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    INTRODUCTION


    Among the many scientific premises and science- fiction themes explored weekly in the television series Fringe, as well as within this anthology, one concept not explicitly addressed in an episode to date is that of chaos. At the same time one could easily make the argument that the entire series is a study in chaos theory, and no single episode makes explicit reference simply because its influence is interwoven throughout the fabric of the entire series.


    A colloquial definition of the term chaos might include descriptors like disorder, disarray, and/or randomness: the disarray of Walter Bishop’s laboratory or a Harvard fraternity house on Saturday morning being good examples. The definition advanced by a scientist or mathematician, on the other hand, would have less do to with disorder, nothing to do with randomness, and everything with predictability.


    Dynamical systems—physical systems with many interacting parts—are all around us and a part of our everyday lives: billiard balls on a table, gas molecules in the room, a pendulum clock, our weather, the Solar System. A dynamical system is said to be chaotic when the solutions to the differential equations that govern its behavior are extremely sensitive to initial conditions: an ever-so-slight change, or perturbation, in the starting point leads to dramatically different outcomes or behaviors. A classic model for a chaotic system, and certainly the most familiar, is the weather, which exhibits behavior known as the Butterfly Effect. (After all, how many physical phenomena have movies named after them?) The notion is that weather is so sensitive to its initial state that a butterfly flapping its wings in Hong Kong one day can influence the weather in New York a week later. The more chaotic the system, the more pronounced are the effects of small perturbations like those from the efforts of a butterfly and the more difficult it is to predict the final outcome. The Universe is filled with small perturbations, and systems that behave in this manner are both commonplace and everywhere.


    A dynamical system does not have to be as complex as Earth’s weather to exhibit chaotic behavior, and some surprisingly simple systems are chaotic. A simple pendulum is not chaotic; a double pendulum—where a second free-swinging pendulum is attached to the mass of the first—is. On a pool table, hit the cue ball at two ever-so-slightly different angles, wind up with two different final arrangements that look entirely unrelated.


    The notion of randomness doesn’t even enter this chaotic landscape, at least not in an obvious way. Hit the cue ball the same way every single time, and you’ll wind up with the exact same final state every single time. From a more pragmatic viewpoint, if you tried to repeat the experiment it’s highly unlikely that every ball would begin the trial in exactly the same position on the table, or in the exact same orientation. It’s equally unlikely that you’d hit the ball exactly the same way two successive times. In even a fairly simple chaotic system, these small differences matter.


    The decisions we make on a daily basis can be viewed similarly, as perturbations to the paths of our lives—forks in the road known in chaos theory as bifurcations—with different, sometimes very different, possible outcomes. For example, how many times after a traumatic event has somebody involved lamented, “If only I hadn’t…” “If only I’d have set my alarm clock somewhere away from my bedside when I thought about it, I wouldn’t have slept through that final exam” (this example happened to me), or “If only I’d put a label on that coke bottle to indicate that it really contained antifreeze, you wouldn’t have drank it” (this actually happened to two astronomer friends of mine). According to Fringe executive producer J.H. Wyman, “Your life is what your choices are.”


    Now here’s where it gets weird. One cosmological model of parallel universes (discussed later in essays by both Max Tegmark and Mike Brotherton, and one taken seriously by theoretical physicists) posits that, whenever you are presented with a choice, “Do I do X or do I do Y?” parallel universes come into being in which every eventuality actually plays out. If we had a bird’s-eye view of both universes, we could see that some choices are relatively inconsequential: the states of the two universes merge after a time and become identical. For most decisions, however, the two paths diverge—for some they diverge exponentially.


    What is novel about Fringe is that the viewer sees two versions of “what might have been.” We have that bird’s-eye view, and are witness to the bifurcation and divergence of two lives, two Walter Bishops. Both Walter Bishops lost a son—one from disease, one at the hands of the other—and the path of their lives went in dramatically different and initially unpredictable ways. This is the hallmark of chaos, yet this is not a new concept in works of science fiction. For years works of television and cinematic science fiction have been presenting viewers with an implicit worldview in which the flow of time is chaotic by its very nature. How often have time travelers observed, or counseled fellow travelers, that caution is in order because changing the past, even through something as trivial as stepping on an ant, could result in a dramatically different future?


