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Scott Westerfeld's alternate history steampunk YA trilogy would've been more enjoyable
if he'd left out the alternate history.

~
This thing has haunted me for months. I've been trying to put together something
about it since November, but every attempt has just resulted in me losing the thread
and sputtering out after about four paragraphs.

  
It isn't that I can't think of any objections to these books; Lord knows that's not the
case. Conversely, these books don't make me mad enough that I'm rendered incapable
of thinking coherently about them. If only that was the case; then I could just snarl out
a review and have done with it.

  
At heart, the problem is that I feel like I'm the wrong person to write about these
books. All these books want to be is a fun steampunk adventure romp in the style of
the interwar classics, perfect for a YA reader. By contrast, I am a twentysomething with
a BA in History (with a particular concentration in early 20th century Europe) who has a
congenital inability to enjoy adventure stories of any kind. Every time I start writing
about these books, I just end up feeling like I'm picking on them, that I'm being unfair
to them by not reading them as they were intended. It also doesn't help that most of
my objections are thematic and historical in nature, rather than being focused on the
mechanics of plot and character or on the gender and ethnic dimensions of the novels.

  
And yet, I can't let these books go. I can't, because deep down I feel as if this trilogy is
a failure, a great symbolic failure that illuminates to a serious problem lying in the
heart of steampunk today. What's worse, these books are that particularly maddening
type of failure that contains all the elements of greatness but fails to put them
together.

  
Leviathan and Behemoth - Initial Promise, Guttering Out

  
The Leviathan trilogy, consisting of Leviathan, Behemoth, and the forthcoming Goliath
is set in an alternate version of World War I. It's never made clear precisely what
happened to make this timeline branch off from ours, though there are a few
references to Charles Darwin discovering the structure of DNA around the middle of the
19th century. Over the course of sixty-odd years, the discovery is expanded and
further exploited, resulting in a biotechnological revolution in Britain, with great
biologically-augmented lifeforms forming the backbone of the Empire's industrial and
military might by the beginning of the 20th century. In response, the empires of
Central Europe begin to hyperindustrialize, fielding great walking machines in their
militaries. By August 1914, Europe is divided into two camps; the biologically-armed
"Darwinist" powers, consisting of the historical members of the Triple Entente (Britain,
France, Russia), and the technologically-minded "Clanker" states of Germany, Austria-
Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire. (Oh, and Italy is a Darwinist power too for some
reason.)
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Now, strange as it may sound, this setup didn't
bother me. Sure, it's completely faffing
ridiculous that any of this fantastic technology
could be invented with a early industrial
knowledge and infrastructure base, let alone
foster an identical grouping of alliances as we
got in the actual war. However, this sort of
thing isn't unique to the Leviathan books. Most
published alternate histories work on a similar
basis, preferring to imagine a weird new world
and backfill the history books rather than posit
a change and painstakingly work out all its
implications. It's just one of those necessary
suspensions of personal disbelief that saves the
author from wasting all his time researching
and reworking historical minuate that will only
be of interest to specialists. Besides, it's sci-fi;
you're allowed to make shit up.

  
Anyway, the thrust of the first book, Leviathan,
is the outbreak of war and the fleshing out of
the Darwinists and Clankers. To this end, we
are given a viewpoint character for each side.
We first get a look at the Clankers with the
introduction of Alek, the allohistorical son of
Archduke Franz Ferdinand and the Duchess
Sophia (their three other children handwaved
out of existence). Alek starts the book with a
nasty shock, learning that his parents narrowly survived an assassin's bullets while on
a tour of Sarajevo, only to be poisoned the following night. Given rumors that German
agents had the archduke and his wife killed as a pretext to start a general war, and
feeding fears that Alek's dubious position within the Austrian succession would make
him a target, Alek is bundled off in the night with some trusted friends of his father's,
and they make a break for Switzerland in a confiscated Imperial Stormwalker (sort of a
short, clunky version of the AT-ST from Star Wars).

  
Meanwhile, the Darwinists are represented by air cadet Deryn Sharp. A girl who has
always loved the skies (a love shared by her late father), but who is bound by the
social conventions of her time, Deryn's story opens with her preparing for basic training
in the Air Service, safely disguised as Dylan Sharp. Unfortunately, an accident with a
Huxley (a jellyfish-like creature that works mostly like a hot-air balloon) soon leaves
here stuck on the HMAS Leviathan, a giant British airship made out of a bioengineered
whale that is serviced by an entire ecosystem of genetically modified creatures. Given
the state of emergency, Deryn is quickly integrated into the crew and put to work as
the Leviathan sets sail on a mysterious diplomatic mission in Istanbul.

  
Now, even halfway through the first book I was starting to have problems. The biggest,
for me, was that both the characters and the plot were dripping in cliché. As the novel
progresses, Alek settles into the typical role of sheltered prince who is cast out into the
world and must make a man of himself. Deryn, by contrast, is the standard Sweet Polly
Oliver in an airship story, which is basically a high-seas adventure story for the early
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20th century. It's not that I'm intractably opposed to seeing these stock story elements
(heck, I liked Kenneth Oppel's Airborn, which is probably the best airship story out
there), it's just that there's something disappointing about seeing these elements
played out without an aversion, subversion, deconstruction, or even any sort of
acknowledgment that even the basic way of telling pulpy stories has changed since
1910.

