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      Foreword


      Ken Dvorak

    


    
      As this anthology demonstrates, steampunk presents the popular culture scholar with a multitude of venues from which to investigate this science fiction and fantasy subgenre. Ray Browne (1922–2009), the founder of the academic study of popular culture in America, wrote that popular culture “is the everyday world around us: the mass media, entertainments, and diversions. It is our heroes, icons, rituals, everyday actions, psychology, and religion—our total life picture. It is the way of living we inherit, practice and modify as we please, and how we do it. It is the dreams we dream while asleep.”1 And what if these dreams are steampunk influenced? Steampunk turns upside down the world of science fiction and fantasy. Reimagining both the past and the future, often through a neo-Victorian lens, steampunk also allows us to debate serious social, economic, political, and cultural issues relevant to our present lives.


      Since the 1980s steampunk has witnessed the emergence of a global community of followers whose interest has moved beyond its Victorian literary foundations, and the genre has split into a mash-up of creative influences. A new generation of tinkerers and entrepreneurs make and sell steampunk-themed products, including home décor items; laptops retrofitted with gears, brass, and knobs; and fashion designs with such “must haves” as goggles, corsets, and skin art. Steampunk has crossed over into feature films, fandom groups, video games, and music (e.g., steampunk fair headliners Abney Park and Professor Elemental). One can even fantasize with steam-powered vibrators (beware, you need to wear welding gloves because the vibrator gets “hot,” according to one inventor!).2


      Steampunk’s admirers and critics alike have grappled with its exact “meaning.” Katherine Wilson observes “what makes Steampunk tricky to peg down is its amorphous nature.”3 She notes that steampunk, for the most part, has a decided Victorian influence but it may just as easily fit into other “clothes,” such as Edwardian or perhaps psychedelic, but with steampunk it is what you choose for the masquerade ball. Fan blog sites provide additional examples of steampunk’s accessibility to the general public. The Weird Tales blog has published Stephen H. Segal’s “Five Thoughts on the Popularity of Steampunk,” pointing out that for those who once were part of the Goth movement, some have drifted along with their parents to steampunk finding that “It’s not just cool because it is trendy—it’s cool because it is inspirational.”4


      Putting this levity aside for a moment, steampunk does provoke serious political and social debate—much of it self-reflective. Is it merely a nostalgia-driven fad or an actual “movement” with an ideology and agenda? Rebecca Onion, whose path-breaking chapter is cited throughout this collection, observes that “a social movement based around an aesthetic seems particularly vulnerable to imitation and misinterpretation.”5 In sync with Browne’s call to explore the multiple manifestations of “popular culture,” Onion acknowledges the heart of steampunk culture is best defined by “the object-based work of its fans” but cautions that “misinterpretation of an aesthetic movement as simple aesthetics leaves the deeper relationship between human and object unexamined.”6 One example of steampunk as more than mere “aesthetic” can be seen in its “radical” endeavors; bloggers James Schafer and Kate Franklin of Parliament & Wake, in their discussion “Why Steampunk (Still) Matters,” describe steampunk as a counterculture movement aligned with those objecting to global corporate greed and the increasing disparities between the “haves” and “have nots”—themes familiar to those found in the Occupy Wall Street protests (OWS).7 “Radical” steampunks envision a future far different from today, with political/economic/social power structures reversed, leaving its proponents asking “Why not?” and demanding greater accountability from the ruling political/corporate classes.


      If we return to just the literary origins of steampunk, we see how it has moved beyond its sci-fi roots, fracturing into such subgenres as steampunk erotica and “paranormal steampunk.” Popular culture scholars are presented with an interesting challenge: how to define this movement without assigning it a homogenizing identity. Steampunk devotees are well aware of previous anthologies—Ann and Jeff VanderMeer’s essential Steampunk (2008) immediately comes to mind—that showcase the literature that has been inspired by Verne and Wells and seem to best epitomize the “steampunk” label. The chapters included in Steaming into a Victorian Future offer critical explorations of such fiction, as well as the other equally important manifestations of steampunk, from music to DIY websites. Hopefully this anthology will be a catalyst for further scholarly debate as steampunk becomes an even greater presence in popular culture.