    The divergence of the lives of Walter Bishop, initiated by the events surrounding the illness of his son(s), Peter, have left us with a harder, edgier, more militaristic Walternate in the other universe, and a Walter in this Universe who, quite literally, has a hole in his head and uses LSD as his experimental drug of choice. This is an intentional element on the series: in an October 2010 interview in the New York Post, Fringe executive producer Jeff Pinkner said that the creators of the series built a parallel universe to show “how small choices that you make define you as a person and can change your life in large ways down the line.” (On this point Nick Mamatas observes in detail in his essay “Waltered States” how the two different versions of Walter Bishop mimic the personalities of 1960s icons and rivals G. Gordon Liddy and Timothy Leary.) Events gave rise to two very different Walters, yet clearly the seeds of both of these disparate personalities must have been present in both, at least in small measure, to start.


    As we bounce from human interaction to human interaction in life, like billiard balls on a table, who we are, the choices we make, and the repercussions of our actions can create pronounced and unpredictable ripple effects in the lives of those around us. Those effects—perturbations to the lives of others, if you will—can create secondary ripples, tertiary ripples, and so forth, having unintended and unpredictable consequences even in the lives of people we’ve never even met. So although it’s not surprising that aspects of Walternate’s personality might be mirrored in the persona of others in his close sphere of influence—like Fauxlivia (she of the Olympic marksmanship medal)—somebody in the right place at the right time might, intentionally or otherwise, have profound influence over lives and events that are far more wide-ranging. A traffic accident on a Los Angeles freeway at the wrong time of day can literally disrupt hundreds of thousands of lives dramatically and almost instantaneously. How many missed dinners, missed dentist appointments, missed airline boardings, missed soccer practices, missed therapy sessions, missed recitals, or missed dates arise from a single ill-advised lane change?


    Walter Bishop’s and William Bell’s human trials with cortexiphan, and other radical scientific experimentation, certainly had far-flung impacts: outcomes (i.e. “The Pattern”) that drove much of the action on Fringe, particularly in the first season. This ripple effect is arguably even more pronounced Over There: take an otherwordly brilliant scientist, subject him to a traumatic event like the loss/theft of his son, and he might just convince himself to be the change he wants to see in his world. In that sense, the entirety of Walternate’s life can be viewed as a perturbation to the evolution of his entire society.[1] Compared to society in this Universe, the Unites States Over There has grown colder, harsher, more militaristic, an evolution with marked similarity to Walternate’s own.


    An object or system that is self-similar in this way—one that has a similar appearance at different size scales—is said to be fractal. Mountains are fractal. So are snowflakes. This is another hallmark of a chaotic system and another manner in which Fringe can be viewed as a study in chaos theory. That the lives of the characters on Fringe can be considered a real-world gedanken experiment on the chaotic nature of the choices we make, when those characters themselves experiment upon others, is another way in which Fringe can be said to be fractal. The Fringe writers experiment with the lives of the Walter Bishops in the same way that Walter Bishop experimented on his cortexiphan victim subjects. (In his essay “Fringe Double-Blinded Me with Science” Robert T. Jeschonek explores in much greater detail fictional and real-world aspects of experimentation within Fringe.)


    We see within the self-similar structure of a snowflake that order can arise from within chaotic systems. In some there are even “preferred” states, states to which the system tends to gravitate irrespective of starting point. These are called attractors. Though the two Fringe universes have undergone marked divergence, they’re not entirely different. There are some events that simply have so much weight, so much gravity, that they cannot be changed. They will happen even in societies that have shown pronounced divergence.[2] The attacks of 9/11 were such events, Fringe suggests; the destruction of the World Trade Center was not (Over There, the Pentagon and White House alone were attacked). Even from “The Pattern,” which initially didn’t seem like it had a pattern at all, we see order arising from chaos on Fringe. In that way, even the real-world television series is self-similar to the events depicted within the Fringe universe.


