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FRELLING FANTASTIC

FARSCAPE, THE SHOW THAT BROUGHT BACK THE PLEASURE PRINCIPLE

JUSTINA ROBSON


                Farscape is different. Every fan comes to that shock of realization at some point: “My God, they really are going to do that!” For me, I think, it was when Crichton was split in two, one of him going off with Aeryn and one staying on Moya. No merging of the two, no convenient death of one (at least not until much later, when it meant something). Farscape was not afraid to make its viewers uncomfortable; it was brilliantly, unrelentingly adult, despite the muppets. And the sex.… Farscape was adult about that as well. The brilliant Justina Robson talks about all this and more.



IN MY ORIGINAL PLAN for this essay I thought I’d write about the way that Farscape dealt with sex and humor, and how these things set it apart from other sf TV shows of recent times. I was going to say that it had reclaimed pleasure for the lives of the characters, and showed that it was possible to have fun, enjoy yourself, make a hash of your life and still take part in week-by-week sf drama. By contrast, the people in other shows, from Star Trek to Babylon 5, were leading lives focused almost entirely on Issues of Immediate Action or scientific and political shenanigans, which filled up story lines on their own and left no room for any kind of normal human interaction. But then I began to think about space opera per se, and realized that Farscape was only following a long tradition of the riotous assemblage offered by horse operas, soap operas and sitcoms. It wasn’t the subject matter that was different; it was the style of the show that allowed this stuff to emerge. That rather put a spanner in the works of my first plan, since I’d been about to attribute the best bits to Rockne S. O’Bannon and Brian Henson doing their part to drag screen sf into the heady zeitgeist of the early 1990s. But heck, I’ll say that here, and then go on with Plan B.

In Plan B here, I’m going to angle this essay in my new direction, and say that it’s the type of show, rather than any agenda or great forethought, that permitted this happy union of character, setting, sf cliché and ironic awareness to flourish and madly prosper. After that I’ll mention something about why it seems to me that the pleasure principle was and is missing from a lot of sf, both on and off the small screen, and why it’s important that Farscape brought it back. I probably won’t be able to omit talking about those season three and four costume shifts (black leather, anyone?) and erotic stereotyping. This will no doubt lead to some mention of Orientalism, and sf as the genre of The Other. Finally, there will most likely be a concluding paragraph which will say something like Hooray for Farscape! There are a lot of other subjects and features of Farscape to talk about and celebrate, but for the sake of this essay I’m going to call it quits at Hooray!

Just so that you know, because there really is no reason why you should know this beforehand, I’m writing here as a fan of the show who happens to also be a professional writer of novels and short stories in the science fiction and fantasy genres, and who sometimes reviews sf literature in the British national press. What I have to say comes from that position. I would shore up my arguments with lots of quotations and references from other worthy writers and thinkers, but unfortunately I am too ignorant, so all this opinion is as much my own as I can make it. Where I can, I will point out anyone who had any good ideas that crop up during the discussion.

I first saw Farscape on its UK terrestrial TV debut and thought it could go either way: become either something truly dreadful or something rich and strange. It had all the hallmarks of terrible media sf: an overconfident American hero, obviously human “aliens” in squiffy Nazi uniforms running another version of the ancient and banal Star Wars Empire, cute robots, yet more aliens who were people in latex, a script that embraced cliché and muppets. The muppets were all new in this context. I hadn’t seen muppets since Fraggle Rock. Now they were serious.

One thing stood between me and never watching it again. Two things: the acting and the dialogue. Three things: Ben Browder was number three. I fancy I sensed greatness. Or to be more academically specific, I greatly fancied him, and hoped he wouldn’t go the grim way of the Andromeda cast, drowning in terminal banality, or be sucked into some political black hole like all the cool people in Babylon 5.

By episode two I was very heartened by the fact that the hero, John Crichton, appeared to have at least as much trouble believing any of it as I did, and that he relentlessly refused to give up his conviction of himself as a solid twenty-first-century American. He thought what I’d have thought, but with more composure and better looks. He made all the pop references I’d have wanted to make but would have been too busy cowering in a corner to actually say or think of until an hour after the moment had passed. The scriptwriters seemed to be borrowing as heavily from Douglas Adams as they were from Doctor Who and Blake’s 7—two UK shows I grew up loving—so I thought that even if the series turned out to be crap, I could like it and watch it secretly if I had to.

