in more ways than one, the victim, perhaps, of his own
transcendental leap.

  
The Bottom Line

  
Mysterium is not a book that will set the world on fire (though the final pages depicting
Poole's sojourn into the heart of the storm come close), but it is a tragic tale of a lost
people unable to hold off an encroaching cruelty. It has its flaws; the characters have a
certain lightness that may be off-putting to some, and the merger of gnostic and
totalitarian elements in the Consolidated Republic makes it hard to analyze (though this
brief sketch of an alternate neoplatonic/gnostic Europe may be a useful guidebook), but
the core of the book, the inner, Canadian, struggle, shines through. It's not the best
book I've ever read, but it's enough to make Wilson one of my regulars.
Themes: Books, Sci-fi / Fantasy
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