
1 The Movie “World on a Wire”
Immediately after his workers’ series Fassbinder made
World on a Wire (Welt am Draht), a two-part science-
fiction film from the novel Simulacron 3 by Daniel F.
Galouye, whose similar themes link it unmistakably
to Fassbinder’s most personal films. Do we have any
chance to ‘be ourselves’ in a culture in which we are
manipulated like dolls?

This problem can be presented very graphically
in a science-fiction universe. A research team di-
rected by Professor Vollmer has produced a simula-
tion model of how society will develop in the future
– not with the help of statistical curves and tables,
but of an artificially created civilization, whose de-
velopment the researchers can follow on a TV screen.

The future civilization consists of living dolls, which
are modeled on real people. One day Professor Vollmer
commits suicide. His last words to a colleague are:
“I know something that you don’t know, and that no
one must know, because it would mean the end of
this world.”

Fred Stiller, the Professor’s closest collaborator,
investigates the suicide and is drawn into a series of
inexplicable events. The colleague who was the last
person to see Professor Vollmer alive literally dis-
appears in front of Stiller’s eyes, and afterwards no
one can remember that he ever existed at all. A po-
liceman no longer knows that he received an expla-
nation for Vollmer’s death, and a newspaper report
about the event disappears a few weeks later. Stiller
feels increasingly frightened, desperate, and guilty
because he contributed to the creation of an artificial
civilization whose models believe themselves to be
living human beings. One of the models is called,
not by chance, Einstein: he is programmed to know
that he is only a model, and in the end he succeeds in
slipping into the real world. The first part of the film
ends with him telling Stiller that this ‘real’ world, to-
gether with its inhabitants, is also an artificial model,
which was created by a higher civilization. This hid-
den knowledge had led to Professor Vollmer’s sui-
cide.

In the second part Fred Stiller is on the run. His
knowledge makes him dangerous. He is not only
pursued by the police, who want to arrest him, and
by doctors, who want to put him in a straitjacket,
but also by trees, which suddenly fall over, and by
unforeseen gas explosions, which seem to be con-
trolled by higher powers. With the irrefutable logic
that the representatives of normality always display
towards those who question normality, he is accused
of suffering from acute paranoia.

On the run, Stiller is helped by Professor Vollmer’s

daughter, Eva, whose inscrutability is supposed to
hide the fact that she belongs to the higher civiliza-
tion. They fall in love, despite their dizzying knowl-
edge that while one is a human being, the other is
a puppet with human feelings, an artificially created
form, product of a cynicism beyond all reason.

In the end, Stiller allows himself to be shot, to open
the eyes of his fellow puppets to the deception. At
the moment of his death, his lover Eva manages to
intervene and exchange his consciousness for that
of the real Fred Stiller. While he lies dying in un-
reality, the camera slowly climbs upwards to take a
bird’s eye view, which dissolves into the ecstatic en-
counter between Eva and the now real Fred Stiller,
who exclaims triumphantly, ‘I am, I am.’

In Fassbinder’s universe love had previously been
colder than death, but now the curious idea is pre-
sented that love and death together can create iden-
tity. Only in the form of science fiction did Fass-
binder the atheist manage both to express the idea of
resurrection and to revoke it again. This conception,
which leads to religiosity of necrophilia, seemed to
remain with Fassbinder and emerged in a variety of
allegorical forms, for instance in Despair (1977),
Berlin Alexanderplatz (1980), and Querelle (1982).

Ten years after World on a Wire, Ridley Scott had
great success with Blade Runner, which is based on
the same idea of artificial humans desperately trying
to reach ‘real’ life.

World on a Wire can fill a whole evening on an en-
tertainment channel without any problem. It is bril-
liantly and effectively developed, without the abrupt
and somewhat idiosyncratic narrative form Fassbinder
often cultivates in his cinema films. But the aston-
ishing thing about this TV film is that it still remains
true to Fassbinder’s very personal universe. His dis-
tinctive acting style never appeared as ‘natural’ as
in this series, in which the actors are supposed to
present precisely that ‘artificiality’ which the normal
cinema audience so often disliked in Fassbinder’s
films. In this science-fiction context, Fassbinder’s
actors, with their slightly robot-like movements, their
staring eyes and a manner of speaking like that of a
TV announcer doing overtime, appear almost nat-
uralistic. The deployment of a high-tech décor, in
which the characters are constantly ‘doubled’ by mir-
rors and other reflective surfaces, is an almost thriller-
like expression of the sense that there is another world
behind this one, that for once the mirror-image is
perhaps more real than oneself!

Perhaps the only problematic thing in this two-part
TV film about the reality of unreality is the conclu-
sion, in which the real reality is introduced. It seems
almost unbelievable. When Fred Stiller’s puppet ex-
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istence is dissolved in a final embrace, the effect is
of such naı̈ve pathos that one still sees the characters
as puppets, no longer in a science-fiction film, but
in a Hollywood melodrama. Fassbinder, of course,
intends the ambivalence of the happy-ending – but
presumably not the somewhat bungled execution.