Thankfully I was wrong about the crap part. After a couple of episodes wobbling about like a baby animal finding its feet, the show finally figured out how to walk and talk at the same time. The characters began to firm up and the dialogue got even more interesting, rather short and sharp, like something written by Lawrence Block.1 It became obvious that Farscape was going to be very different from other sf shows in one very important and delightful aspect—it was going to be driven by the characters. They, in turn, were clearly being pulled by the two-horse team of actor and scriptwriter, and for once (I can’t believe I’m sticking with this metaphor but I am), both were glad to go charging off in interesting directions.

This was quite a change, and one that I’d been waiting for ever since Blake’s 7 finished way back in 1981. Blake’s 7 was “a major science fiction TV series made by the BBC between 1977 and 1981. It surrounded the exploits of a group of interstellar terrorists and their efforts to inflict serious damage on a vicious, corrupt and totalitarian galactic Federation.”2 But even B7 had a mission goal—to destabilize the Federation. Farscape didn’t pretend to such idealism. Farscape’s motley crew of exprisoners, like Lassie, simply wanted to go home. But they were lost. In space.

Other sf shows of the past and present were shaped by other kinds of agendas—agendas which tended to reflect the more active, positive traditions of U.S. culture between 1950 and 1990, in which the prevailing myth featured heroes who had strong goals and who succeeded through pluck, application and daring. Star Trek in its original series was set up to face us with the wonder of other worlds and possibilities, providing a weekly dip into the far reaches of the fantastic. It was almost pure adventure. In Star Trek: The Next Generation it developed a much greater sense of social conscience and global identity, a political dimension that tied it far more closely to contemporary human concerns. In Star Trek: Deep Space Nine those issues were pushed much harder as it became a show about minorities, faiths and the pressures of close-quarters living under threat. Finally, in Star Trek: Voyager, the franchise returned to its roots, though this time with a completely different coloration. Where Star Trek had looked to the future with awe and inspiration, Voyager was always looking over its shoulder, on the run from a much more hostile universe, lost and looking for home.

When it comes to other universes, the situation isn’t much different. Stargate is basically a control fantasy, in which U.S. humans look out for Earth’s interests and act like friendly policemen in a power struggle between (humanoid) aliens with very human issues, though this show has some interesting innovations I haven’t time to talk of here. Lexx was, well, Lexx was a mess, like a teenager’s bedroom hurtling around space getting into trouble and doing drugs. Babylon 5 was a different kettle of fish altogether, but it maintained the themes of human survival among aliens of varying technological and biological prowess, negotiating their way in the universe and, like most of the other shows, was set inside a military and political operation. I could go on. I should probably talk about the energizing and liberating influence of Hercules and Xena, a tradition of fun and genre-bending that developed through Buffy the Vampire Slayer and then into Farscape, but that would take ages. I have to stick to this point about traditional sf formats for a minute, because of the huge influence that this type of show and movie has had on the popular media image of sf and, by extension, science and all of the hallowed geekdom in which we live.

Military and political structures have one thing in common. They don’t allow much individual room for self-expression—by definition, they can’t. Their entire modus operandi is based upon the limitation of self for the good of much larger groups and their social and political ends. It’s a great dramatic field, since we are all constantly in the difficult process of negotiating exactly such deals for ourselves. Because of these circumstances, although there are subplots and minor story lines involving personal development of major characters, those subplots and story lines can never be the driving forces of the show. The best they can hope for is to fuel a gripping plotline or two. Science fiction on TV has more or less demanded this format for practical and logical reasons—who else but the military and superpower governments of Earth would ever be able to fund and maintain a presence in space or a contact with other races (for which one should always read nations, by the way, since they are usually monocultures)? It’s something of an imagination failure, and one which is starting to be addressed both by Farscape and by other “post-imperial” shows like Firefly.3

Farscape got around this problem by going back to some older kinds of stories, more like original Trek in feel, and by putting a set of mismatched and odd characters into a stolen boat and making them flee for their lives from virtually everybody else they could meet. Because it was not limited to political set pieces, military rules and series-plots, all of which have to maintain various kinds of status quo, it was able to exploit the best parts of different kinds of popular TV shows: sitcoms, soap operas, psychothrillers and romantic drama.