      Notes


      1. “Conversations with Scholars in American Popular Culture: Ray B. Browne,” Americana: The Journal of American Popular Culture 1900 to Present 1, no. 2 (2002), n.p., www.americanpopularculture.com/journal/articles/fall_2002/browne.htm (1 April 2012).


      2. Ani Niows, inventor, cited in Katherine Wilson, “Steampunk,” Meanjin Quarterly 69, no. 2 (2010): 26.


      3. Wilson, “Steampunk,” 24.


      4. Stephen H. Segal, “Five Thoughts on the Popularity of Steampunk,” in Weird Tales: The Original Magazine of the Unique, Fantastic & Bizarre (2008), http://weirdtales.net/wordpress/2008/09/17/five-thoughts-on-the-popularity-of-steampunk (1 April 2012).


      5. Rebecca Onion, “Reclaiming the Machine: An Introductory Look at Steampunk in Everyday Practice,” Neo-Victorian Studies 1, no. 1 (2008): 155, www.neovictorianstudies.com (1 April 2012).


      6. Onion, “Reclaiming the Machine,” 139.


      7. James Schafer and Kate Franklin, “Why Steampunk (Still) Matters” (2011), http://parliamentandwake.com/veil/whysteampunkmatters/whysteampunkmatters.html (1 April 2012).
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      Introduction


      Cynthia J. Miller and Julie Anne Taddeo

    


    
      Imagine a Victorian world where colorful flying contraptions crawl across the skies, rockets propel wrought-iron velocipedes, and clockwork men clamber about in mechanical bodies. Jules Verne and H. G. Wells brought these “different engines” into their contemporary world, calling forth both gods and monsters in the machine and, in the process, creating the building blocks for countless alternate universes. These are the worlds of steampunk, where spectacle intrudes into ordinary nineteenth-century settings, carrying with it timeless fears and fantasies.1
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          Perils of the future. Copyright Jody Steel

        

      

      Originally coined in the late 1980s, the term steampunk was “retrofitted,” if you will, to describe a group of nineteenth-century-inspired technofantasies2—darkly atmospheric novels of a time that never was—ranging from K. W. Jeter’s Morlock Night (1979) and Infernal Devices (1987), James P. Blaylock’s Homonculus (1986), and Tim Powers’s The Anubis Gates (1983), which were becoming increasingly popular with readers of science fiction and fantasy, to the much earlier works of Verne and Wells. It is an uncommon hybrid of a term, describing even more uncommon tales of historical science fiction infused with Victorian visions of wildly anachronistic technologies. Here, in a London darker and wilder than anything imagined by Dickens, scientists and magicians, philosophers and poets, time travelers and clockwork humans animate worlds inspired by Gothic romances, where extraordinary inventions are seamlessly integrated into everyday life.3


      In the decades since steampunk’s formal inclusion in the literary and cinematic imagination, even more novels, short stories, and films have brought the genre’s whirring gears and gleaming gadgetry to the far corners of the world. As a result, a complex global subculture and fandom have emerged, drawing together literature, film, music, art, fashion, and both material and digital cultures, along with institutions of preservation and display, creating what Rebecca Onion terms “a multi-textual aesthetic.”4 The constellations of meaning associated with steampunk have evolved and expanded beyond mere technofantasy, to signal innovation, creativity, unconventionality, and resistance—both imaginative and political.


