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Flatland: The Movie
Reviewed by Ian Stewart

classic, the founding member of a tiny but select 
sub-genre of “Math Fiction”, most of whose other 
members are sequels by modern writers or short 
science fiction stories with an overtly mathematical 
flavour. Its main competitors are Charles Howard 
Hinton’s 1907 An Episode of Flatland and Kee 
Dewdney’s 1984 The Planiverse. Both of these writ-
ers pay close attention to the physics and engineer-
ing of two-dimensional structures, whereas Abbott 
is more interested in telling the story of “A. Square” 
and his revelation of the Third Dimension.

Anyone who tries to reinterpret or extend Flat-
land faces a number of obstacles. The original was 
written in an elegant but old-fashioned style. It 
managed to combine a masterly exposition of the 
“dimensional analogy” between the Flatland view 
of 2-space and the human view of 3-space with 
some biting social criticism of the Victorian treat-
ment of two disadvantaged groups: women and 
the poor. It relied for its effect on a default view 
of society that mercifully has largely vanished. 
And it started from a level of scientific and math-
ematical understanding that is now 120 years out 
of date. So the choice facing any would-be writer 
or animator is simple but stark. They can pander 
to the Flatland fans’ prejudices, and follow the 
original faithfully for both content and style…but 
then they will without doubt offend a number of 
pressure groups, because satire and political cor-
rectness are uneasy bedfellows. Alternatively, they 
can bring both style and content up to date, and 
risk the wrath of those who dislike anyone tamper-
ing with holy writ.

Abbott lived and worked in Victorian Eng-
land, which we tend to think of as an inhibited, 
hypocritical, and exceedingly snobbish society in 
which everyone knew their place, and everyone 
except criminals and other low-life conformed 
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“It must be that a square… moving somehow 
parallel to itself…can make something else—like 
a… supersquare that represents three to the third 
power, or 27 units…That’s so hard to imagine, 
but—wouldn’t that be amazing? A supersquare 
in the third dimension! I wonder what’s so special 
about Area 33H? I bet it has a clue to explain all 
this!”

And so the intrepid little Hex, a small orange 
hexagon living in a Euclidean plane, defies her 
well-meaning grandfather, Arthur Square, and 
comes into conflict with the arrogant priesthood 
by dabbling in heresy. And her world is changed, 
forever.

It’s Flatland—I don’t think I’m giving much away 
here—updated for a modern audience, animated 
using modern techniques, and packaged into a 45-
minute movie. The DVD includes an interview with 
Tom Banchoff, geometer and Flatland authority 
par excellence, but I’ll confine this review to the 
main story.

Flatland, first published in 1884, was written by 
the clergyman, schoolmaster, and Shakespearean 
scholar Edwin Abbott Abbott—two Abbotts, to 
distinguish him from his father, Edwin Abbott, 
and to commemorate his mother, Jane Abbott, who 
was his father’s cousin. Flatland is a much-loved 
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