Farscape was a space opera, a genre based on the format of westerns, the romantic frontier horse operas of old.4 These, in turn, are based in mythic structures of the Hero’s Journey, as labeled by Joseph Campbell, such as you might find as far back as Homer’s The Iliad. The shapes of fiction exhibited by these opera-types are universal in human storytelling, from the campfire yarn onward, and one such archetypal setup, arguably the most enjoyable of all, is the motley band of renegades on the run. (Better than the dreariness of the soap opera with all its domestic travails!)

Like Firefly, a series with which Farscape shared many of its popular elements, Farscape employed the sitcom tradition of the odd couple (a term and type drawn from an original play of the same name by Neil Simon in 1965). As its name suggests, odd couple situations feature two very different characters thrown together by circumstance, with frequently comic results. Here the couple was extended into the seven odd mates of the original crew (John, Zhaan, Ka’Dargo, Rygel, Aeryn, Pilot and Moya), who were later joined by another seven cast members at various times throughout the show’s four seasons. Every one of the group came from a different species, united by their loathing of and need to escape from the Peacekeepers, the villains of the piece. No doubt other essayists will remark on the Peacekeepers’ none-too-subtle resemblance to all other sf future empires and fascist dystopias; their particular twist was a poke at American foreign policy and the role of the United Nations, but it was a cheap and vaguely done exercise devoid of conviction, and I leave any more remarks about it at that.

Farscape also drew on much more recent literary traditions within science fiction, namely new space opera. New space opera is like space opera, but with modern political smarts chucked into a salad tossed from whatever the author thought was fabulous and cool and ripe for adventure.5 Many of Farscape’s episodic plotlines came straight from the pulp tradition of the U.S. sf output of the middle of the twentieth century, but were thankfully given new twists, not least because a lot of those ideas had themselves already been preprocessed through other media until they achieved their present iconic status.

I’m thinking here about notions like Little Green Men, Flying Saucers, Men from Mars, Women from Venus, Abduction For Medical Experiments, Crop Circles, What Is This Mysterious Earth Kissing?6 and other iconic situations. Farscape capitalized on this postmodern moment, following the road The Simpsons had paved, and created several shows which were themselves obvious homage.7 It’s also the first sf series (Buffy notwithstanding) which employs a modern and TV and culture-savvy hero, with whom the audience frequently sympathizes via shared media references. Farscape was highly Poptastic (see footnote 7), though never enough to derail what was frequently a reasonably good whack at some heavyweight moral and philosophical subjects, the sort which always tag along on sf plotlines.

For an example of this complicated layering, look at one early episode—“Thank God It’s Friday, Again” (1-6). This installment depicted a successful struggle of workers’ liberation against drug-induced slavery through the agency of Rygel’s bowel activity—he peed nitroglycerine at a strategic moment and triggered a revolution. It also revisited another old sf trope (besides that of the Planet of the Oppressed), that of the Repulsive Yet Beneficent Parasite, to great effect when Crichton was made host to a disgusting intestinal worm. The worm, which unbelievably plowed into his guts via his navel, made him immune to the obedience drug that affected his comrades and friends. It was also in this episode that the relationships between the characters really started to gel and a completely natural bantering style emerged, a dynamic development that had every person contributing. This leads me on to what Farscape did that seemed new to me.

I think that there are two features of Farscape which mark it out from previous sf TV series as a watershed moment in sf viewing. These two features were important in the rapid development of its cult status. They also ensured that it would never rise to the stardom of the Trek franchise, mostly because of their effect on casual-entry8 and family viewing. These were its complexity and its use of humor and sex. Farscape told outrageous stories (the ones you always longed to see from other shows, but never did) and took considerable risks.9