      While many well-known steampunk works, such as Brian Aldiss’s trio of writings that began with Frankenstein Unbound (1973), William Gibson and Bruce Sterling’s novel The Difference Engine (1991), and Alan Moore’s graphic-novel series The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen (1999), stay close to their Victorian roots,5 others range farther afield: Philip Pullman’s young adult trilogy, His Dark Materials (2005), begins in an otherworldly version of Oxford that is a blend of nineteenth-century settings and mind-boggling technologies (including a truth-detecting alethiometer). Cherie Priest’s Boneshaker (2009) and its sequels, Dreadnought (2010) and Clementine (2010), inject airship pirates, deadly gasses, and the titular “Incredible Bone-Shaking Drill Engine” into a Civil War–era United States. Joe R. Lansdale’s Zeppelins West (2001) transports the performers of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show to Japan via zeppelin. Led by Cody, whose head is kept alive in a Mason jar, mounted atop a steam-powered man, the tale borrows characters and narrative devices from Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), Stoker’s Dracula (1897), Verne’s 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea (1869), and even Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900), along the way.


      As steampunk made its way from the page to the screen, it made itself at home in other locales, such as the American frontier in the television series The Wild, Wild West (CBS, 1965–1969). The series and its feature-film remake (1999) followed the James Bond–style adventures of two gadget-laden Secret Service agents who battled an assortment of diabolical inventors and their super-weapons in the late 1860s and early 1870s. Later, the unconventional Western heroes of The Adventures of Brisco County, Jr. (Fox, 1993–1994) and the short-lived series Legend (UPN, 1995)—a lawyer-turned-bounty-hunter and a dime-novelist-turned-adventurer—met similar opponents in the 1890s, defeating them with the help of eccentric inventor partners who equipped them with advanced technology of their own. In motion pictures, films such as Van Helsing (2004), The Golden Compass (2007), and Jonah Hex (2010) deepened the fantastic tones of their source material with steampunk imagery that helped define the subgenre’s cinematic niche.


      While the diversity of steampunk’s formats, characters, and inventions is breathtaking, taken together, all of them work to place steampunk—with its collision of past and future and its dissonance of form and function—squarely in the visual foreground as a commentary on the relationship between human and machine. Nineteenth-century science and technology were often characterized by this ongoing conflict of wonder versus horror—the balance between the irrational and the rational, fantasy and realism—the two existing side by side in continual tension as the world around them grappled with notions of progress.6 And while the continued advancement of technology pushed back the boundaries of the magical, the era’s highly advanced technology often seemed—as science fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke famously observed—indistinguishable from magic. The fantastic machines it created stood for our ability to tame the most fearsome creations, with the Victorian inventor playing a role that was half scientist, half magus.7


      And it is that magic, breathtaking and terrifying at the same time, that steampunk confers on the genres and contexts in which it appears. The introduction of Victorian technologies inflects even the most traditional of narratives with glimmers of spectacle, horror, and futuristic realism—the powers exhibited by its extraordinary machines are beyond comprehension. They defy gravity, annihilate distance, reshape the landscape with the pull of a lever, and obliterate entire cities with the push of a button. The disjuncture of their appearance focuses audiences’ attention on meaning—not only of historical time, space, and capacity but also of the stability of the present as its ongoing extension. It releases our unspoken fears about the inherent moral qualities of technology and the politics of progress, at the same time reminding us of the fragility of our historically grounded cultural identities.8 “Steampunk is fantasy made real,” proclaimed an editorial in a recent issue of SteamPunk Magazine, “filtered through the brass sieve of nostalgia, vehemence, curiosity, wonderment, and apprehension. It is inherently political, . . . it is anti-establishment. It is dangerous to pluck our dreams from muddy scribblings and coax them into existence.”9
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      The Scope of the Book


      While often considered solely through the lens of literature—science fiction, in particular—steampunk is, in fact, a complex phenomenon that also affects, transforms, and unites a wide range of disciplines and the individuals and communities that create, interpret, and consume them. This volume expands and extends existing scholarship on steampunk in order to explore previously unconsidered questions about cultural creativity, social networking, fandom, appropriation, and the creation of meaning.10 The following chapters examine the many and varied manifestations of steampunk, both separately and in relation to each other, in order to better understand the steampunk subculture and its effect on—and interrelationship with—popular culture and the wider society.


