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On Dec. 2, 2010, NASA-funded researchers announced that they had found 
a new form of arsenic-based life. Culturing a bacterium from the sediment of 
Mono Lake, CA, they claimed to have “coaxed” the bacterium (GFAJ-1) to 
build its DNA with arsenic instead of phosphorous. Arsenic is known to be 
toxic to life and this finding thus had the potential to possess paradigm-shifting 
implications for biochemistry, evolution, and astrobiology. However, soon 
after publication, this and other claims in the paper were undermined. If the 
arsenic-based bacteria had been real, their existence would change the con-
ditions under which we might expect to find life—a science fictional dream 
that dates back at least to the writings of Belgian science fiction writer, J.-H. 
Rosny aîné (1856–1940). Although he remains a little-known figure in the 
English-speaking science fiction world and is only slightly better known among 
the French readership, Rosny aîné is essential reading for anyone interested 
in ecology, climate change, transhumanism, or the non-human. Three Science 
Fiction Novellas: From Prehistory to the End of Mankind (2012) has been newly 
translated by Danièle Chatelain and George Slusser and contains an excellent 
83-page critical introduction that aims to canonize Rosny aîné as the found-
ing father of hard sf. While this claim may be up for debate, his stories hold 
their own as prescient speculations about the mortality of the human race, 
the environment, and life forms of alternate chemical or physical dimensions. 
 All three stories in this collection—Les Xipéhuz, Another World, and The 
Death of the Earth—suggest that humanity may be matched or surpassed by 
other life-forms that surprise us by their physical dissimilarity from any form 
of life we are used to recognizing. Never specifically calling them “alien,” the 
life-forms populating Rosny aîné’s stories may have originated on Earth (for 
example, the geometrical light-beings in Les Xipéhuz and the invisible Moedi-
gen of Another World) or they may have evolved as a side-effect of humanity’s 
industrial manufacturing (like the iron-based “ferromagnetics” in The Death of 
the Earth). These fictions ask us to evaluate the possibility of cohabitation with 
intelligent life-forms that seem both fantastical and threatening. They also 
imagine how the “Anthro-” in the term “Anthropocene,” naming the current 
geological age in which human have measurable impacted the ecosphere, may 
obscure the ways that other non-human organisms may actively shape, influ-
ence, or otherwise modify the Earth and its climate.
 In the first story, Les Xipéhuz, humanity repels the earth-shaping pres-
ence of another sentient life-form. Set in a prehistoric time when humanity 
consisted of wandering nomadic tribes, the novella imagines the encounter of 
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one tribe with a strange cluster of geometric beings in the clearing of a spring. 
The omniscient narrator describes the beings as “a large circle of bluish, trans-
lucent cones with their pointed ends upright” with a “dazzling star” (6) near 
the base of each. There are also strata-like forms that position “themselves 
vertically, looking somewhat like birch bark and whorled with versicolored, 
elliptical markings” (3), a vibrant description that leaves us wondering about 
the authority of the omniscient narrator to attribute such a textured account 
to the nomads. Following a massacre of the tribe’s men—the children and 
most of the women are spared—the survivors ask a wise man named Bakhoun 
for help. He appears as a proto-scientific figure, unusual for the way he has 
settled in one place and turned to agriculture, and the way he methodically 
observes phenomena. Instead of the Xipéhuz doubling the human nomads, 
Bakhoun-cum-scientist doubles the Xipéhuz, who are also stationary and are 
also careful observers. Yet what is tragic about The Xipéhutz is that the scien-
tific method of observation constrains the kind of questions Bakhoun asks. He 
doesn’t ask why the Xipéhutz spare most of the women and all the children 
in the first assault, killing only “warriors.” After observing their language of 
light projections and signs, he does not attempt to communicate with them or 
negotiate peace. Instead, Bakhoun turns extermination into the only feasible 
scientific project. While this is understandable given the number of humans 
the Xipéhuz have killed, it begs a larger question: is cohabitation with an alter-
nate order of sapient, proliferating beings possible?
 The second story, Another World, more optimistically suggests that it 
is. Set in a small Belgian village, the story is told from the perspective of a 
purplish colored “mutant” who gradually learns of his differences from other 
human beings. Everything for him is sped up: he can perceive a spectrum of 
light beginning at ultraviolet and beyond; he can run extraordinarily fast; 
he speaks more quickly than normal humans can perceive. As a result of his 
unique ability to see the world differently colored and differently transparent 
and opaque, he begins to observe a parallel ecology of beings never before 
noticed by humans: the Moedigen. They are described as a fauna that “lives 
next to, and through, our own fauna, influences the elements that surround 
us, and is influenced, strengthened by those elements, without our having the 
least suspicion of its presence” (36). This may remind us of dark matter or 
ghosts, except for their constant material influence on Earthly matter: they 
transform the waters, atmosphere, ground, “in completely different ways than 
we do, but with a certainly formidable energy, by means of which it acts indi-
rectly upon us and our destiny, just as we act indirectly on it and its destiny!” 
(36). We have been cohabiting all along without even knowing it, the Anthro-
pocene perhaps balanced or mitigated by the existence of other Earth-moving, 
ecosphere-modifying beings.
 The third and most complex story, The End of the Earth, imagines a 
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moment far in the future when climate change and geological catastrophe 
have rendered the Earth nearly uninhabitable to humans and most other life 
forms. A series of high-magnitude earthquakes have gradually caused the 
Earth’s oceans and freshwater both to evaporate into space and fall deep into 
the Earth’s interior. The remaining colonies of humans live in small bubble-
like outposts, committed to supporting each other in the event of further 
disaster. Despite these harsh conditions, a race of iron-based beings that the 
humans call “ferromagnetics” seems to be thriving. They owe their existence 
to human industrial activity and exert a life-draining effect on nearby human 
beings (through the iron in their blood) that can eventually, vampirically, kill. 
Chatelain and Slusser suggest that the ferromagnetics represent a transhuman 
moment in which humanity passes its life force on. Thus the Anthropocene 
fades, and “the world without us” is shaped by another order of beings.
 Chatelain and Slusser’s critical introduction to the stories aims to elevate 
Rosny aîné to the level of hard SF’s founding father. Their close textual analy-
sis that shows how Rosny aîné’s fictions anticipate the genre of hard sf and 
mark him as “more modern” than Jules Verne or Rosny aîné’s contemporary 
H. G. Wells. Of course, origins are never easy to establish. Chatelain and 
Slusser frame Rosny aîné’s claim to hard sf fatherhood as one of precedence 
and thematic relation. He was the first to write hard science fiction before 
hard science fiction was even a category, and strong thematic connections 
exist between his works and those of Robert Heinlein, Arthur C. Clarke, and 
Gregory Benford. These claims are well supported. Chatelain and Slusser, 
however, do not offer any evidence showing that contemporary sf writers 
actually knew about Rosny aîné. If Rosny aîné is a founding father, it is not 
because of his direct influence on writers who followed him. It is perhaps his 
modernity that marks Rosny aîné as an author that we should read and teach 
today, especially alongside the lively discussions in the academy about climate 
change and the non-human. 
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