One major risk lay in the way it depicted sex and sexual activity, given its position in a moral and cultural climate of immense sexual hypocrisy. While the sex industry is colossal and the porn industry powers a great deal of technological development—almost as much as the military—and while we are all bombarded with extreme ideologies of what it is to be beautiful, desirable or even acceptable, the prevailing social rules and taboos on talking about sex and how it should be organized in real life are extremely conservative. If they weren’t then all the visual power and impact of sex as a tool of market forces would be kaput, but that’s another essay. Here the important thing I want to note is that the portrayal of sex and pleasure in our culture here in the West has been freighted with guilt and confusion for an extremely long time. I initially wrote “since the Victorians,” but it’s much longer than that, probably since the arrival of Christianity into Europe and possibly since what Spinal Tap liked to call “the dawn of ‘ist’ry.” So this isn’t to blame Christianity per se; there isn’t a culture in the world that doesn’t have some interesting attitudes and prohibitions concerning both sex and pleasure, most likely because they are two of our most powerful drives, exceeded only by survival.

Anyway, back to sf shows, which are extremely recent phenomena of our small corner of existence. Here those two subjects, sex and pleasure, have both been repressed by exclusion. People are often too busy with important other business, like exploring galaxies or shooting aliens or, heaven forefend, doing some science. Sex since the 1950s has often been given the sniggering teenage boy treatment (Captain Kirk and his Earth Kissing Lessons). Which isn’t to say that the old Earth Kissing moments didn’t have a certain erotic charge to the eyes of weary office workers and stay-at-home mothers after a hard day. However, whilst romance and sensuality might be on the menu of the occasional show for a full three seconds of screen time, they were never more than the icing on a much more important scientific or political or adventuresome cake.

Farscape, on the other hand, demonstrated pleasurable and fulfilling outcomes to both xenosex (pairings included D’Argo and Zhaan, John and Aeryn, Chiana and D’Argo, Zhaan and John if you count mindsex, and I could go on and on …) and crossbreeding,10 and it also depicted pleasure taken in other activities, such as eating. Yes, these moments did occur within the context of much wider cultural meanings of sex and indulgence, but at least they were there and not something that always happened offscreen and somewhen else. Farscape’s characters seemed to actually have the lives of complete beings, and, like real and complete beings everywhere, they were also monumentally dysfunctional for much of the time, riddled with contradictions and problems from their pasts, lucky if they could formulate a plan for the next day, let alone the future beyond.

The pursuit of pleasure as an end in itself (as well as the need to escape death at the hands of tyrannical pursuers and to resolve the core conflicts of personality) was always plausible in this show. Rygel never hesitated to enjoy food. Zhaan denied herself nothing that was enjoyable, be it the photon bursts of a brilliant star, sharing orgasmic mind-melds with her friends or little moments of intimacy caught anytime, even when they were deeply surreal (for example in “They’ve Got a Secret” (1-10), in which D’Argo’s story was revealed when he suffered a post-traumatic conversion and thought for a while that Zhaan was his long-lost wife, Lo’Laan). D’Argo took joy in combat and conquer. As for John Crichton and Aeryn Sun, they were, I think, the first pairing of genuine heterosexual chemistry in an sf show. For once, the awkward development of their relationship was not simply left to a few one-liners before the end of every episode. At last: fabulous adventure, fabulous situation, fabulous costumes and a pairing that paid off. We ought probably to be grateful that the show was canned right at the moment when they both jumped the shark11 and committed to one another. After all, in dramatic terms, nothing gets old faster than true love returned.

But long before that happened there was all that business with the sadomasochistic theme in the costumes and other characters. S&M themes and situations became the calling card of big-screen movie sf throughout the 1990s. Here’s a nice bit of explaining about BDSM (Bondage, Discipline, Sadism, Masochism) from Wikipedia:


It is often agreed that [this] desire for dominance or submission is in fact the driving force behind sadomasochism, with the giving and receiving of pain acting only as an active stimulation to reinforce those feelings. This view is supported by the nature of sadomasochistic behavior. A masochist does not in general take pleasure in any arbitrary form of pain, only in pain received under the pretext of enforcing authority, and typically only that of a sexual nature. Likewise, a sadist usually only takes pleasure in pain that is inflicted for reasons of punishment and control, and most often for the indirect pleasure of the masochist. Many sadomasochistic activities involve only mild pain or discomfort. Often they are focused primarily on roleplay. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sadomasochism)



