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The world doesn't change in The Light Ages; all it does is turn.
~

If this was a better world, Ian R. MacLeod would
be a household name in the science fiction and
fantasy world. He's been working away in short
stories among the various zines since the 1980s,
but it's only been in the last decade or so that
he's had significant success in the world of
novels. His work has been praised by damn near
everybody; the list of critical blurbs for today's
subject, his 2003 novel The Light Ages, reads
like a who's who of contemporary British sci-fi.
On a more personal level, The Light Ages one of
my absolute favorite novels, and is one of only a
handful of books that have convinced me this
whole "steampunk" thing may be more than a
pipe dream.

  
At the same time, it's understandable that
MacLeod's work would not have mass appeal. Of
all the genre authors I have read, he is the only
one whose work is rooted in the deepest
melancholia. One of the great recurring themes
of all his work is the great mystery of historical
change, the mechanisms by which one age
becomes another, and the sensations associated
with that change. However, rather than depicting
such events with characters reading and willing
to meet the new world, his stories focus on those who are unable to make the jump,
who are left behind. It's not nostalgic; nostalgia requires a glamorization of the past,
and MacLeod's work is always willing to see the good and the bad in all ages, even if
his characters are less magnanimous. Despite this, many of his stories have a tragic
air, as the characters see what they value in the world either slip away or grow
increasingly irrelevant in the new era. These concerns find expression in areas outside
traditional history. One of my favorite of Macleod's shorter works is his 2001 novella
"New Light on the Drake Equation", a story set in mid-21st century France portraying
the last radio astronomer working on SETI as he meditates on his life and the
contemporary world, which has turned from the stars to embrace biological
modification via consumerist nanotechnology. It's a metaphor for the evolution of
science fiction from its Golden Age enthusiasms to the post-cyberpunk era, and I
daresay it captures the emotions of all those old writers who found the future didn't
turn out quite as they expected.

  
The Light Ages, naturally, echoes these themes, though it naturally has several
concerns of its own. It is also a book that doesn't entirely stand on its own, a structural
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problem that, as later events proved, was by design rather than error.
  

At bottom, The Light Ages is an alternate history set in an England where magic works.
This is, of course, hardly a new idea; trawl through uchronia.net and you'll find three
dozen books with that premise. However, MacLeod does two things with that idea to
make it his own. The first concerns the nature of his world's magic. The key source of
power in this England lies in aether. It's never made clear what exactly aether is, but
we do know that it needs to be drawn out of the earth on stands of silk with the aid of
great subterranean pistons, and that it can be alloyed into any biological, mechanical,
or consumer product to make it respond to human will. A boiler made with aethered
steel and the proper spells can tolerate pressures far higher than its original
construction could bear, buildings can be made ever higher, and when applied to the
animal kingdom, unicorns and dragons can walk the earth. Of course, for the people
who actually work with aether on a daily basis, the results are less than glamorous.
Body-entwining "haftmarks" are common among the workers who mine the stuff out of
the ground, but even those whose deal only with aethered products run the risk of
becoming "changelings", of mutating into beings who "[struggle] in horns and veined
billows of impossible flesh, flightlessly winged and sprouting sightless eyes", who are
kept locked away in nondescript asylums.

  
The second thing MacLeod does with his setting is give it room to evolve. Most
alternate history stories are content to depict the world within a few years of the initial
change. The world of The Light Ages changes with the discovery of aether by the
Englishman Joshua Wagstaffe in 1678. The novel itself takes place in the final three
decades of the Third Age of Industry, a designation that for most of the book is
impossible to square with the Christian calendar. (The best I've ever been able to
manage is sometime near the end of the 20th century. Maybe.) By the time the book
starts, aether has been woven so deeply into the world that England is almost
unrecognizable. In the world of The Light Ages, there have been no wars for centuries,
and the ages of exploration and colonization were stillborn. To the average Englishman,
an inhabitant of France is as much an unfathomable creature as a native of Thule or the
Antipodes. What little we see of England's government is done by a coalition of trade
and industrial guilds in the manner of a Hanseatic city, the monarchy and parliament
having united on the ash-heap of history centuries ago. Despite being an age of
mechanical industrialization, there is nary a trace of Victoriana, nor is there any sense
that industry is in any way progressive; the machines of the Third Age of Industry are
much like those of the Second and First Ages, with both science and engineering having
become curatorial enterprises. Even the week is gone, having been replaced long ago
with a twelve-day cycle of numbered "shiftdays". Overall, the effect is to make
MacLeod's England so alien a place that the novel reads more like a fantasy novel with
English place names than an alternate history, a feat I have never seen replicated
before or since. (Kim Stanley Robinson's The Years of Rice and Salt made an attempt at
this, but it referenced actual history so heavily that it resembled Civilization III fanfic
more than a believable alternative world.)