      In a recent article for Neo-Victorian Studies, Christine Ferguson encouraged scholars to pay “more attention both to mass-market steampunk fiction and to the subculture’s rich micro-media—to zines, blogs, and discussion board postings, music lyrics, artist’s statements, manufactured objects, and costumes”; in doing so, we can move beyond the aesthetic, in order to appreciate the often competing “practices and political identifications” of steampunk.11 As just one example of neo-Victorianism,12 steampunk reflects the possibilities for subversion; it is not a mere nostalgia for corsets or fantasies of goggles and dirigibles, but another lens through which to examine the racial, class, and gender politics of both the past and present.


      Part I of this collection is especially concerned with the social messages of the steampunk narrative, whether expressed through the medium of the novel or, in the case of “chap-hop” artist Professor Elemental, music. Despite their differences, the examples of steampunk presented in this section reflect not only the timelessness of Victorianism but also, as Rachel Bowser and Brian Croxall suggest, how we are the “Other Victorians.”13 We look to the Victorians—so familiar yet strange—not necessarily to escape the mundane of the present or to romanticize the past, but to understand and negotiate contemporary problems.


      While Jules Verne and H. G. Wells clearly influence the technological fantasies and aesthetic of steampunk, Catherine Siemann suggests an even earlier Victorian influence: the social problem novel. Mastered by the likes of Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins, and Elizabeth Gaskell, this genre of fiction exposed the cruelties of the Industrial Revolution as it wreaked havoc on the lives of the English working class. In her chapter, “Some Notes on the Steampunk Social Problem Novel,” Siemann uses a diverse range of fiction, from William Gibson and Bruce Sterling’s The Difference Engine (1991) to more recent works like China Miéville’s Perdido Street Station (2000) and Cherie Priest’s Boneshaker (2009) to explore how steampunk echoes the themes and reformist agenda of the Victorian “novel of purpose.” Steampunk authors are less concerned with re-creating the “gaslamp” atmosphere of the past than they are with redressing such social issues as prostitution, voting inequalities, pollution, and crime, which dominated Victorian discourse and still speak to contemporary audiences.


      One issue in particular links steampunk to its nineteenth-century roots: what the Victorians called the “Woman Question”—in other words, what can/should a woman do? In his chapter, “Useful Troublemakers: Social Retrofuturism in the Steampunk Novels of Gail Carriger and Cherie Priest,” Mike Perschon addresses how these two steampunk writers reimagine the New Woman, whose rational dress and suffrage campaigns threatened society with “sexual anarchy,” but who, in retrospect, was more often a literary construction than actual danger to Victorian convention. Carriger’s Parasol Protectorate series and Priest’s Clockwork Century series offer modern readers independent, strong female characters (what Perschon calls “damsels without distress”) who challenge Victorian tropes of fallen women, mannish old maids, and rescued maidens, and in the process, illustrate steampunk’s potential to investigate not just technological but social possibilities as well.


      Perschon bemusedly observes that while many Victorian New Women longed to get out of a corset, the hope of many steampunk women seems to be to get into one. The social implications of steampunk’s love affair with the corset are explored further in Julie Anne Taddeo’s chapter, “Corsets of Steel: Steampunk’s Reimagining of Victorian Femininity.” What some Victorian New Women and twentieth-century feminists critiqued as a “straitjacket” of femininity, contemporary writers of steampunk romance and erotic fiction now envision as a garment of liberation and transgression. In the steampunk universe, corsets act as body armor, empower hearts with their clockwork technology, and, last but not least, facilitate sexual pleasure. In the process, these entertaining stories of corseted heroines defending Victoria’s empire or coping with their own cyborged selves expose the social limitations that confronted their historical counterparts for whom the corset was often more restricting than liberating.