BDSM had always featured in sf. As with all other forms of gaming and role-playing, it was used in stories that were either sexually explicit or completely implicit (an explicit example would be Barbarella, with Jane Fonda’s eponymous character trapped in the Orgasmatron, and an implicit example Terminator, with the title robot choosing biker leathers and Ray-Bans as the outfit for killing) as ways of exploring the too-dangerous and absolutely criminal acts and motivations that underlie oppression and exploitation in the real world. By putting taboo and prohibited acts of doing or speaking into sublimated forms within drama, sometimes denoting them only by a single image, such as a strand of barbed wire or a pair of killer heels, the impulses and emotions which surround such acts can be examined, rather as if one has created a narrative “laboratory” in which lethal compounds can be experimented upon. And also, of course, their inclusion allows the story to make complex points about contemporary culture and issues. As for what the flourishing of BDSM motifs in American sf media output during the recent decades means in terms of the national psyche—I leave you to draw your own conclusions.

In Farscape, the evil empire of the Peacekeepers provided a good excuse to put pleasantly built actors and actresses into black uniforms and button them down firmly. But this trend didn’t really hit its psychological stride in the show until the appearance of Scorpius. Scorpius was a living fetish—an alien who had mangled his own form, in an act of control and repression, to fit into the tightest black leather bondage suit this side of a dungeon. Scorpius, from name to sunken eyes, had everything that control fantasies are made of. He was a dungeon master, a torturer, a wit, a Machiavellian prince, a tragic antihero, an anorexic. I clapped my hands in girlish delight at his first appearance. At last! Here was straight-and-true handsome and all-American Crichton’s perfect foil, the pale and vampiric moon to his down-home honest sun. The angels of archetype were shining that day, putting all of the repressed facets of Crichton’s home culture on show. The gloves came off and the show changed at that moment, finding its real psychosexual feet—and they were wearing really huge black vinyl boots.

Scorpius, an instant gold mine in terms of his dramatic potential, was usefully exploited by both writers and costume department. His influence spread until he had become Crichton’s torturer, nemesis, mentor, shadow, conscience and alter ego. Scorpius was so attractive he took up residence in Crichton’s brain and tantalized him with promises of, and then failures to deliver, a father’s love, both fulfilling and denying the major relationship that Crichton had lost at home. He was Aeryn Sun’s one true rival. Allusions to Hamlet were never far away, and then the extreme and the ridiculous became sublime—none of this it’s-all-over-in-two-episodes tosh where nobody changes no matter what happens to him or her. Crichton and Scorpius developed a relationship, shared secrets, became … closer than friends, and the plot warped around them.

By season three Scorpius’ presence had seeded everyone’s clothing with the BDSM look—black leather, long, tight, shiny vinyl, zips, buckles. This particular visual expression emphasized the sexual persona as a strong, vivid and dangerous force, one that had become a matter of personal politics. It promised charismatic power so explosive and powerful that it could only be kept in check by the toughest clothing available. It was a representation of the danger and darkness in all of us, expressed as a contemporary drag act: Satan as a frock. It was taken too far by the Scarrans (who look not unlike the gross malignant force of Lord of the Rings bad guy Sauron in their spiky insectoid armor plate). It was softened and reinvented by Grayza, a character from the Peacekeeper side who resembled a clone of Servalan from Blake’s 7.

Grayza managed to find some fabric amid all the leather, but she didn’t need clothes—she had pheromones that could seduce a wardrobe at fifty paces. By the time of her ascension into the status of Chief Architect of No-Good,12 no trick of mind control had gone underexploited in the lengthy alien efforts to get into Crichton’s wormhole secrets through his pants. How they all suffered. We could talk about the whole torture as metaphor for hormonal frustration thing, but that’s rather obvious.

Let’s move on to other kinds of pleasure beyond the torment of having your enemy living inside a chip in your head or losing the key to your handcuffs. Farscape also showed sex outside lasting relationships; sex that was good, bad or indifferent, and sex that was employed as a weapon. This happened a lot. Almost as often as in real life, but not quite—after all, it’s meant to be entertainment.