    Order from disorder, self-similarity, extreme divergence of nearly similar states: the chaotic elements of Fringe are implicit within its framework. The show is certainly far more than a gedanken experiment in chaos theory, however, and the essays that follow easily make that case. In the pages to come Paul Levinson, Amy H. Sturgis, and David Dylan Thomas discuss the rich mythos of Fringe, one informed by countless seminal works—pillars from science fiction past. For the hard-core technology fans of Fringe, you’ll find plenty of meaty essays into which you can sink your teeth—and although I do not refer to Gene here, Amy Berner does provide a very charming essay on Walter’s bovine companion. The fringe science and technology explored weekly on Fringe is, itself, explored here in essays by Stephen Cass (time travel), Jovana Grbi´c (infectious diseases), Brendan Allison (brain-computer interfaces), and Garth Sundem (memory manipulation). I hope that you, as much as I, enjoy exploring the technology, the really “out there” (or Over There) concepts, and even the chaos that, like a chemical reaction in Walter’s laboratory, combine to give us Fringe science.


    KEVIN R. GRAZIER


    Los Angeles, CA


    May 2011

  


  
    

    PARANORMAL IS THE NEW NORMAL


    DAVID DYLAN THOMAS
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    In television and cinema science fiction we’re frequently exposed to paranormal phenomena, the source of which the viewer eventually learns is mysticism, the supernatural, or the Occult. Such works, then, belong more in the overarching realm of speculative fiction rather than science fiction. On Fringe we are constantly fed a similar diet of phenomena, like precognition, telekinesis, clairvoyance, and astral projection, but always given a physical basis that defers to the scientific and rational. Based upon this, David Dylan Thomas argues that Fringe rightfully earns its place firmly within the realm of science fiction.


    The Fringe Files


    On September 9, 2008, Fringe premiered on Fox, the same network that launched The X-Files fifteen years earlier (almost to the day). The two shows seemed to share a lot in common: in both, a specialty division of the FBI investigates paranormal activity, applying scientific rigor and professional investigation techniques to the bizarre and unexplained. There is even a no-nonsense female lead new to all these strange goings-on about to be taken on a journey that will change her life. It seemed Fringe would have little to distinguish itself from its groundbreaking kith, until a pattern—if you’ll excuse the phrase—began to emerge.


    Within its first season, The X-Files’ investigators had encountered ghosts, mediums, reincarnation, faith healing, werewolves, and, well, whatever you call it when a twin is psychically controlled by his dead brother’s frozen head (“Roland,” 1-23). Within its first season, Fringe covered exactly two of these topics: ghosts (“The Equation,” 1-8) and mediums (“The Ghost Network,” 1-3)—and in neither case were they faced with the real deal. The X-Files would go on to tackle vampires, the Devil, zombies, and God. In its entire run so far, Fringe has tackled exactly none of these.


    Two Flavors of Weird


    When paranormal stuff happens in fiction—or real life, for that matter—we tend to blame one of two culprits: the supernatural or the scientific. If we see a magician pull a rabbit out of a hat, either he has mystical powers that science cannot explain or he’s simply opened a portal to another universe that is, for some reason, overrun with rabbits. Fringe would prefer to believe the latter. It is not interested in the paranormal as it pertains to the supernatural. In fact, if you look at the title sequence, the show makes itself quite clear on exactly what it believes constitutes paranormal activity. The list of words that go floating by include, in season one:


    Psychokinesis


    Teleportation


    Nanotechnology


    Artificial Intelligence


    Precognition


    Dark Matter


    Suspended Animation


    Cybernetics


    Transmogrification


    And in season two:


    Hypnosis


    ESP


    Hive Mind


    Pyrokinesis


    Neuroscience


    Clairaudience


    Cryonics


    Parallel Universes


    Astral Projection


    Mutation


    Protoscience


    Genetic Engineering


    Nowhere do we see vampirism, lycanthropy, the undead, or spectrology (the study of ghosts).


    The title itself expresses the limit of the show’s paranormal jurisdiction. Fringe refers to the term “fringe science.” The phenomena the team explores are on the fringe of science, but are still, by definition, within the boundaries of science.