  
The story of The Light Ages is the story of the final years of the Third Age and of the
events that ended it in the form of an autobiography. The author of this tale is Robert
Borrows, a man of humble origins who ended up at the heart of events, though rarely
as an instigator. His tale begins in the Yorkshire town of Bracebridge, a community
built around one of the great aether plants in the north. As the son of a Master of a
lesser guild, his childhood is very much working-class, but far from desperate. His
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childhood is mostly a chronicle of his impressions of his hometown and his growing
awareness of the shoddy truth behind the aetheric siren song of his world. His
immunity to glamour is not total, however. One of the key moments of his early life
comes when he and his mother make a mysterious trip to Tatton Halt, a former aether
town long abandoned and consumed by drifts of "engine ice." In a half-buried manor
hall, he encounters its two inhabitants: the elderly changeling Mistress Summerton,
and her ward, Annalise, a young changeling girl who seems to have been born free of
any deformity. Despite Robert's narration, it is not love at first sight, but there is
mutual fascination.

  
After their meeting, Robert's life changes dramatically. His mother soon sickens and
transforms into a changeling, eventually choosing to take her own life rather than
submit to the Gatherer's Guild. Increasingly angry and not seeing much future in
Bracebridge, he hitches a slow freight to London. Between chapters, he makes a life for
himself in the Easterlies, becoming a minor wheel in some minor revolutionary group or
another. After a spell of years, a chance encounter reunites him with Annalise, newly
rechristened as Anna Winters and happily making a home for herself in the high society
of the guilds. In due course, the turbulent politics of the age push them together, as
well as the mystery of her birth, the death of Robert's mother, and the secrets of
aether and the guilds.

  
Robert himself has been the target of some criticism of this novel. Most of the
complaints center around his passivity and his ultimately futile love of Annalise.
Speaking for myself, his passivity didn't bother me that much; in any case I tend to
sympathize more with passive characters than active ones. To a certain extent his
attitude is dictated by the structure of the novel. With its panoramic depiction of all
levels of a fantastic society, The Light Ages draws heavily from nineteenth-century
realism, a form that tends to displace individual characters in favor of a broad canvas.
(There's also a bit of Dickens in the novel too, but I never noticed that much of it,
partly because I'm actually not that familiar with Dickens, and partly due to MacLeod
eschewing the picaresque forms that are primarily associated with Dickens.) However,
there is another reason why Robert's character is essential to the story, and it ties in to
the novel's treatment of revolution.

  
In a response he wrote to an online academic love-in for Iron Council, China Miéville
described The Light Ages as "impressive, but, for a socialist, troubling." Given his
Marxism, there is plenty in the novel to trouble Miéville. As the Third Age draws to a
close, the central conflict is one between the lower and the upper classes, but MacLeod
doesn't stick with this dichotomy. Both Robert and Anna shift and bounce between the
two groups, courtesy of Anna's glamour. Both the powerful and the powerless are
shown as having sympathetic motivations, though MacLeod does seem to have more
fun depicting the greatguildmasters of Northcentral than the guildless marts of the
Easterlies. Of course, the glittering decadent parties of the dying upper classes have
always been literary paydirt, so I can't chastise MacLeod when he is clearly having so
much fun. At the same time, both groups are also capable of deep savagery, either out
of indifference or simple ingrained prejudice.

  
However, the real secret at the heart of The Light Ages is the implication that the class
struggle, for all that it dominates the attentions of the characters, is actually a
sideshow, an event that is only a manifestation of a deeper struggle. The revolution of
the Third Age is that is borne of utopia and apocalypse, two related desires that seem
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to float through every human civilization no matter what the prevailing ideology, and
something I feel Marxism has always had a hard time recognizing in itself. Robert
himself seems to be using class consciousness as an ill-fitting mask for his utopian
yearnings; whenever he catches himself admiring some geegaw of the idle rich, he
always chastises himself with an ideologically correct formulation. Robert's "love" of
Anna is in part a formulation of this unconscious utopian longing, and it is to MacLeod's
credit that Anna does not feel any need to comport herself according to Robert's
desires. However, the novel makes it clear that there was another struggle hiding in
the margins of the novel, one that ended in failure. I won't spoil the precise nature of
this struggle, save to say it is one Robert is only barely aware of, and one that Anna
joins only after it is too late. In a way, Robert is the perfect chronicler for The Light
Ages. Just as he came out of the revolution ultimately unsatisfied and yearning for
something he barely understands, the novel ends with a sense that, for all the action
that has taken place, aetheric England and her factories, her trains, and her guilds
have ended up in a place not too different from where they began.

  
Of course, Ian R. MacLeod did write a sequel. But that's a review for another day.
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