There were also other interesting relationship angles which received uncommon outcomes in Farscape. The situation between Crichton and Crais is one example. At the beginning of the story, Crichton caused the accidental death of Crais’ brother, and Crais swore (yawn) vengeance. He had several goes at killing John, all foiled, and then, as his involvement with pursuing John made him weak and a liability to the Peacekeepers, he started making deals with Crichton, Rygel and the others in order to ensure his survival. Finally Crais came to be the living companion/captain of Moya’s offspring ship, Talyn, and eventually, having transformed his consciousness and that of his ship through story lines I can’t include for length reasons, he died the warrior-hero’s death in an act of selflessness.13 This is more like a literary story line from a reasonably long epic saga than the common byline of an sf TV show, in which the usual outcome of such situations would have meant resolving the story line within a couple of episodes. And it was hugely satisfying.

Farscape’s women also provided glimpses into various kinds of feminine expressions of desire, and they almost all initially disconform to the stereotypes approved of by mainstream American values, except in their uniform virtue of good looks. Aeryn was a military hard case with raw emotions and appetites she viewed almost as weaknesses. Zhaan was self-contained and at ease with taking pleasure (the ultimate in unacceptability, and also sadly lacking in dramatic chutzpah). Chiana was the rebellious teenager who would not listen to the voice of authority. Jool was loyal but bolshy and selfish. For once, although they engaged in sex and autoerotic moments, none of them were punished on its account. This violates the primary myth of the neo-Christian era—that original sin is equated with self-knowledge (of which sexual knowledge is an important part) and must be met with disapproval, ostracism and punishment. (For women, that is. Men have usually gotten away with it, but you don’t need me to tell you that. Just read some books and watch some TV.)

Well, I never did talk about postcolonialism and the stereotyping of the Erotic Other, I see. The aim of doing so collided with a growing realization that the extent and complexity of the show wouldn’t permit that kind of simple analysis without my having to write a load of dren that wouldn’t add up to anything more than a few mean-spirited points about the fact that wretched postcolonial thinking could be weakly applied to almost all human pursuits and, thus, characters in Farscape. This would mean saying nothing of note when I could have said that the characters, story lines, issues and imagination in this show were absolutely frelling magic to watch and could leave material to satisfy analysts for years and years, not only on their capture of the uneasy zeitgeist but also through the turnabout they offered on what sf said the future could aspire to. I am not really such an analyst to want to do all that, except in the kind of conversation you have in the pub late at night. I only dabble, and therefore the moment has come to bring this dabble to an end. Hooray for Farscape, a gem of modern science fiction. Don’t read this. Watch that instead. It had acres of worthwhile thinking and experimentation in it, it was the first romance to score for ages in the genre, it employed all the best ancient stories, and it was good entertainment, too—the hardest trick of all.


                Justina Robson is the author of three internationally critically acclaimed works of science fiction: Silver Screen, Mappa Mundi and Natural History. Her next book is called Living Next Door to the God of Love and is out in late 2005. She occasionally reviews literary sf for the Guardian newspaper and the small press. Her short stories have appeared in the UK and U.S. She always wanted to be a writer and made it through years of practice writing TV and film fanfics, so this essay is by way of thanks to all the many happy viewing hours. For more information please go to www.justinarobson.com.




1 Lawrence Block is a prolific and popular writer best known for his crime stories. He also wrote a good book for people who want to be writers, called Telling Lies for Fun and Profit. His dialogue is usually to the point, and, like a lot of current TV show dialogue, or anything scripted a long time in advance, it demonstrates a clarity and wit rarely seen in real life.

2 For more information on B7 see this site, from which I clipped this neat definition: http://www.ee.surrey.ac.uk/Contrib/SciFi/Blakes7/

3 Interesting that both these shows got canned for similar reasons, namely failing viewing figures which led to funding withdrawals from advertisers. The forces of Capitalism and economic selection doomed them to extinction, leaving us with the enduring blandness of Uberpap, but that’s another essay. In the immortal words of Homer Simpson, “Is there no place in this world for someone with an IQ of 105?!” Not in commercial television there isn’t.

4 Firefly, as noted previously, did this in an even more self-aware way, being literally a horse opera in space, replete with frontier towns and livestock.

