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ANN VERONICA

H. G. WELLS, the third son of a small shopkeeper, was born in Bromley in 1866. After two years' apprenticeship in a draper's shop, he became a pupil-teacher at Midhurst Grammar School and won a scholarship to study under T. H. Huxley at the Normal School of Science, South Kensington. He taught biology before becoming a professional writer and journalist. He wrote more than a hundred books, including novels, essays, histories and programmes for world regeneration.

Wells, who rose from obscurity to world fame, had an emotionally and intellectually turbulent life. His prophetic imagination was first displayed in pioneering works of science fiction such as The Time Machine (1895), The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1897)and and The War of the Worlds (1898). Later he became an apostle of socialism, science and progress, whose anticipations of a future world state include The Shape of Things to Come (1933). His controversial views on sexual equality and women's rights were expressed in the novels Ann Veronica (1909) and The New Machiavelli (1911). He was, in Bertrand Russell's words, ‘an important liberator of thought and action’.

Wells drew on his own early struggles in many of his best novels, including Love and Mr Lewisham (1900), Kipps (1905), Tono-Bungay (1909) and The History of Mr Polly (1910). His educational works, some written in collaboration, include The Outline of History (1920) and The Science of Life (1930). His Experiment in Autobiography (2 vols., 1934) reviews his world. He died in London in 1946.
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Biographical Note

Herbert George Wells was born on 21 September 1866 at Bromley, Kent, a small market town soon to be swallowed up by the suburban growth of outer London. His father, formerly a professional gardener and a county cricketer renowned for his fast bowling, owned a small business in Bromley High Street selling china goods and cricket bats. The house was grandly known as Atlas House, but the centre of family life was a cramped basement kitchen underneath the shop. Soon Joseph Wells's cricketing days were cut short by a broken leg, and the family fortunes looked bleak.

Young ‘Bertie’ Wells had already shown great academic promise, but when he was thirteen, his family broke up and he was forced to earn his own living. His father was bankrupt, and his mother left home to become resident housekeeper at Uppark, the great Sussex country house where she had worked as a lady's maid before her marriage. Wells was taken out of school to follow his two elder brothers into the drapery trade. After serving briefly as a pupil-teacher and a pharmacist's assistant, in 1881 he was apprenticed to a department store in Southsea, working a thirteen-hour day and sleeping in a dormitory with his fellow-apprentices. This was the unhappiest period of his life, though he would later revisit it in comic romances such as Kipps (1905) and The History of Mr Polly (1910). Kipps and Polly both manage to escape from their servitude as drapers, and in 1883, helped by his long-suffering mother, Wells cancelled his indentures and obtained a post as teaching assistant at Midhurst Grammar School near Uppark. His intellectual development, long held back, now

progressed astonishingly. He passed a series of examinations in science subjects and, in September 1884, entered the Normal School of Science, South Kensington (later to become part of Imperial College of Science and Technology) on a government scholarship.

Wells was a born teacher, as many of his books would show, and at first he was an enthusiastic student. He had the good fortune to be taught biology and zoology by one of the most influential scientific thinkers of the Victorian age, Darwin's friend and supporter T. H. Huxley. Wells never forgot Huxley's teaching, but the other professors were more humdrum, and his interest in their courses rapidly waned. He scraped through second-year physics, but failed his third-year geology exam and left South Kensington in 1887 without taking a degree. He was thrilled by the theoretical framework and imaginative horizons of natural science, but impatient of practical detail and the grinding, routine tasks of laboratory work. He cut his classes and spent his time reading literature and history, satisfying the curiosity he had earlier felt while exploring the long-neglected library at Uppark. He started a college magazine, the Science Schools Journal, and argued for socialism in student debates.

In the summer of 1887 Wells became science master at a small private school in North Wales, but a few weeks later he was knocked down and injured by one of his pupils on the football field. Sickly and undernourished as a result of three years of student poverty, he suffered severe kidney and lung damage. After months of convalescence at Uppark he was able to return to science teaching at Henley House School, Kilburn. In 1890 he passed his University of London B.Sc. (Hons.) with a first class in zoology and obtained a post as a biology tutor for the University Correspondence College. In 1891 he married his cousin Isabel Wells, but they had little in common and soon Wells fell in love with one of his students, Amy Catherine Robbins (usually known as ‘Jane’). They started living together in 1893, and married two years later when his divorce came through.

During his years as a biology tutor Wells slowly began making his way as a writer and journalist. He wrote for the Educational Times, edited the University Correspondent, and in 1891 published a philosophical essay, ‘The Rediscovery of the Unique’, in the prestigious Fortnightly Review. His first book was a Textbook of Biology (1893). But no sooner was it published than his health again collapsed, forcing him to give up teaching and rely entirely on his literary earnings. His future seemed highly precarious, yet soon he was in regular demand as a writer of short stories and humorous essays for the burgeoning newspapers and magazines of the period. He became a fiction reviewer and, for a short period in 1895, a theatre critic.