      Since Janice Radway’s groundbreaking 1984 study, Reading the Romance, other academics have recognized the romance genre’s potential for social criticism and feminist commentary alongside the expected narratives of burgeoning love and passion. As Dru Pagliassotti (herself a writer of steampunk romance) notes in her chapter, “Love and the Machine: Technology and Human Relationships in Steampunk Romance and Erotica,” steampunk romance and erotica have an additional special attraction as they promise that anyone can find love or sexual fulfillment even in a complex world increasingly shaped by technology. Like much contemporary neo-Victorian romance, steampunk romance and erotica call upon social restrictions on gender roles, cross-class and cross-race relationships, and same-sex relationships, using them to present obstacles to the protagonists’ romantic and/or sexual fulfillment. However, when technology is a significant part of the plot, it is typically depicted as a means by which the characters may break down those restrictions. At the same time, these stories emphasize that although technology may aid or enhance human abilities and relationships, it is ultimately incapable of satisfactorily replacing them.


      Our relationship to technology, and its often disastrous results, is the theme not just of steampunk fiction but of its music as well, as described in Jamieson Ridenhour’s chapter, “‘Anything Is Possible for a Man in a Top Hat with a Monkey with a Monocle’: Remixing Steampunk in Professor Elemental’s The Indifference Engine.” Professor Elemental’s 2010 album is in many ways an anthology of steampunk stories in rhyme set to a beat. The character, an explorer/inventor/tea afficionado who has a surgically altered orangutan butler and wears jodhpurs and a pith helmet, is revealed through the narratives in the raps, and like other steampunk works, many of Professor Elemental’s songs use Victorian sensation literature as a jumping-off point. As hip-hop, Elemental’s music also reflects how steampunk culture in general represents a “remix,” a reverential nod to older works and ideas accomplished by combining them with new interpretations, new politics, and new technologies.


      In “Animal Magic,” Professor Elemental, in his mad scientist role, sings about his “home-made zoo,” playfully prompting us to consider the ethics of “playing God.” Part II of this collection looks at this more familiar manifestation of steampunk—science fiction—with its Victorian roots and contemporary concerns. The following chapters in this section also represent how steampunk itself has evolved, from the page to the screen, and now as a “real life” and virtual community, reflecting in the process steampunk’s complicated embrace and repudiation of technology.


      As an early example of the genre, Jacques Tardi’s 1974 graphic novel, The Arctic Marauder, calls attention to the destructive potential of Victorian scientific ambition, and explores the moral consequences of the technologies that have come to exemplify steampunk narratives. In her chapter, “‘In Sum, Evil Has Prevailed’: The Moral Morass of Science and Exploration in Jacques Tardi’s The Arctic Marauder,” Erika Behrisch Elce describes how Tardi captures the spirit of Victorian polar exploration, but the main purpose of the novel is social critique; the idealism of scientific discovery for the benefit of humanity is replaced with the scientists’ delight in destruction. At the end of Tardi’s story of mad scientists and the evils they create, the narrator reassures us: “let not your heart be troubled, such individuals do not exist, they will never exist, and inventions of this ilk are impossible to build,” but as Elce reminds us, readers of steampunk know that at the start of the twenty-first century, Tardi’s narrator is, unfortunately, tragically wrong.


      In “‘Fulminations and Fulgurators’: Jules Verne, Karel Zeman, and Steampunk Cinema,” John C. Tibbetts introduces us to another example of proto-steampunk: the 1958 film The Fabulous World of Jules Verne. Based on one of Verne’s later novels, Face au drapeau (“Facing the Flag”), Czech filmmaker Karel Zeman’s production is a Victorian-era retrovision, imagining for the nineteenth century such wildly anachronistic technologies as submarines, air travel, and rocket missiles. Like Tardi’s Arctic Marauder, Verne’s story, and Zeman’s film, echo both Victorians’ and steampunks’ ambivalence regarding the benefits of science, as the mad scientist Roch experiments with the “Roch Fulgurator,” a sort of auto-propulsive engine charged with an explosive compound. Curiously, unlike his contemporary H. G. Wells, Verne displayed little, if any, awareness of early motion picture technology and its visual effects. As Tibbetts concludes, it was up to Zeman not just to adapt Verne’s story, but to create a proto-steampunk vision of his own.