    A Ghost by Any Other Name


    The focus of the series can be best expressed by the episodes in which Fringe Division ostensibly concerns itself with supernatural phenomena, only to explain it away using science. In “The Ghost Network,” the team encountered Roy McComb, a man who believed his ability to predict horrible events came from communication with the Devil. What was actually happening was that Roy, experimented on earlier by Walter Bishop, had a compound in his blood that allowed him to receive transmissions on a secret radio frequency used by normal human beings who were planning these events. The “medium” was simply a living antenna. In “The Equation,” a boy believed he was seeing his dead mother come back to life but was in fact strapped to a machine that created hallucinations. In Fringe, ghosts are just electrical impulses in the brain.


    Even your garden-variety monsters take on some weird scientific ontology in the Fringe-iverse. The closest the team has ever gotten to a vampire was a spinal fluid–sucking victim of experimentation (“Midnight,” 1-18). The closest it has ever gotten to a werewolf was a designer virus that turned a man into a beast (“The Transformation,” 1-13). Shape-shifting, common in many folklores (including vampire and werewolf myths), manifests itself in the series as cybernetic soldiers from an alternate universe who take on the forms of friends and loved ones to infiltrate our world. Even though they are explicitly referred to by the more mythical-sounding moniker “shape-shifters,” their technological roots are quite literally skin deep, as demonstrated whenever an injury reveals the mercury that courses through their veins.


    The Post-Paranormal World


    So why not do an episode about zombies that are actually zombies or ghosts that are actually ghosts? It worked for The X-Files. Why would a show limit itself to the narrative possibilities offered by science fiction and not include the potential plot twists available in supernatural horror? Part of the reason may stem from the difference between telling spooky stories in 2008 versus telling spooky stories in 1993.


    In 1993, a vampire was a vampire was a vampire. In the popular culture, Francis Ford Coppola’s gothic take on Dracula had hit theaters the year before and Neil Jordan’s film adaptation of Interview with a Vampire was still a year away. We were just beginning to wrap our minds around treating a vampire as a sympathetic character, or at least as an antihero, but at the end of the day, a vampire was a scary (albeit sexy) dude who sucked your blood.


    In 2008, a vampire is, if not everyman, then at least eminently relatable for a number of reasons. First off, they’re all over television, novels, and movies—True Blood, Twilight, and The Vampire Diaries, and in years prior, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Angel, and Blade. Secondly, they’re all warm and cuddly. Each of those titles I just mentioned contains sympathetic vampire protagonists. Not antiheroes. Just plain old heroes. Thirdly, and most importantly, vampires are unliving out loud. In the world of True Blood, vampires are a part of everyday life. If a character runs into one, they don’t have to worry about someone else not believing the encounter took place. Vampires are just . . . normal.


    Pop culture’s attitude adjustment toward the undead doesn’t stop there. Zombies are the new vampires. They’re the stars of the critically acclaimed, ratings record-breaking television series The Walking Dead, itself an adaptation of a wildly popular comic book. The 2004 film Dawn of the Dead found both box office and critical success. It was considered to be one of the few horror remakes worth watching, and launched the career of director Zack Snyder (300, Watchmen) to boot. They’ve even been woven into the literary fabric with the best seller Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, which itself has launched a subgenre of horror/classic mash-ups including Sense and Sensibility and Sea Monsters and, of course, Abraham Lincoln: Vampire Hunter, which, like Prejudice, will be made into a feature film. And zombies can do more than scare us now. They can make us laugh. Zombieland, Shaun of the Dead, Fido, Dead and Breakfast, and Dead Snow all represent entries in the new “Zom Com” or “Zombedy” subgenre.


    There seems little sport—and even less fear—in doing an episode about zombies or vampires when they all pretty much have their own agents now.


    
Fringe Knows What Scares You


    The other difference between telling scary stories in the early ’90s versus the late ’00s is what scares us. In the early ’90s our obsession with technology was, relatively speaking, nascent. The internet was only just taking root (The X-Files was, in fact, one of the first television shows to benefit from online fandom), and our gadget-mongering was still limited to the relatively new innovation known as the mobile phone (a staple Mulder and Scully accessory). Today, the myriad ways in which we interact with technology both fascinate and unsettle us. In the last ten years, the human genome has been mapped, computers have been placed in virtually every object (including our own bodies), wireless communication has infiltrated nearly every corner of the map, and the rate of data accumulation has accelerated to five exabytes every two days (that’s as much data as was collected between the dawn of man and 2003). Each of these advances gives us as much cause for trepidation as celebration, resulting in a sort of mystical reverence for technology: a veneration that combines both senses of the term—respect and terror—and which supplants the mysticism of the truly mystical. Put simply, the supernatural is no longer as frightening as the technological.