(excerpt from Christian Braad Thomsen’s book on
Fassbinder)

2 The Source Novel “Simulacron
3” (Counterfeit World)

2.1 The Plot
Counterfeit World was filmed for German television
in 1973 as Welt am Draht (The World on a Wire) by
Rainer Werner Fassbinder and released in England
as a two-part film under the same title. The story
opens as Doug Hall returns from a vacation at an iso-
lated cabin, where he was recovering from seizures
brought on by stress and overwork. He discovers
that Horace P. Siskin has appointed him director of
RIEN Reactions, an organization that samples pub-
lic opinion with a new computer containing an elec-
tronically simulated population. Although the sim-
ulator will make prediction much easier, it will put
poll takers out of work.

A series of strange events, including people and
things disappearing and attempts on his life, con-
vinces Hall not only that Hannon Fuller, his prede-
cessor and inventor of the simulator, was murdered
but also that his own world is counterfeit, like the
one in the simulator. Hall comes to these conclu-
sions despite the fact that his former teacher and
friend, Avery Collingsworth, has diagnosed him as
being paranoid. Meanwhile, Siskin has asked Hall to
reprogram the simulator so that it will project Siskin
as the ideal presidential candidate, and Hall has fallen
in love with Fuller’s daughter, Jinx.

Hall plays along with Siskin for a time, but his
plan to expose Siskin is discovered and eventually
he is fired. One of the contact units from the sim-
ulators counterfeit world comes through the hookup
and takes over the physical body of an assistant. Hall
realizes that there must be a person in his own world
monitoring things for the operators above. As he
tries to find that contact person, he discovers that he
is now wanted for the murders of both Fuller and
Collingsworth. He flees. Jinx finds him and tells
him that she is not Fuller’s daughter but a projection
from the real world, that he is an electric analogue
for the operator whom she once loved but who is
now a sadist, and that the two Doug Halls are physi-

cally, but not psychologically, identical.
Because Doug now knows that his world is a sim-

ulation, he also knows that the operator will have to
end it, and he determines the day on which his world
probably will be erased. He wants Jinx to leave, but
she will not. Hall eventually saves his electronic
world, but he is fatally wounded. He later wakes
up in Jinxs world to find that she has switched the
Doug Hall operator into Halls electronic identity in
time for him to die. Hall finds that his new body
is identical to his former one and that Jinxs world
is virtually identical to the one he left. Jinx says
that she will help him adjust but that she will miss
the operator’s romantic flair for programming exotic
proper nouns, such as Pacific and Mediterranean.

2.2 Analysis
Counterfeit World is one of five novels by Daniel
Galouye and was written at the height of his cre-
ative powers. Only his minor classic Dark Universe
(1961) is perhaps better artistically. His work was
a staple of the slick magazines of the 1950’s and
1960’s. Many critics believe that his career was short-
ened by injuries he sustained during World War II.

Counterfeit World is linked with several subgenres
of fiction and science fiction. The manipulation of
scale is one of the most common devices in litera-
ture. Legend, myth, and folklore teem with giants
and little people. Such characters feature in stories
from childhood such as “Jack and the Beanstalk”
and satires such as Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Trav-
els (1726) as well as in contemporary popular films
such as King Kong (1933) and Honey, I Shrunk the
Kids (1989). Comic books are filled with characters
out of scale, such as Giant-Man, Ant-Man, and the
Wasp.

Counterfeit World also is part of a subgenre that
postulates microcosmic worlds within larger macro-
cosmic worlds. This idea has been popularized as
atoms in the known universe being solar systems in
their own right. Several writers prior to Galouye
wrote stories using this device; the earliest is The
Triuneverse (1912) by R. A. Kennedy.

The idea of making the microcosmic world elec-
tronic is a more specific variation of this concept.
The electronic world often is within a computer. Prob-
ably the best-known example of this form is the Dis-
ney film Tron (1982). Counterfeit World is an early
work in this subgenre of microcosmic worlds. It fea-
tures a type of virtual reality, long before that term
came into vogue. It also has similarities to L. Ron
Hubbards novella Typewriter in the Sky (1940) and
even shares some broad ideas with Lewis Carroll’s
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Alice novels and contemporary video games.
Counterfeit World is technically ingenious, depend-

ing heavily on irony, and it reflects Galouye’s contin-
uing interest in worlds that are unusual and perhaps
even arbitrary constructs. Galouye also was inter-
ested in reality and how it is, or is not, perceived.
Counterfeit World is carefully and cleverly plotted,
original, and richly detailed. Although Galouye’s
major weakness as a writer is his failure to give his
characters depth, those of Counterfeit World are in-
teresting, and Jinx truly achieves the status of a fe-
male hero.

Galouye did not win any major awards, but Dark
Universe was nominated for a Hugo. His work often
is neglected, but those who have examined it gener-
ally acknowledge his technical skill and ingenuity.
His best work is quite good.

(excerpt from the essay by Carl B. Yoke in Mag-
ill’s Guide to Science Fiction and Fantasy Litera-
ture)
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