  
Naturally, the plot develops as you'd expect. Alek and his associates make it to a villa
in the Swiss Alps, where they plan to stay until old Franz Joseph dies and Alek can
challenge the succession. Meanwhile, the Leviathan gets into an air battle with the
Germans and gets brought down a few kilometers away from said villa. Naturally, Alek
chances across it, the protagonists meet, the two groups work together to get the ship
back in the air before the Jerries return, there's a battle, a quick escape, and the novel
ends with Alek and Deryn en route to Istanbul.

  
Now, when I finished the book, I was somewhat disappointed for reasons I will get into
shortly, but there was some cause for optimism. The real energy of the book is spent in
the description of the weird new world created by the new technologies utilized by both
sides, and there were scenes and throwaway lines here and there that suggested
possible avenues of exploration into the intellectual background of this world.

  
At least, that was what I thought until I read the second book.

  
Behemoth kicks off right at the end of Leviathan,
with the titular ship flying peacefully over the
Aegean. There's a bit of a rough spot near the
beginning, when the ship is menaced by the
Tesla cannon of a nearby German cruiser, but
other than that there's nothing but smooth
sailing until Istanbul.

  
Istanbul is another place made stranger by
Westerfeld's new technologies. In this world, the
Young Turks' 1908 revolution failed, leaving the
Sultan firmly in charge as absolute ruler of the
empire. Naturally, there are plenty of groups
upset about this state of affairs, including the
pro-German Young Turks and the pleasantly
multicultural Committee Of Union and Progress.
As in our world, modernization followed an odd
path; most of the Ottoman industrial base is
Clanker-derived, but the machinery is styled
with animal forms.

  
After arriving in Istanbul, a power struggle
begins between the Leviathan and the German
representatives to the Ottoman court, as each
side tries to convince the sultan to throw his lot
in their respective faction. There's ceremonies

that go awry, offers to cede ships to the Ottoman navy, heavy-handed manipulation by
the Germans, and so on. Meanwhile, Alek and his associates decide to sneak off the
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Leviathan and get out of the empire before the Germans find them. Alek manages to
escape, only to wind up in the hands of the CUP, and...

  
And that was where I gave up.

  
I gave up, because I could predict the ending. There's be chases, a little gunplay,
maybe a betrayal or a romance or two. There'll certainly be big-ass impractical
machines that go boom. And, at the end of the day, the Germans will be sent packing,
the Ottoman government will become more amenable to the interests of the CUP and
certainly more amenable to those of the Darwinist powers. The Dardanelles will be kept
open, Russia will stay well-fed and in the fight, and with any luck the whole war will be
over by 1915 in the third novel.

  
And no one who reads these books will understand anything about World War One.

  
Telling The Wrong Story

  
The reason I'm slamming these books is, ironically enough, the same reason I started
reading them in the first place. As I implied in my little steampunk bibliography, I have
something of an obsession with the First World War. Not so much on the mechanics,
the kings, dates, and battles part, but more on what the whole conflict meant. What,
exactly, compelled Europe to beat itself to death for four years? Why did people keep
doing it, even start to enjoy it? What did the war do to the people and nations it
touched? Why is it so hard to explain in any satisfactory sense?

  
While looking for answers to these sorts of vague ruminations, I also started to look at
how the First World War has been handled by the fantastic branches of literature,
reasoning that more fanciful works might be able to grapple with issues that
conventional novelists have had difficulty in capturing. Of course, this was just a self-
serving rationalization for hunting down alternate history stories involving WWI, but
even there I found a few surprises. Compared to WW2, the American Civil War, or even
the Napoleonic wars, World War I is barely used in alternate history. There's only a
handful of stories out there that imagine a German victory, and almost none that
imagine different outcomes to any of the major battles. At the same time, the specter
of the war seems to haunt the subgenre. Anytime there's a world with rapidly-
industrializing set of societies, a WWI-type conflict inevitably occurs, whether it's in a
steampunk-flavored Europe, a Britain run by industrialized magic, or part of a
civilizational struggle between the Islamic and Chinese worlds. It's almost as if the First
World War wasn't a conflict caused by specific historical factors, but a structural flaw in
any industrializing family of nations that is bound to erupt sooner or later.

  
All these questions and incongruous responses to the war spurred me on to find more
answers. Finally, in a review of a book chronicling the interruption of WWII by the lizard
people, SF critic John Clute offered this:

 World War One had its points, for the fantasist...World War One had ghost spies;
deserters who shapechanged into ghouls who lurked in underground redoubts in
hellish nomanslands and who ate soldiers; flying submarines and land ironclads; the
Finland Station and Stamboul; a sense of the huge intricacy of the fantasy edifice of
the trench system; a more general sense that the whole conflict was a Revel, a
Saturnalia which might never end, never release its captured souls from Hell. In the
end, however, the fantasist who wished to use World War One had to fight against a
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sense that the conflict represented an intolerable Thinning of the round world, where
tales could be told of heroes against backdrops that breathed the soil. Ultimately,
World War One is not storyable. Any fantasist who paid attention to the conflict would
tend...to treat the 1914-1918 apocalypse as a Night Journey of the Western World
that did not earn out, a vigil with only failures at the exam, and a dawn which opened
onto desertification of the water meadows. WWI, in the end, over and above the
astonishing savage deadly stupidity represented by the sclerosis of the Western Front,
does not feed the imagination. It is a great stupor of the western mind, an endless
exsanguinating danse macabre on the lavatory wall, as though God - to whom both
sides prayed - had gotten Its typewriter stuck.
Ironically, that paragraph cleared up a great deal for me.