    The X-Files had its share of technophobia—computers gone mad (“Ghost in the Machine,” 1-7), genetic tampering (“Young at Heart,” 1-16), engineered superviruses (“F. Emasculate,” 2-22), bioengineering (“War of the Coprophages,” 3-12)—but these were only a part of the mix. Fringe devotes itself exclusively to the ways in which technology can kill us. In particular, it dwells on the question of what happens when we experiment on ourselves. In many cases, the root cause of the phenomenon being investigated is an experiment Walter had a hand in himself. It is as if, when offered the classic universal monster tableau that includes Dracula, the Mummy, and the Wolf Man, the writers chose to focus exclusively on Frankenstein.


    As if to drive this point home, one of the ongoing mysteries of season one was the meaning of the letters ZFT, which were revealed in “Ability” (1-14) to stand for the title of a book, Zerstörung durch Fortschritte der Technologie. This translates roughly to “destruction by advancement of technology.” The title amounts to a Fringe narrative mission statement. And, as the show demonstrates, there are many different ways in which that destruction can unfold.


    Your Own Worst Enemy


    A decade into the twenty-first century, we know more about the human body than ever before. But with that knowledge comes the ability to cause more damage than ever before. This tension makes body horror—a horror subgenre in which terror derives from the degeneration or mutilation of the body, often via disease or experimentation—a particularly potent vessel for Fringe plotlines. From the flesh-dissolving contagion of the pilot to the grotesque body-mods of the time traveling Alistair Peck in “White Tulip” (2-18), what can happen to our bodies—or what we can do to our own—is a pervasive fear.


    A particularly striking example appears in “Ability,” in which a toxin was synthesized to cause all of a victim’s orifices to seal shut, thus suffocating them. This resonates in two ways: One, the toxin worked by causing the body’s scar tissue mechanism to go into overdrive, sealing any gap in skin tissue, thus using something that is meant to heal us to kill us. Our own body used against us. Two, it left its victims effectively faceless, echoing our own fears about being rendered without identity by technology. In both ways, we were betrayed by the very technology meant to save us.


    Even major characters have technology-related health issues. Recurring season-one villain Mr. Jones found himself dying slowly after using a teleportation device invented by Walter. Nina Sharp lost an arm to Walter’s universe-crossing machine. Walter’s own mental issues were traced back to having parts of his brain removed and added to other people via advanced technology.


    In the Army Now


    One of the scariest stories we can read in the newspaper is that a terrorist organization or enemy country is closer than we are to developing some sort of technology that can cause us harm. Even when our own country develops formidable military tech, we can’t help but wonder how long it will be before that same tech is used against us.


    These anxieties manifest in interesting and sometimes paradoxical ways on the show. Not only does the idea of shape-shifting take on a strictly scientific form, as stated before, but it takes on a peculiarly militaristic one as well. Here, the imagined tech reflects a military fear that is, ironically, not the result of technology in the real world. The threat posed by the shape-shifters is that you’ll never know who one is until it is too late. This taps into the very basic military fear of not knowing who the enemy is (a pervasive J.J. Abrams trope). In the War on Terror, the fear abroad is not being able to distinguish civilians from combatants, while at home the paranoia centers on being unable to distinguish sleepers from citizens.


    The most potent examples of this dilemma defined the initial arc of seasons two and three. Season two opened with Agent Charlie Francis being replaced by a shape-shifting soldier from the alternate universe, deceiving everyone, including Olivia Dunham, who was closer to him than any of the other regulars. Season three opened with an even more intimate and prolonged deception, when Olivia from the alternate universe replaced our own, deceiving her lover, Peter Bishop, who had grown closer to the real Olivia than anyone. Fringe takes the paranoia of not knowing if the stranger in the airport is a terrorist and extends it to the person sharing your bed.


