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In  1962,  the  Russia ns  and  the  Ame r i c a n s  bro u g h t  the  wo r l d  to  the  br i n k  of  nuc l e a r  wa r  ove r  
m iss i l es  in  Cuba;  seven  cou n t r i e s  inc l u d i n g  Alg e r i a  and  Jama i c a  gai n e d  ind e p e n d e n c e ;  and  
James  Wa ts o n,  Franc i s  Cric k  and  Mau r i c e  Wi l k i n s  jo i n t l y  rece i v e d  the  No b e l  Prize  in  Phys i o l o g y  
for  the  disc o v e r y  of  DNA.   The  fu t u r e  bac k  the n  mus t’ v e  app e a r e d  sim u l t a n e o u s l y  apoc a l y p t i c  
and  ho p e f u l  – and  it  was  in t o  th is  wo r l d  tha t  JG Bal la r d  pu b l i s h e d  his  fi rs t  nov e l,  The Drowned  
World.

The  bo o k  beca m e  an  ins ta n t  classic.   Reade r s  de ba t e d  wh e t h e r  it  was  real l y  scien c e- fic t i o n  – 
the r e  was  no  ene m y  to  de f ea t,  no  he r o i c  m iss i o n  for  the  pro t a g o n i s t .   It  is  no t  abo u t  the  tr i u m p h  
of  man k i n d  and  his  tec h n o l o g i c a l  inv e n t i o n s  ove r  na t u r e.

Ins tea d,  Bal la r d  trea t s  us  to  a fasc i n a t i n g  con c e p t i o n  of  a fu t u r e  wh e r e  risi n g  sea  leve ls  and  
ove r b e a r i n g  and  inc r eas i n g  hea t  hav e  fo rc e d  mos t  of  civ i l i sa t i o n  to  the  po l es.   The  grea t  ci t i es  of  
the  wo r l d  are  sub m e r g e d ,  ove r r u n  by  pre h i s t o r i c  flo r a  and  fau n a.   Anc i e n t  for m s  of  am p h i b i a n s  
and  rep t i l e s  gro w  in  num b e r s  wh i l e  the  hum a n  po p u l a t i o n  dw i n d l e s  as  on l y  one  in  10  ma r r i a g e s  
pr o d u c e  a chi l d.   It  is  a rat h e r  apo c a l y p t i c  loo k  in t o  a wo r l d  we  do n’ t  reco g n i s e.

Bu t  Bal la r d  does n’ t  dw e l l  on  the  ins  and  ou t s  of  th is  for e i g n  env i r o n m e n t .   It  me r e l y  pro v i d e s  the  
bac ks t o r y  to  the  real  issue  – ho w  hu m a n s  have  ada p t e d  to  it.  In  th is  sense,  The  Dro w n e d  Wo r l d  
is  less  like  a scien c e- fic t i o n  fan t as y  tha n  an  exp l o r a t i o n  at  the  hu m a n  psyc h e  and  its  evo l u t i o n .

The  pr o t a g o n i s t  Kera ns  is  a bi o l o g i c a l  resea r c h e r,  one  of  the  few  peo p l e  liv i n g  ou t s i d e  of  the  
tem p e r a t e  Arc t i c  and  An t a r c t i c  ci t i es.   He  is  acco m p a n i e d  in  the  sto r y  by  var i o u s  cha ra c t e r s,  each  
rep r es e n t i n g  a di f f e r e n t  pa t h  the  hu m a n  mi n d  is  capa b l e  of  tak i n g.   The re’s  Rig gs,  the  stea d f a s t  
m i l i t a r y  col o n e l,  and  Stran g m a n ,  the  shad y  op p o r t u n i s t .   The re’s  Bod k i n,  an  ol d e r  resea r c h e r  
try i n g  to  fin d  his  fo r g o t t e n  mem o r i e s,  and  Bea t r i c e  Dah l,  the  sel f-abso r b e d  in t r o v e r t .

The  lyr i ca l  tex t  evo k es  som e  po w e r f u l  ima g e r y ,  bu t  Bal la r d’s  years  in  tra i n i n g  as  a me d i c a l  doc t o r  
do  com e  thr o u g h  fro m  tim e  to  ti m e.   Every  no w  and  the n,  sen t e n c e s  app e a r  wi t h  so  ma n y  
tec h n i c a l  ter ms,  you’ l l  be  reac h i n g  for  the  dic t i o n a r y .   Wi t n e s s  th is  passa g e:

“Was the drowned world itself, and the mysterious quest for the south which had  
possessed Hardman, no more than an impulse to suicide, an unconscious acceptance of 
the logic of his own devolutionary descent, the ultimate neuronic synthesis of the 
archaeopsychic zero?”

Of  mos t  in t e r es t,  th o u g h ,  is  the  im p l i c a t i o n  tha t  wi t h  th is  ex t r e m e  clim a t e  chan g e,  to w a r d s  
con d i t i o n s  no t  seen  since  the  age  of  di n os a u r s,  evo l u t i o n  wo u l d  br i n g  bac k  the  do m i n a n t  



li fe f o r m s  of  tha t  era.   In  a sense,  we  wo u l d  see  reve rs e  evo l u t i o n .   Ho w  cou l d  we,  as  a civ i l i sa t i o n ,  
cop e  wh e n  na t u r e  is  pus h i n g  us  ou t?   Tha t  is  wh a t  Bal la r d  seeks  to  fin d  ou t.

Ove ra l l,  The Drowned World is a qu i c k  rea d  and  a very  in t e r es t i n g  sto r y  abo u t  hu m a n  psyc h o l o g y  
as  we l l  as  cli ma t e  chan g e,  wi t h  man y  laye rs  ben e a t h  the  sur fa c e,  inv i t i n g  us  to  pee l  the m  back  
one  by  one  to  revea l  the  dep t h  and  com p l e x i t y  of  Bal la r d’s  ima g i n a t i o n .   An d  wha t  a fer t i l e  
ima g i n a t i o n  it  is.
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