Ever since his student days Wells had worked intermittently on a story about time-travelling and the possible future of the human race. An early version was published in the Science Schools Journal as ‘The Chronic Argonauts’, but now, after numerous redrafts and much encouragement from the poet and editor W. E. Henley, it finally took shape as The Time Machine (1895). Its success was instantaneous, and while it was running as a magazine serial Wells was already being spoken of as a ‘man of genius’. He was celebrated as the inventor of the ‘scientific romance’, a combination of adventure novel and philosophical tale in which the hero becomes involved in a life-and-death struggle resulting from some unforeseen scientific development. There was now a ready market for his fiction, and The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1897), The War of the Worlds (1898), When the Sleeper Wakes (1899; later revised as The Sleeper Awakes, 1910), The First Men in the Moon (1901) and several other volumes followed quickly from his pen.

By the turn of the twentieth century Wells was established as a popular author in England and America, and his books were rapidly being translated into French, German, Spanish, Russian and other European languages. Already his fame had begun to eclipse that of his predecessor in scientific romance, the French author Jules Verne, who had dominated the field since the 1860s. But Wells, an increasingly self-conscious artist, had larger ambitions than to go down in history as a boys' adventure novelist like Jules Verne. Love and Mr Lewisham (1900) was his first attempt at realistic fiction, comic in spirit and manifestly reflecting his own experiences as a student and teacher. By the end of the Edwardian decade, when he wrote his ‘Condition of England’ novels Tono-Bungay (1909) and The New Machiavelli (1911), Wells had become one of the leading novelists of his day, the friend and rival of such literary figures as Arnold Bennett, Joseph Conrad, Ford Madox Ford and Henry James.

But Wells was never a devotee of art for art's sake; he was a prophetic writer with a social and political message. His first major non-fictional work was Anticipations (1902), a book of futurological essays setting out the possible effects of scientific and technological progress in the twentieth century. Anticipations brought him into contact with the Fabian Society and launched his career as a political journalist and an influential voice of the British Left. During his Fabian period Wells wrote A Modern Utopia (1905), but failed in his attempt to challenge the bureaucratic, reformist outlook of the Society's leaders such as Bernard Shaw (a lifelong friend and rival) and Beatrice Webb. Wells's Edwardian scientific romances such as The Food of the Gods (1904) and The War in the Air (1908), though full of humorous touches, are propagandist in intent. In other ‘future war’ stories of this period he predicted the tank and the atomic bomb.

Success as an author brought about great changes in his personal life. Ill-health had forced him to leave London for the Kent coast in 1898, but in the long run the only legacy of his footballing injury was the diabetes that affected him in old age. He commissioned a house, Spade House, overlooking the English Channel at Sandgate, from the architect C. F. A. Voysey, and here his and Jane's two sons were born – George Philip or ‘Gip’, who became a zoology professor and collaborated with his father and Julian Huxley on the biology encyclopedia The Science of Life (1930), and Frank, who worked in the film industry. Wells gave generous support to his parents and to his eldest brother, who was a fellow-fugitive from the drapery trade. Increasingly, however, he looked for emotional fulfilment outside the family, and his sexual affairs became notorious. He had a daughter in 1909 with Amber Reeves, a leading young Fabian economist, and in 1914 the novelist and critic Rebecca West gave birth to his son Anthony West, whose troubled childhood would later be reflected in his own novel Heritage (1955) and in his biography of his father.

As Wells's personal life became the gossip of literary London, his roles as imaginative writer and political journalist or prophet came increasingly into conflict. Ann Veronica (1909) was an example of topical, controversial fiction, dramatizing and commenting on such issues as women's rights, sexual equality and contemporary morals. It was the first of Wells's ‘discussion novels’ in which his personal relationships were often very thinly disguised. His later fiction takes a great variety of forms, but it all belongs to the broad category of the novel of ideas. At one extreme is the realistic reporting of Mr Britling Sees It Through (1916) – still valuable and unique as a portrayal of the English ‘home front’ in the First World War – while at the other extreme are brief fables such as The Undying Fire (1919) and The Croquet Player (1936), political allegories about world events each cast in the form of a prophetic dialogue.

Wells was by no means an experimental novelist like his younger contemporaries James Joyce and Virginia Woolf, but he was often technically innovative, and in some of his books the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction begin to break down. Sometimes he would take a classic from an earlier, pre-modern epoch as his literary model: A Modern Utopia (1905), for example, refers back to Sir Thomas More's Utopia and Plato's Republic. His bestselling historical works The Outline of History (1920) and A Short History of the World (1922) break with historical conventions by looking forward to the next stage in history. These works were written in order to draw the lessons of the First World War and to ensure that, if possible, its carnage would never be repeated; Wells saw history as a ‘race between education and catastrophe’. The same concerns led to his future-history novel The Shape of Things to Come (1933), later rewritten for the cinema as Things to Come, an epic science-fiction film produced in 1936 by Alexander Korda. Both novel and film contain dire warnings about the inevitable outbreak and disastrous consequences of the Second World War.