    Of course, technology need not be new to be scary. Suicide bombers have been around since at least the 1880s, but their prevalence in modern warfare has put them front and center in the public amygdala. It is no wonder, then, that the concept of a weaponized human has appeared in several episodes: “Fracture” (2-3); “The Cure” (1-6); and “The Road Not Taken” (1-19). “Fracture” was the most explicit of these metaphors. The victims, injected with a serum that turned them into living explosives that shattered when a particular radio frequency was transmitted, were in fact being used to send a message by a rogue military commander. Olivia and Peter even traveled to Iraq to find the root of the serum, which originated as an attempt to counter chemicals used by Saddam himself.


    That technology can turn us into weapons, even without our knowledge, is an all-too-real scenario that Fringe exploits. Peter himself is the greatest human weapon the show has produced to date. The doomsday devices that dominate season three are inextricably linked to him, unable to function without at least some of his DNA. When he was fully integrated with one of the machines in the season-three finale, “The Day We Died,” it destroyed an entire universe. The design of the devices suggests that in modern warfare, it is the complete integration of man and machine that holds the greatest destructive—and redemptive, given Peter’s ability to use the machine to bridge the universes—potential.


    What’s in the Box?


    Then there is, of course, what we usually think of when we think of technology: iPads, cell phones, laptops, camcorders. You know, gadgets. Or, in the world of Fringe, killer gadgets. The mysterious cylinders of “The Arrival” (1-4); the window that Walter ultimately used to cross over into a parallel universe in “Peter” (2-16); the doomsday devices both sides built throughout season three. This flavor of technophobia is as old as the atomic bomb, but its pervasiveness in the show suggests that there is no scientific leap forward that cannot cause untold, if not unforeseen, damage.


    Perhaps the most deliberately metaphorical instance of this fear was represented by “The Box” (3-2), in which a mysterious container killed those who opened it (and anyone nearby). On any other show, we’d be dealing with something mystical, like Pandora’s Box or the Ark of the Covenant, but this box did its damage using an ultrasonic wave. Given the mystical reverence we have for technology, though, the “how” is almost beside the point. Most consumer technology today comes in the form of a closed box. An iPod, a laptop, a DVR. We don’t know what’s inside, and we don’t particularly care, as long as it does what we want it to. But the mystery inside the box has never been greater. Even if you can’t guess what all the parts of a car do, they’re at least differentiated. Break open an iPod and you simply see more “boxes.” That the eponymous box caused harm using invisible waves simply enhanced the mystical aura and echoed the very real fears people have about modern technology causing internal, invisible harm. A thresher can rip your arm off, but a cell phone can give you brain cancer.


    Yes, We Have No Aliens


    The most pervasive villains on The X-Files that have made no appearance on Fringe are, of course, aliens. In many cases, when some paranormal activity victimized some poor, unsuspecting citizen of the X-Files universe, the most likely explanation was that aliens (or aliens in league with the government) did it. On Fringe, this is never the case. The most likely explanation on that show is someone from a parallel universe did it.


    Both explanations offer an easy way to explain the use of technology vastly superior to our own. Aliens are, technologically speaking, very much like alternate universe humans. They have different technology because they evolved differently. But where aliens speak to a fear of the external and foreign, alternate universe humans speak to a fear of the familiar and, ultimately, of the self. Instead of xenophobia, you get autophobia.


    “Jacksonville” (2-15) demonstrated what people who look, talk, and act just like us are really capable of. Scientists from an alternate universe caused two identical buildings from different universes to merge, inflicting horrible deaths on those within. It is, in fact, because the buildings (and the people within) are so similar that the experiment took place at all (an attempt to exchange equal mass between universes). In that sense it was similarity itself that killed, but this episode took that idea one step further. Not only were characters similar to our heroes to be feared, but so were our heroes themselves.


    In an attempt to fight back and discover when the next incident like this would occur, Walter took Olivia back to Jacksonville, Florida, where she had been given experimental drugs as a child to enhance her innate abilities. These clandestine experiments involved scores of children, many of whom were haunted for the rest of their lives (and some of whom became the “monsters” of previous episodes). While it is horrible to imagine that some alien race could come down from the heavens and abduct our children and run experiments on them, it is perhaps more frightening to imagine that human beings, fighting for our side, could do the same. And while The X-Files often depicted human complicity in such atrocities, Fringe lays the blame exclusively on people, whichever world they come from.