5 New space opera began in Britain about 1990. As with all space opera formats, its newness was generally five years behind the times. It was new because, until then, space opera had been true to the old pulp traditions of enshrining orthodox political outlooks and reinforcing conservative values, usually U.S. ones. New space opera despises that kind of oppressive cultural imperialism and is a phenomenon associated with the political Left because of that attitude.

6 If this was never a painting by Roy Lichtenstein, it should have been.

7 This is a common feature of many TV series and movies of the last ten years, where entire episodes are written as explicit pastiche, copies of or in relation to well-known programs, or incorporate celebrities and characters from real life and related mass media. It probably has a name, but I don’t know what it is, though I expect it’s related to music sampling and pop art. I’m going to call it Poptastic, for fun. Poptastic is a reference to The Fast Show, a British comedy series, which featured two DJs, Smashie and Nicey, who were spoofing on the kind of seventies and eighties DJ-ing styles of Radio 1 presenters in those decades. Hey, I almost made a useful reference!

8 Viewers who switch on mid-series by accident or as a first-time viewer.

9 When people talk about artistic risk they usually mean the risk of alienating your consumers by telling or showing them something they don’t like or don’t understand. There are other artistic risks also, such as trying out stories that may not deliver as you hope, so you have effectively wasted the viewer’s time, or angered some orthodox authority with the power to stop your money and hence your career. Here I mean all of the above.

10 Genetically unlikely but dramatically solid gold doorways into issues of race and gender.

11 A phrase that denotes the moment when a story’s central dramatic tension is resolved.

12 I don’t want to dwell on this icon of female sexual power in its guise as the whorish seductress because I’ll get mad, so I’m skipping it here, but such women are rife in pulp sf and I’m heartily fed up with them all. Instead, think of Zhaan and Chiana, who are less like puppets of the male ego and the general demonization of the feminine.

13 This is basically the same story as that of Spike in Buffy the Vampire Slayer but played out very differently in the detail.


1 Peter Brook, The Empty Space (New York: Touchstone, 1996), 1.

2 Kenneth Branagh, Beginning (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1989), 163.

3 This production is currently available on VHS and DVD in the form of a 1979 broadcast of the play that aired on Thames TV in the UK.

4 From a broadside published to accompany the broadcast of 1979 RSC/Thames TV production of Nunn’s Macbeth, available on McKellen’s personal Web site at http://www.mckellen.com/writings/macbeth.htm.

5 Quoted in Margaret Croyden, Conversations with Peter Brook, 1970-2000 (New York: Faber and Faber, Inc., 2003), 92.

6 For a fascinating account of Brook’s travels in Africa, see John Heilpern’s Conference of the Birds (Indiana: Bobbs-Merril, 1978).

7 Lovecraft, cited in “The Wonder of Weinbaum” by Sam Moskowitz, in A Martian Odyssey, by Stanley G. Weinbaum (New York: Lancer Books, 1962).

8 Quoted from Farscape: The Peacekeeper Wars: The Battle Behind the Wars, short film included in 2005 Lions Gate DVD release of Farscape: The Peacekeeper Wars.


1 Legend has it that one day designer Janos Prohaska wore the costume in Star Trek producer Gene Coon’s office. Coon was so taken with the creature that he wrote an entire episode around it.

2 I never got a chance to ask her about it. By the time I began to wonder about this idiosyncrasy, my grandmother had passed away.

3 To be fair, so is most sf literature.

4 Except one. I read the novelization of Star Trek: The Motion Picture back when the movie first came out. Ah, the folly of youth.

5 Yes, I did see Trekkies and enjoyed the hell out of it.

6 This communal experience seems unique to geeks and sport fans. You don’t catch many groups watching Jeopardy!, CSI or Survivor, but science fiction and horror shows are different. I’ve known groups of people who got together for Buffy the Vampire Slayer, The X-Files and even (gasp!) Highlander. (The exception is Melrose Place and its ilk. I don’t know if kids are getting together to watch The OC but it wouldn’t surprise me.) Over the next seven seasons, I probably watched less than a dozen Next Generation episodes by myself.

7 Apparently, far less than most of us thought. In later seasons, the saucer bit was all but forgotten.

8 When he portrayed Professor Charles Xavier in the X-Men films, Patrick Stewart joined the small fraternity of actors (including Harrison Ford, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Peter Weller and very few others) to become identified with two very popular genre characters.