By the 1920s, Wells was not only a famous author but a public figure whose name was rarely out of the newspapers. He briefly worked for the Ministry of Propaganda in 1918, producing a memorandum on war aims which anticipated the setting-up of the League of Nations. In 1922 and 1923 he stood for Parliament as a Labour candidate. He sought to influence world leaders, including two US Presidents, Theodore Roosevelt and Franklin D. Roosevelt. His meeting with Lenin in the Kremlin in 1920 and his interview in 1934 with Lenin's successor Josef Stalin were publicized all over the world. His high-pitched, piping voice was often heard on BBC radio. In 1933 he was elected president of International PEN, the writers' organization campaigning for intellectual freedom. In the same year his books were publicly burnt by the Nazis in Berlin, and he was banned from visiting Fascist Italy. His ideas strongly influenced the Pan-European Union, the pressure group advocating European unity between the wars.

But Wells became convinced that nothing less than global unity was needed if humanity was not to destroy itself. In The Open Conspiracy (1928) and other books he outlined his theories of world citizenship and world government. As the Second World War drew nearer he felt that his mission had been a failure and his warnings had gone unheeded. His last great campaign, for which he tried to obtain international support, was for human rights. The proposal set out in his Penguin Special The Rights of Man (1940) helped to bring about the United Nations declaration of 1948. He spent the war years at his house in Hanover Terrace, Regent's Park, and was awarded a D.Litt. by London University in 1943. His last book, Mind at the End of Its Tether (1945), was a despairing, pessimistic work, even bleaker in its prospects for mankind than The Time Machine fifty years earlier. He died at Hanover Terrace on 13 August 1946. He was restless and tireless to the end, a prophet eternally dissatisfied with himself and with humanity. ‘Some day’, he had written in a whimsical ‘Auto-Obituary’ three years earlier, ‘I shall write a book, a real book.’ He had published over fifty works of fiction and, in total, some 150 books and pamphlets.

Patrick Parrinder




Introduction


(New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the details of the plot explicit.)

Ann Veronica is one of the most optimistic of H. G. Wells's novels. It was written during a productive period of his career, when he was filled with the euphoria of success, and felt that the world lay all before him. He seems to partake of his protagonist's youthful energy and attack. Wells was deeply interested in what was known as the ‘Woman Question’, and Ann Veronica is perhaps his most plausible female character: she boldly seizes her chances and is forgiven for her daring. This is a novel with a happy ending. Or so, we may believe, its author intended. But, because it is a novel of some complexity of feeling, and not a Fabian tract, the issues it raises are not simple, and the ending has more than a shadow of ambiguity.

Although hopeful in spirit, this work reflects a period of agitation in the private life of Wells and in the political life of the nation. Wells took risks in this novel, and must have known that he was doing so, although he seems not fully to have anticipated the extent of the uproar that would follow its appearance. Many of his social novels were highly autobiographical, a fact that disturbed his friends, gave ammunition to his political enemies and irritated literary theorists. Ann Veronica laid itself open to gossip and caused much scandal. Frederick Macmillan, who had an agreement to publish it, and who had successfully published some of Wells's earlier works, was so alarmed by the ‘exceedingly distasteful’ and potentially explosive contents of the manuscript that in October 1908 he withdrew from the contract,1 fearing the novel would offend the public. And Macmillan was right. When it was published by T. Fisher Unwin in October 1909, Ann Veronica did cause offence. Initial reviews were well disposed: the anonymous reviewer in The Times Literary Supplement (7 October 1909) found the heroine as a type ‘keenly noted and courageously described’ and said Wells had treated his theme with the ‘very best of his passion and imagination’. But a month later critics were led by a violent blast from John St Loe Strachey in the Spectator (20 November), who lambasted the work as ‘poisonous’ and ‘pernicious’.2 There were calls for censorship, notably from a Reverend Herbert Bull, and the sense of outrage spread. Wells was widely attacked in print, avoided by some of his acquaintances and resigned from the Savile Club. He defended himself with his usual spirit, though he was later to concede that ‘Strachey's hostility, if a little clumsy and heavy, was perfectly honest.’3

So what was all the fuss about? Was it about the novel itself, was it about the status of women and the debate over Women's Suffrage or was it about the private life and sexual conduct of H. G. Wells?
The plot was not, for its time, particularly shocking, although it was topical. It describes the sexual awakening and struggles for independence of the twenty-one-year-old daughter of a solicitor, whose desire for a higher education is thwarted by her father's disapproval. She is largely confined by financial dependence to a ‘wrappered’ suburban life in Morningside Park, a southern commuter suburb of London closely modelled on Worcester Park, where Wells himself had lived for a while. Her defiance is aroused by a casual domestic prohibition, and strengthens into a full-scale rejection of her father's world and values. She refuses a proposal of marriage from an eligible but older suitor, takes lodgings in London, finds that she is too uneducated to find profitable employment and rashly borrows money to continue her studies in comparative anatomy at Imperial College. She becomes involved with the women's suffrage movement, which was then in a phase of growing militancy, and is briefly imprisoned. She falls in love with her tutor, Capes, who happens to be unhappily married, declares her feelings to him and elopes with him. The whole story, unusually for Wells, is told from the woman's point of view, with long, artistically inelegant but intrinsically interesting periods of interior monologue and self-questioning about evolution, women's rights and biological destiny.