    This is the fear, and the lesson, that Fringe taps into. Dr. Frankenstein was not an alien or a supernatural creature. He was a person.


    That alone, of course, is not what made him dangerous. Fringe might suggest that there are two more factors at play—two more things you need to understand about Dr. Frankenstein that made him a threat. The first is that he was very, very smart.


    Smarter Than Your Average Theoretical Physicist


    In “White Tulip,” brilliant scientist Alistair Peck discovered how to travel through time at the cost of dozens of human lives. Geneticist and former cell decay and regeneration specialist Roland David Barrett actually brought someone back from the dead, but only after some vicious—albeit impressive—organ thievery in “Marionette” (3-9). If either of these or any number of other Fringe antagonists were only of even average intelligence they would have done far less damage. But intelligence is not the only ingredient necessary for paranormal chaos.


    This is because even a smart person poses no threat when their intentions are pure, or even mundane. We have GPS, in part, because researchers at MIT got bored one day and tried to track the position of Sputnik for a lark. The real danger, Fringe seems to say, is when you combine human endeavor at its finest with human frailty at its basest. What Peck, Barrett, and Frankenstein all have in common—in addition to genius—is grief. And the show’s loudest warning about mixing profound emotional wounds with profound intellectual curiosity is Walter Bishop himself.


    The Fault Lies Not in the Technology . . .


    If Fringe has a lynchpin episode, it is “Peter.” In this episode we saw the root of the show’s overall narrative. Walter Bishop, grieving father to a son claimed by disease, opened a portal to another world. There he saw his opposite number about to face the same tragedy. Only this time a cure was found—and destroyed—all while the alternate universe Walter (cleverly dubbed “Walternate”) was looking the other way. In order to save Walternate’s son, Walter broke through to the other universe and stole him. On this side, he cured him, but never gave him back. He couldn’t bear to lose his son again, even if it wasn’t really his son.


    All of the threats posed by the alternate universe to our own—and vice versa—began with this one simple act of grief.


    Technology amplifies the consequence of emotion. This sentiment is, perhaps, the greatest fear and the greatest hope proposed by Fringe. In this sense the show becomes a plea for responsible science, for science itself does not bring about the horrors our heroes investigate on the show (in fact it routinely provides the solution). It merely enables the greed and fear of ordinary humans to exact far more catastrophic consequences than they might otherwise be capable of. In the end, it’s not the insatiable hunger of vampires and zombies we need to worry about, nor is it the fearsome reach of technology and medicine; it’s the simple human frailty of our best and brightest.


    DAVID DYLAN THOMAS has a confession to make. He didn’t actually like Fringe when he first saw it. He felt the same way about The X-Files, though, and has now seen every episode of each. When he’s not giving shows a second chance, he directs films, manages websites, and cohosts podcasts in Pennsylvania. He tweets @movie_pundit and blogs at www.daviddylanthomas.com and www.straight2dvdmovies.com, both of which he founded.

  


  
    

    IN SEARCH OF FRINGE’S LITERARY ANCESTORS


    AMY H. STURGIS
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    Sir Isaac Newton remarked, “If I have seen further it is only by standing on the shoulders of giants.” Like a scientific journal article that builds upon previous works, the series Fringe borrows from, and pays clear homage to, many of the “giant” works of science fiction that preceded it. Sci-fi historian Amy H. Sturgis, PhD, examines the science-fiction influences that lay the foundation of Fringe.


    On the night of September 9, 2008, I joined millions of other viewers in watching the premiere episode of Fringe. My first thought then remains my conviction now: Fringe is a show with unusually deep science-fiction roots. As a scholar as well as a fan of the genre, I find continual delight in watching Fringe. It’s certainly a compelling series in its own right, but as many fans have discovered, it also can serve as a kind of “cultural literacy test” about the classic works that inform it.


    The characters and dual universes in Fringe boast their own rich backstories, of course, but the show as a whole has a backstory, too: it builds on a centuries-deep foundation of science-fiction writings, most notably the literary traditions of the irresponsible scientist and the paranormal investigator. Some aspects of the series offer loud and loving tributes to the texts that obviously inspired them, while other allusions remain more subtle, tucked quietly between the lines of individual episodes. The identity of a few of the genre giants on whose shoulders Fringe stands might even surprise the show’s producers and writers.