9 Aggiecon started in 1969. Guests have included Harlan Ellison, Michael Moorcock, Joe R. Lansdale, Wendy Pini, Roger Zelazny, Marion Zimmer Bradley and others.

10 Which we later learned was “Back and Back and Back to the Future” (1-5).

11 Opening credits voice-over from the first season.

12 What a couple of geeks!

13 And their urine gave off a minty fresh smell.

14 Soon after it was revealed that Rygel farted helium, geeks all over the net were debating the realism of this. The consensus was that biological beings cannot fart helium. Whatever.

15 When a Hynerian ingests Tannot root.

16 Reportedly, after seeing how Rygel ate in “Premiere” (1-1), Brian Henson, the show’s executive producer, suggested that there be as many Rygel eating scenes as possible.


1 Early psychoanalyst Carl Jung (1875-1961) first defined the term “archetype” as an inherited pattern of thought or symbolic imagery that is present in all humans. Examples of the most common of these archetypes include the Shadow, the Wise Old Man/Woman and the Trickster.

2 Tompkins, Peter and Christopher Bird, The Secret Life of Plants (New York: HarperCollins, 1989).

3 While sentient plants, let alone sentient plants that are as highly evolved as the Delvians, aren’t found anywhere on Earth, scientists have been debating about whether there might be some form of plant intelligence. And indeed there are some oddities on our planet that do seem to hint at a vegetable form of wisdom, such as the Stilt or Walking Palm (socratea exorrhiza) of the Amazonian forest. Thanks to the combination of poor soil and scant sunlight, this tree is able to “walk” on its aerial roots. The tree can move toward more light by growing more roots in that direction and letting the roots that are in the wrong direction die off. A Stilt Palm can “walk” about seven feet a year.

4 For a more complete version of the myth of Inanna, see one of the many translations available in English.

5 Since Zhaan ate meat without qualms, and even seemed to need it at regular intervals, it appears likely that the Delvians evolved from carnivorous plants such as Earth’s Venus flytrap or the various forms of sundew.

6 It’s possible that Artemis, despite her standard image as a virginal goddess, was originally a fertility goddess, as the famous statue of the Ephesian Artemis implies. That statue is either manybreasted, or wears severed male genitalia as ornaments.

7 The myth of Osiris, his murder by his jealous brother, Set, and his recovery and resurrection by his loving wife, Isis, together with the vengeance of their son, Horus, on his uncle, can be found in any good book of Egyptian mythology.

The ballad “John Barleycorn” can be found in many collections of British balladry, and is, in its various versions, in the public domain. Barleycorn is barley, used in the brewing of malt liquor or whisky. The first two stanzas show why it is considered a vegetation death and rebirth ballad (see ballad reprinted at the end of this essay).

8 The entire myth of the Hero Twins can be found in the Mayan sacred text, the Popol Vuh, available in many English translations.


1 Hulbert, Ann, “Are Imaginary Companions Good for Kids?” Slate.msn.com, 2/1/05.

2 Curiously, except at the very beginning, his companions aboard Moya never questioned Crichton’s claim that he was seeing an image of Scorpius. It’s possible that their willingness to believe him helped him hold on to his sanity against the years-long onslaught from within.

3 Nachev, Parashkev et al., “Volition and Conflict in the Human Medial Frontal Cortex,” Current Biology vol. 15, 122-128, Jan. 26, 2005, Imperial College of London and University College London. http://www.fil.ion.ucl.ac.uk/~grees/downloads/nachevreeshusain.pdf.


1 Flinders, Carol Lee, Enduring Grace (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 4.

2 SciFi.com, Farscape Characters, January 28, 2005. www.scifi.com/farscape/characters/noranti.html.

3 Editor’s Note: For a longer discussion of Zhaan and Kali, see Sherman, “Zhaan: Plant, Priest, Archetype,” page 119 in this volume.

4 Walker, Barbara G., The Women’s Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1983), 488.

5 Mother-Daughter Wisdom, Georgia Public Broadcasting, Chattanooga, TN, 19 March 2005.

6 Mascetti, Manuela Dunn, The Song of Eve (New York: Fireside, 1990), 6.


1 “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”
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