Some readers were shocked by the fact that Ann Veronica's lover was an older married man, some by the fact that she took the initiative in the consummation of their relationship, some by the heightened sense of sexual awareness and sexual anticipation that pervades the novel. But these ingredients were hardly new to the fiction and drama of the period. Henrik Ibsen, Bernard Shaw and Thomas Hardy had all created defiant heroines who freed themselves from convention. In Shaw's Man and Superman (1903) June Whitefield, in the grip of the Life Force, had successfully pursued her object, John Tanner, and argued him into marrying her. The position of women was one of the most fashionable issues of the day. In the hands of some men, this theme produced strange efflorescences: Grant Allen's notorious The Woman Who Did (1895), to which Wells makes several references, was understandably rejected by contemporary feminists as a betrayal, not an endorsement, of their cause. In this novella, the independently minded heroine Herminia (who had abandoned her studies at Girton College, Cambridge before taking her degree, because she found them ‘cramping’) disapproves of marriage, but enters into a free relationship with her lover. They flee the country when she becomes pregnant; the lover dies and she gives birth to a daughter, Dolores, whom she brings up on her own. When Dolores reaches marriageable age, and discovers she is illegitimate, she declares that the shame is so great that she cannot marry while her mother is alive. So Herminia promptly swallows prussic acid, and, by the last line of the book, her ‘stainless soul had ceased to exist for ever’. One can see that this novel did not recommend itself to those who were fighting for women's education and the vote. Wells reviewed it in the Saturday Review (9 March 1895) and commented that it ‘failed to understand emancipation’.

More complex, more profound and a little more encouraging, George Gissing's The Odd Women (1893) looked at the choices open to the single women of his title – the superfluity of women for whom, in demographic terms, marriage was not an option, and the minority of women who wished, positively, to decline that option. At this period, and through into Ann Veronica's decade (1900s), it was believed that the average age of marriage for women (then about twenty-five) was rising – a belief supported, though not very dramatically, by national statistics and that more and more young women were leading vacant, dependent or impoverished lives. Ann Veronica dreaded precisely this vacancy, and we find the same fear in the young women of E. M. Forster's novels. Gissing's exploration of this dilemma is challenging, and his convinced feminists, Mary Barfoot and Rhoda Nunn, are drawn not satirically, but with insight and sympathy. Miss Barfoot, in a powerful address to her students, entitled ‘Woman as an Invader’, declares that ‘We live in a time of warfare, of revolt. If woman is no longer to be womanish, but a human being of powers and responsibilities, she must become militant, defiant. She must push her claims to the extremity' (Chapter 13). Wells, we know, was a friend, admirer and supporter of Gissing, and recognized the difficulties of the new terrain of sexual relationships that Gissing was trying to chart – a terrain which Gissing, in his personal life, negotiated extremely badly. As, in a very different style, did Wells.

Nor had women writers been silent on the subject. ‘New Woman’ fiction had flourished in the last decade of the nineteenth century, though the phrase was already somewhat out of date by 1909. Wells, reviewing Hardy's notoriously free-thinking Jude the Obscure (1896) in the Saturday Review, had commented on the ‘collapse’ of the genre, and in one of his characteristically playful sociological asides, he tells us in Ann Veronica that girls ‘no longer smoke … like the girls of the eighties and nineties’ (Chapter 2, $ 3). But they continued to smoke, nevertheless, and the ideas of the ‘New Woman’ school continued to permeate the lecture rooms, drawing rooms, tea-shops and work places of Britain. Writers such as Sarah Grand, George Egerton, May Sinclair and Dorothy Richardson were taking on the hypocrisies of marriage and continuing to expose sexual double standards (and consequent venereal diseases).4 The tide of opinion was flowing in their favour. The outspoken position of novelist Mona Caird, writing on ‘Marriage’ in the Westminster Review (August 1888) was no longer isolated. She had expressed herself dramatically:

In Mongolia there are large cages in the market-place wherein condemned prisoners are kept and starved to death. The people collect in front of these cages to taunt and insult the victims as they die slowly day by day before their eyes … It is difficult to avoid seeing in that Mongolian market-place a symbol of our own society, with its iron cage, wherein women are held in bondage, suffering moral starvation, while the thoughtless gather around them to taunt and to insult their lingering misery … 

The New Women and the suffragettes/suffragists were winning allies from all quarters, and those who resisted were fighting a losing battle. One of the best-selling female novelists of the time, Mary Ward, better known as Mrs Humphry Ward, an effective supporter of higher education for women, did herself a lasting disservice by espousing the cause of the Anti-Suffrage movement. The once popular and eponymous heroine of Marcella (1894), despite her advanced ‘Venturist’ (Fabian) views, was to be abandoned and derided by posterity. Lytton Strachey and Bloomsbury made fun of Ward's earnestness, and in H. G. Wells's light-hearted squib The Sea Lady: A Tissue of Moonshine (1902) we find a satiric portrait of the sexually potent mermaid's earthly rival, Miss Glendower: ‘ … so earnest, so clever … she even reads Blue Books – government Blue Books I mean – dreadful statistically schedulely things … And, you know, she can talk to workmen and take an interest in Trades Unions and in quite astonishing things. I always think she's just Marcella come to life' (Chapter 2).