    One thing is certain: Dr. Walter Bishop, Peter Bishop, FBI Agent Olivia Dunham, and FBI Junior Agent Astrid Farnsworth are characters with impressive literary (and, for that matter, television) ancestries. Fringe may be a cutting-edge series in many ways, but its grounding in the science-fiction tradition marks it as the most recent voice in a long and ongoing dialogue about what is possible, what is moral, and what is human.


    
Fringe: The New Frankenstein



    Series cocreator J.J. Abrams is well aware of the debt Fringe owes to literature; in fact, he explicitly links the origin of the series to the very birth of modern science fiction itself. Most scholars today agree that the publication of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley’s 1818 masterpiece, Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus, marks the transition point at which so-called “proto-science fiction” ended and the full-fledged genre of contemporary science fiction began. The questions and concerns raised by that novel—including what responsibilities a creator should assume after the act of creation and what ethical limits if any should restrict the progress of scientific research—still lie at the heart of the genre today.


    Fringe: The Complete First Season DVD set includes a featurette entitled “Evolution: The Genesis of Fringe.” In this segment, Abrams explains that the original vision for the series entailed revisiting “the Frankenstein idea, but told as legitimately as possible.” Telling the story “legitimately” included updating a central character by turning the aristocratic Genevan medical student Victor Frankenstein into the eccentric U.S. scientist Dr. Walter Bishop. Like Victor, Walter shuns the scientific consensus of the day, following his own genius into unorthodox, even illegal experimentation.


    It’s easy to see parallels between the two characters. Both brilliant scientists mean well: they desire to explore the very nature of reality itself and thus expand the boundaries of human knowledge. In Shelley’s novel, Victor conducts research in order to discover the spark of life and re-create it. He dreams of humanity freed from mortality. Walter’s experiments over his far longer career vary widely, but the main story arc of Fringe revolves around his choice to conduct research in order to save his son’s life—or, more accurately, cheat his son’s death. He dreams of Peter being healthy and safe.


    To reach their desired goals, both use unethical methods. Victor plunders fresh graves to find human body parts for his laboratory and refuses to provide even the most basic of necessities to the life he creates. Walter escalates experiments with nootropic drugs on innocent children, leaving them with after-effects that continue into adulthood, and wholly ignores warnings that acting on his untested theories could, as his assistant Carla Warren tells him, “rupture the fundamental constants of nature” (“Peter,” 2-16). Furthermore, each genius single-handedly makes decisions that determine the fate of many. Victor’s neglected creation slays his friends and family members. Walter’s recklessness costs the life of his assistant, drives his wife to suicide, and plunges an alternate world into chaos.


    Perhaps most importantly, both Victor and Walter are haunted by their past scientific endeavors, pursued by the evidence of their own mistakes. Everywhere Victor looks, he finds the creature. Everywhere Walter looks, he finds evidence of an upcoming violent collision between our Universe and the other one Over There, a cataclysm that he set in motion when he opened the door between worlds and took the alternate Peter as his own son. Neither Victor nor Walter can escape the consequences of science pursued with intellectual arrogance, personal selfishness, and moral unaccountability. It’s all too appropriate that Peter asks Olivia in that first episode: “You’re telling me what? My father was Dr. Frankenstein?”


    The difference between the characters of Victor and Walter—and perhaps this also is what Abrams means by reimagining the Frankenstein story “as legitimately as possible”—is one of redemption. In Shelley’s story, Victor dies, leaving his cautionary tale as his only positive legacy. Walter, however, has the chance to try to contain some of the damage he’s caused. He’s released from the mental asylum where he’s spent the last seventeen years in order to lend his unique expertise to the science team of the Fringe Division.


    Through his investigations as part of this team, Walter not only learns the true scope of his experiments’ results, but he also works to protect his world from further harm and stop the cycle of unintended consequences that his research has unleashed. Science may get us into serious trouble, the creators of the series seem to be saying, but science may also provide the much-needed answers to our most pressing questions. Perhaps the same mad scientist who first appeared to be a villain might look a bit more like a hero if given a second chance.
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