      Not all of steampunk science fiction imagines technology as immoral and threatening. The iconic image of the dirigible graces the covers of innumerable steampunk novels and announces the joyful potential of human invention. In “Airships East, Zeppelins West: Steampunk’s Fantastic Frontiers,” Cynthia J. Miller describes how airships embody steampunk’s imaginative power, even as they reference present-day nostalgia for the early years of flight. Miller looks at the history of the airship in popular culture, from the proto-steampunk novels of Jules Verne to more contemporary films like Wild Wild West (1999) as well as the historical origins (and disasters) of early airship travel. Despite such horrors as the Hindenburg explosion, the airship signifies, according to Miller, the possibility of magic and the magic of possibility as steampunk adventurers explore and redefine the frontier.


      Similarly, for Suzanne Barber and Matt Hale, steampunk represents a proclivity toward a positivistic and reconstructive mentality as opposed to a nihilistic, deconstructive schema. In their chapter, “Enacting the Never-Was: Upcycling the Past, Present, and Future in Steampunk,” they second Miller’s notion of the magical and playful aspects of steampunk culture. Conducting their own ethnographic research with attendees at the Alternate History Track at Dragon*Con 2010 in Atlanta, Georgia, Barber and Hale prompt us to expand our reading of “texts” to include the expressive behaviors of those who identify themselves as steampunk. Participants in the “History Interactive!” panel were given a variety of historical scenarios to reconstruct and subsequently perform for one another with the aid of contemporary, historical, and steampunk-themed props. Panel attendees created skits that centered around the “what ifs” of history, creating, for example, an alternate, steampunked version of the Civil War or a Viking Thanksgiving. In the process, the participants engaged in what Barber and Hale call “upcycling” time—the past not only becomes the building blocks of an alternate history, it also presents new possibilities for shaping an alternate present and future.


      Diana M. Pho in her chapter, “Objectified and Politicized: The Dynamics of Ideology and Consumerism in Steampunk Subculture,” expands this analysis of the steampunk community to the virtual realm. Pho notes the strange irony that despite its admiration for preindustrial technologies, steampunk cannot thrive without the aid of social media platforms like Facebook, Tumblr, and Twitter; interpreting personal websites and blogs as “objects,” she ponders how steampunk’s postmodern, mediatized identity serves both in conjunction with and in reaction against anticonsumerist stances. Her comparison of two very different politically biased texts, the more “radical” SteamPunk Magazine and the “conservative” online comic Steampunk Palin, for example, illustrates how steampunk accounts for dynamic viewpoints (and engenders a great deal of controversy among its practitioners and fans).


      While Pho broadens our understanding of the steampunk “object,” Part III of our collection returns to a more traditional notion of steampunk “things”—and the individuals (both “real” and fictional) who make, collect, sell, use, and/or curate them. In the examples of science fiction discussed by our contributors, the fulgurators and airships would not be possible without the genius of the inventor, but steampunk, with its do-it-yourself ethic, has an “Everyman” (and woman) appeal, encouraging aficionados to retrofit a home computer or design jewelry out of old clock bits and pieces.


      In “‘Love the Machine, Hate the Factory’: Steampunk Design and the Vision of a Victorian Future,” Sally-Anne Huxtable considers the ways in which online marketplaces such as Etsy.com and Folksy.co.uk have facilitated the emergence of this DIY culture of art, craft, fashion, and design. Huxtable also suggests that the political activism and utopianism of the nineteenth-century arts and crafts movement are reimagined in steampunk design as an expression of resistance against the perceived uniformity and blandness of contemporary consumer culture. Inspired by SteamPunk Magazine’s motto, “Love the machine, hate the factory,” Huxtable’s chapter explores the ways in which steampunk offers a vision of an alternative future in which factory-made, mass-produced, and homogenous design is abandoned in favor of an aesthetic that celebrates the beauty of machines, the materiality of objects and dress, and the importance of the quality of individuality and the act of artistic creation itself.


      Many steampunks, as Amy Sue Bix argues, portray the Victorian era as the last refuge of fine craftsmanship, as they express nostalgia for the look and feel of older technologies and ornamental objects made of brass
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