Marcella's way of genteel social compromise was outmoded. During the first decade of the twentieth century, demands for the vote were becoming more insistent and better organized. Some thought that winning the vote would in itself answer all social problems, while others considered it the first and necessary step to equality. The debate within the Women's Movement about ends and means was fierce: not all supporters endorsed the militant tactics of the recently founded Women's Social and Political Union. The hot summer of 1908 saw thousands of women marching peacefully through London with large banners demanding the vote, but it also witnessed provocative attacks on property and deliberate confrontations with police and politicians. Ann Veronica was written on the rising tide of this activity, and the ‘pantechnicon’ raid that leads to her arrest was closely modelled on a raid or ‘rush’ from Caxton Hall to the House of Commons, Westminster, in October 1908. Among those arrested, tried at Bow Street and sentenced to Holloway Prison were leading activists Emmeline Pankhurst, who had slapped a police officer on both cheeks (three months), her daughter Christabel (ten weeks) and the fierce and diminutive Flora Drummond, known as ‘the General’ (three months).

This is the social background from which the fictitious twenty-one-year-old Ann Veronica Stanley emerges, against which she makes her choices. So we return to the question of why, during such a period of widespread change and agitation, this small and deliberately suburban novel (originally subtitled ‘A Modern Love Story’) should have created such a stir.
The suburban setting in itself enforces the sense of shock – just as Wells knew that it was effective to ground his most extravagant science fiction fantasies in safe familiar places like Richmond or Woking, so he made good use of Morningside Park, a suburb ‘that had not altogether, as people say, come off' (Chapter 1, § 1). This safe world of tea parties and hockey sticks and tennis racquets will be violently disturbed by Ann Veronica's suppressed sexuality and by her neighbour Mr Ram-age's frustrated and rampaging desires. Her father Mr Stanley is not a tyrant from a Gothic novel, but he is a patriarchal despot nonetheless, and his daughter's resistance, although initially provoked by her desire to attend an art-student fancy dress party, demonstrates courage. (Wells himself loved fancy dress parties, was always on the side of Bohemian fun and had many friends like the engaging, artistic Widgetts.) It is the very pleasantness of life in the Avenue that stifles Ann Veronica, and from which she is obliged to escape. She is not portrayed as one of nature's rebels. She is a ‘nice’ girl: when a nice girl transgresses, the shock is greater.

But the most striking explanation of the contemporary scandal caused by the novel lies in the private life of Wells, and in the fictional uses he makes of it. Ann Veronica has often, rightly, been described as a roman à clef, a novel in which characters could easily be identified, intentionally or unintentionally, with their real-life counterparts. This is not all it is, or it would not retain our interest, today, but an understanding of the novel's impact cannot be divorced from events. It is, as ‘everybody’ knew, a novel inspired largely by his love affair with a young woman called Amber Reeves, who bore him a daughter on the last day of 1909. The liaison was condoned, it appears, by his wife, Jane, but it was not so readily accepted by some of his friends and contemporaries, nor by the parents of Amber Reeves.

The married life of Wells had not been orthodox. He tells the story, with remarkable frankness, in Experiment in Autobiography (1934), where he describes his sexual frustrations as a young man, his first romantic but unsatisfactory marriage to his cousin Isabel Wells and his love affair with and eventual marriage to his student Amy Catherine Robbins, confusingly known as Jane. He and Jane had two sons, George Philip (‘Gip’), born in 1901, and Frank, born in 1903, and the couple seemed to have settled down to a steady and lasting marriage of mutual tolerance and acceptance – though she had more to tolerate than he. His liaisons with other women were to become notorious. Most of his mistresses were independent free-thinking women and some of them were writers: they included Dorothy Richardson (who introduced him, satirically but affectionately, into her fiction as successful author ‘Hypo’ G. Wilson, ‘looking like a grocer's assistant’); the Australian-born novelist Elizabeth von Arnim; Rebecca West (who bore him a son); and the temperamental half-Greek, journalist Odette Keun, the Russian-born aristocrat and presumed double agent Moura Budberg. Some of these are not connected with this story, but another relevant name is that of Rosamund Bland, illegitimate daughter of the prominent Fabian Hubert Bland, and adopted daughter of Bland's wife, Edith Nesbit. Wells may or may not have had an affair with Rosamund, and Hubert Bland may or may not have pursued Wells with a horsewhip to Paddington station as the couple was about to elope, but Wells certainly had a flirtation with her which was more or less contemporaneous with his affair with Amber Reeves.