  
The problem with WWI is that you can't construct anything positive out of it. So much
suffering was inflicted, and so little was gained by any of its participants, that even
today it is still hard to wring anything constructive or enjoyable out of it. There is some
room for lighthearted stories, particularly involving the air and naval aspects of the
war, but even those are overshadowed by the Western Front. That's why the only
branch of fantastic literature that feels comfortable in using the tropes and images of
WWI is horror, for it is also a literature of loss and estrangement. It's why writers treat
the war like a natural disaster, for imagining anyone willfully bringing such an event
into being is unthinkable. It's why writers like Tolkien and C. S. Lewis, both of whom
served in the trenches, eschewed referencing the war directly in their fantasies.

  
It is for this reason that I dislike the Leviathan books. In both of these books, there is
no sense that there is a tragedy unfolding, that the future will be less than the present,
that man will be met with a suffering unknown in modern memory. No, it's just princes
and airships and rayguns, in a sort of Platonic summation of Catherynne Valente's
objections to steampunk. If the books had been set in a wholly imaginary realm, or if
the conflict had been placed in the background, the books might have been bearable.
By placing the books directly in the war, only to treat the historical background
cavalierly, the Leviathan series reduces WWI to little more than a bag of tropes, devoid
of historical context, to be used and referenced by steampunk writers with nary a
thought. However, World War One is not a colony of steampunk; it is where steampunk
ends, and where our own world pokes its head into the light of day. There are no last-
minute rescues at the Somme. 
 
(For what it's worth, Clute also talks about the Second World War in the same review.
He notes that that war tends to be remembered more as a melodrama, thanks to the
dynamic pace of combat, the machinery, and the personality of Hitler and the Third
Reich, but also notes that a tension exists even in lighter stories between adventure
and the war's darker aspects cannot be avoided forever.)

  
Unforseen Complications

  
The worst part of it, for me, is that the world Westerfeld has created in these books is
perfect for all manner of grim explorations of the cthonic heart of the 20th century.
Indeed, in most of the fanciful technology Westerfeld dumps in his Europe, I kept
finding potential for insight into the way war has changed under the influence of
science and industrial mass production.

  
Take just the general machinery of the war. In the illustrations done by artist Keith
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Thompson, the weaponry is all as big, grotesque, and over-the-top as the best
steampunk can offer. However, there's never a sense in the books that anyone has
figured out how exactly to use this machinery in combat. What sort of tactical doctrine
do you use for a flying whale? How do you coordinate a walking land battleship with
infantry? It's a problem that occurred a lot during the actual war, one compounded by
the fact that all the participants entered the war expecting a speedy rehash of the
Franco-Prussian War. Everyone flailed trying to find some new weapon that would
break the stalemate, while the weapons that had accelerated the push to war were
barely used during the conflict and became obsolete shortly thereafter. (Truly, the
battleship should go down as the most overrated weapon of the 20th century.)

  
To makes matters worse, the basic level of armament in this alternate Europe suggests
potential devastation even worse than that experienced in our Great War. Near the
climax of the first book, there's a scene where heavily armed German soldiers are
rappelling out of an assault zeppelin to seize the wrecked Leviathan. When I read this,
it reminded me not of World War One, but of Vietnam. Indeed, both sides in this world
have enough advanced weapons in place to fight WWI as WWII. Both sides have air
forces, so urban bombing is all but inevitable. It would be war on a true continental
scale, combining the breadth of the second war with the incompetence of the first.

  
Now, there are a few crumbs of speculation in the books as to how Europe has been
shaped by these new industries. Indeed, as the Steampunk Scholar notes, there is
quite a bit of discussion of how Darwinist Britain is enthusiastic over something that
resembles modern ecological thinking. However, such speculation is strictly limited.
Newer ideas seem to have completely replaced ones contemporary with the period,
even in areas where the new sciences would have allowed these ideas to thrive.
Eugenics, that great fad borne out of the public health and science-minded futurist
movements of the late 19th century, seems to have been averted by a single word of
prohibition from the lips of Darwin. Indeed, I would be quite interested in reading a
story set after this war, when Europe sees the rise of totalitarian nations who not only
have the desire to reengineer the human community from top to bottom, but who now
have the technology to do so.

  
The point is that there are literally hundreds of ways this setting could be examined
that both acknowledges the wound World War One left on our history, and explains why
history after the war turned out the way it did. Instead, all we got was a silly little
adventure story, suitable for the pulps and nothing more.

  
What a shame.
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