It was a tangled web, even by the confusing standards of the bohemian circles of the day. Wells professed liberal ideas about sex, as did most of his friends and colleagues, and campaigned against censorship and the subjugation of women. But many thought that the affair with Amber took his opinions a step too far. His fellow Fabian Beatrice Webb, who commented at length on this matter in her diaries, shrewdly noted that much of the tangle arose ‘because we none of us know what exactly is the sexual code we believe in, approving of many things on paper which we violently object to when they are practised by those we care about. Of course, the inevitable condition today of any “sexual experiments” is deceit and secrecy – it is this that makes any divergence from the conventional morality so sordid and lowering.’5

Amber was very young (just twenty), and Wells, who was now in his mid forties, knew her parents William and Maud Pember Reeves as fellow members of the Fabian Society, a society which was dedicated to introducing socialism by slow persuasion rather than by revolution. Wells had been lured into joining it in 1903, and had found it all too slow for his impatient spirit. He had offended it deeply in 1906–7 by trying to speed it up and by rebelling against the dominance of Sidney and Beatrice Webb and other members of its ‘Old Gang’, and now he struck yet more dangerously at them – and some thought at the principles of the Fabian Society itself – through his seduction of one of the most promising members of the so-called ‘Fabian Nursery’. No wonder he aroused all the ‘priggishness’ of which Beatrice Webb knew she was capable: priggishness was a quality she considered essential in a moral reformer, and, revealingly, she frequently referred to ‘rabbit warrens’ in connection with any form of sexual activity.

When the affair began, Wells and his family were living at Sandgate, near Folkestone, in Spade House, which had been designed for him in 1899 by the architect Charles F. A. Voysey, H. G. and Jane had moved from Worcester Park in 1898, and when they settled in Spade House they entertained generously and in style. One of their guests was Amber Reeves. ‘She adores you both,’ Amber's mother Maud Pember Reeves wrote to Jane Wells, ‘You are good fairies to all these young people. It must be very pleasant to realize what a lot of happiness you give them.’6 But this seaside romance was soon to darken into something more troubling.

Amber Reeves was reading Moral Sciences at Cambridge, where she became a member of the Cambridge Fabian Society, the first university society to admit women on equal terms from its foundation. The parent Fabian Society had a high female membership – between a quarter and a third of its members were women – and Maud Pember Reeves (author of the classic sociological survey, Round About a Pound a Week (1913)) was from 1909 to 1913 a member of the Fabian Women's Group, which investigated the conditions of working women's lives. Fabians of both sexes interested themselves in eugenics, sanitation, rational dress, the declining birth rate and the ‘Endowment of Motherhood’.7 But the Fabian Society was not committed to Free Love, or anything that would compromise its reputation for a disinterested concern for the general good. H. G. Wells appeared as a threat to its moral tone. His extraordinary fantasy In the Days of the Comet (1906), part social satire, part Utopian dream, had burst upon the Fabians as disconcertingly as his fictional comet had burst upon England: its socially sound criticism of the mean working lives of the poor and the despoliation of the ‘desolating night of flaming industrialism' had unfortunately been accompanied by a radical vision of a future world free from the violent and murderous impulses of sexual jealousy, where a woman could say to her two lovers: ‘Why must I not have both?’ or ‘Let us three keep together.’ This had not gone down well with some critics, or with some Fabians, and Wells had to defend himself against the claim that he advocated ‘a sort of utopia of salacious freedoms… the absolute antithesis of that regulated parentage at which socialists aim’.8

The scandal over the reception of In the Days of the Comet merged, inevitably, with the scandal over Wells's excessive interest in Rosamund Bland and Amber Reeves. Beatrice Webb in particular saw early warning signs of the Reeves affair, and was highly critical of what she saw. According to Shaw's biographer, Michael Holroyd, who gives an entertaining account of the Fabian nursery and its members, she sniffed an ‘odour of sexual anarchy’ which she believed could only harm the cause.9 Her diary for 15 September 1908 records that she had entertained at one of her parties:

the brilliant Amber Reeves, the double first Moral Science Tripos, an amazingly vital person and I suppose very clever, but a terrible little pagan – vain, egotistical, and careless of other people's happiness … However, the little person can work, and can work easily and play at the same time. A somewhat dangerous friendship is springing up between her and H. G. Wells. I think they are both too soundly self-interested to do more than cause poor Jane Wells’s some fearful feelings, but if Amber were my child I should be anxious.10

Amber had managed to work and to play: she achieved a First in Part 1 of her Tripos in 1907, and a First in Part 2 in 1908 (in ‘Metaphysical and Ethical Philosophy, together with the History of Modern Philosophy’). Maybe her contacts with Wells had inspired rather than impeded her. At some point in 1908 she wrote to Wells from Clough Hall, Newnham College, to tell him that ‘Getting letters from you is a tremendous joy, and makes me work hard for days … If you don't come [next term] I shall be so unhappy that I shall fail in my tripos.’11 But Beatrice Webb was right to guess that something untoward was happening, and she was not the only one to note the ambivalence of Jane Wells's – position – for had not Wells left his first wife for Jane, when she was his student? History was repeating itself.

Beatrice Webb's account of the unfolding of this affair makes gripping if not wholly reliable reading. If she could respond with such appalled fascination, one can hardly wonder that others with less to do were to indulge in many hours of enjoyable gossip. It was a novel in itself. The Webbs were pleased to be able to cast off Wells; Sidney had never liked him. A curiously old-fashioned solution to Amber's predicament was devised, one that might have seemed shocking in the innocently high-minded fictional world of Ann Veronica: having made a short-lived attempt to elope with Wells, the pregnant Amber agreed in July to a marriage of convenience with a longtime admirer, the chivalric lawyer Rivers Blanco White. In fiction, Ann Veronica finds liberation in breaking off her engagement with the gallant but tedious Ruskinian socialist Hubert Manning, and running off with her lover: in real life, Amber was cornered, we do not know how unhappily, into marriage.

‘The plot thickens round the tragic Wells–Blanco White–Reeves affair; and the Reeveses are coming in their misery to us for counsel and sympathy. The blackguardism of Wells is every day more apparent. He seduced Amber within the very walls of Newnham, having been permitted, as an old friend, to go to her room’, wrote Beatrice Webb, indignantly.12 The young Mrs Blanco White retreated to a country cottage at Wolding-ham in Surrey, discovered for her by the feminist actress and novelist Elizabeth Robins. Here she may or may not have been visited by both her lover and her husband. It was claimed that one of the terms of her marriage contract was that she should no longer see Wells, but it is not clear if this condition was kept. In due course, the novel was published: nearly three months later, the child was born. Beatrice Webb, dining with the Reeves parents on 27 December four days before the birth, noted ‘a lull in the episode’, and in its accompanying financial negotiations: she continued the entry with an account of

GBS read[ing] his new play [Misalliance] to us the other night … It is amazingly brilliant – but the whole ‘motive’ is erotic, everyone wishing to have sexual intercourse with everyone else … I don't see any good in the play except intellectual brilliancy. There is a reflection of the Amber-Wells philosophy of life – I think probably the revelations in the H.G.W. various sexual escapades have largely suggested the play – and the leading woman is Amber, with a rather better excuse than Amber had for pursuing men, since this lady has no other outlet for her energies.13

Anthony West, Wells's son by Rebecca West, was to note:
It was not, of course, what Ann Veronica actually was that mattered at the time. My father's novel was attacked because it could be read in the light of the scandal as a self-serving justification of his own scandalous behaviour. It was vulnerable from this angle because there couldn't be any doubt about Ann Veronica herself; she was only too clearly drawn from life. She used turns of phrase familiar to everyone who knew Amber Reeves, spoke in her voice, and behaved as she behaved. It was this quality of recognisability in its heroine that made the novel a deadly weapon in the hands of one of my father's most dangerous enemies.14

And for many, the novel's message and quality were indeed swallowed up in questions of identity and morality. Was the womanizer Ramage in any way modelled on the Fabian Society's own notorious womanizer Hubert Bland? Both were outwardly respectable, both enjoyed the furtive trappings of illicit sex. And who were the vegetarian Goopes, with their chestnut sandwiches and suits of canvas? The sage of Imperial College, ‘Russell’, under whom Ann Veronica longs to study (as Wells did) and whose Darwinism so irritated the Mendelian Mr Stanley, presented no riddle, for he was quite clearly based on T. H. Huxley.15 Novelist Arnold Bennett refused to be drawn into gossip by Frank Harris, a self-proclaimed philanderer, who had written to him on 26 October 1909 (after contemptuously dismissing the latest works of Gosse and Kipling): ‘Have you read “Nux Vomica” yet? You doubting Thomas! I cannot do justice to it; my vocabulary is too limited: the title Ann Veronica ye gods! Why not Ann Kipps: she's a younger brother.’16

The insinuations hurt. There can be little doubt that what truly offended Wells in John St Loe Strachey's attack in the Spectator was not his moralizing phrases about ‘scuffling stoats and ferrets’ but the quotation from Dr Johnson applied to Ann Veronica and hence to Amber Reeves: ‘The woman's a —, and there's an end on't.’17 This Wells could not stomach, and he responded furiously. He was more subdued in his replies to two of the women who took him more privately to task. He wrote to the writer Vernon Lee, alias Violet Paget, with whom he had enjoyed another agreeable Sandgate seaside flirtation, in November 1909, confiding to her he was in love with a girl half his age, and she had replied at length, expressing her strong doubts about both the novel and the relationship. She admired his work and his courage and his Utopianism, but, she told him in December: ‘a girl, however much she may have read and thought and talked, and however willing she may think herself to assume certain responsibilities, cannot know what she is about as a married or older woman would, and that the unwritten code is right when it considers that an experienced man owes her protection from himself – from herself’. A month later, she was urging him not to write anything more about ‘love, etc.’ that could reflect on personalities or provoke more ‘sickening discussions’, for such novels can only be misinterpreted. She stressed that she was not motivated by Puritanism, nor counselling cowardice, but she warned him that she distrusted the ‘run on the book for its “psychological” interest’, which she clearly read as prurience.18 His response to this advice was to publish, within two years, another risky and even more autobiographical novel The New Machiavelli. She disliked it, and told him so.

Elizabeth Robins, author of the highly influential play Votes for Women (performed in April 1907) and friend of the Reeves family, objected to Ann Veronica not on grounds of sexual morality but because of its hostile depiction of suffragettes. Wells protested that there was ‘nothing … against the suffrage' in the novel – ‘only a gentle kindly criticism of the suffragette side of it’.19 Robins was not convinced, and succeeding generations of feminist critics have shared her scepticism. Such critics particularly dislike the satirical portrait of the badly dressed, muddle-headed, sexually unattractive Miss Miniver – her very name is diminutive, diminishing. (Wells had a weakness for such names: for example, the deep-voiced, imposing, ostrich-plumed feminist Miss Agatha Alimony appears in Marriage (1912) and the treacherous Miss Summersley Satchel in The Passionate Friends (1913). Robins, who made a speciality of playing Ibsen heroines, resisted such gross caricatures. She was a great beauty, and prided herself on dressing well and speaking out. She continued to take Wells to task over the years, while he persisted in seeing her as an ally in the cause of artistic freedom. In Ancilla's Share, a proto-feminist discussion of ‘sex antagonism’ published anonymously in 1924, she pilloried him as a ‘literary Grand Turk’ who thought women existed only to please men, and whose ideas were already dated. Each suspected the other of hypocrisy. He replied that she thought she was at war with men, when she was really at war with sex.20

Such were the varied moral objections to Ann Veronica, which have tended to overshadow discussion of its aesthetic qualities.
The novel's literary weaknesses are evident at a first glance. It is carelessly and quickly written, and some of its sentences are atrocious. Wells clearly does not know the difference in meaning between ‘euphuistic’ and ‘euphemistic’. The text is spattered with inconsequential contemporary journalistic references. The structure is weak, there are too many monologues and the ending is a classic Wellsian exercise in escapism. Many of his novels end in escape – though few so grotesquely as Marriage, which solves the problem of marital boredom by transporting its characters to the snowy wastes of Labrador. The Alps, in comparison, seem a plausible refuge, and Wells's description of them has an exhilarating freshness. But one could reasonably object to the manner in which Capes transforms himself, within four and a half years while still in his thirties, from a lowly paid but highly regarded scientist (and a Fellow of the Royal Society, an honour for which Wells yearned in vain) to a successful, well-paid playwright. This implausibly happy conclusion reminds us that his predecessor Kipps, too, found unexpected riches through the theatre – another of Wells's hopes that was not to be fulfilled.

Wells did not care much about such failings. Unlike some of his contemporaries, he did not have a theory of the novel. In vain did his friend Arnold Bennett, also an autodidact but a much more disciplined writer, urge upon him a study of the French realists. Wells was not interested. His immensely original imagination produced fables, short stories, science fictions, social novels, tracts, utopian speculations, political diatribes, prophecies, sketches and caricatures with a seemingly effortless fluency. He had little regard for genre, no respect for rules and no respect for persons. And his books sold well, and reached an enormous public.

His most persistent and patient critic was Henry James, who was shocked by Wells's lawless disregard for form and, towards the end of their relationship, by his bad manners. (Wells caricatured James mercilessly and acutely in his curious production, Boon (1915), an attack that James did not forgive.) Their correspondence on this matter is of great interest. James particularly disliked the first-person autobiographical mode, which he believed led to shapeless indulgence: on 3 March 1911, he was to write to Wells of

that accursed autobiographic form which puts a premium on the loose, the improvised, the cheap and the easy … There is, to my vision, no authentic, and no really interesting and no beautiful, report of things on the novelist's, on the painter's part unless a particular detachment has operated, unless the great stewpot or crucible of the imagination, of the observant and recording and interpreting mind in short, has intervened and played its part – and this detachment, this chemical transmutation for the aesthetic, the representational, end is terribly wanting in autobiography brought, as the horrible phrase is, up to date.21

Wells had little sympathy with such prose and such sentiments. He made a virtue of looseness: in the first chapter of Tono-Bungay his narrator makes a faux-naïf disclaimer of the ‘discipline to refrain and omit that I suppose the regular novel-writer acquires’. But one should remember here that Ann Veronica, sandwiched between two highly personal and confessional first-person novels, the epic Tono-Bungay (1909) and the inflammatory The New Machiavelli (1911), is written in the third person, and from the point of view of a young woman. This in itself imposes upon the novel an interesting discipline of distance. It removes the possibility of the lengthy self-justifying confessions and wild extraneous speculations that intrude into the other two books, and greatly moderates the Wellsian tone of what we would now call male chauvinism. Wells has made a serious attempt to enter the mind of a third person, and Ann Veronica's thoughts are presented in a language to which she would have had access: even the slang of the period is convincing. Her narrow world is carefully evoked, and her forays from it described with acute observation. She presents a convincing and consistent persona. Despite its shortcomings, the book worked. James wrote to Wells a letter of tortuous appreciation on 14 October 1909, which manages to convey, over some pages, a sense of appalled admiration for and deep anxiety about this strange achievement.22 Yet one is left with the sense that he disapproved, as he was to disapprove of The New Machiavelli.

Henry James had a strong sense of form and a stronger sense of propriety. H. G. Wells wrote violently, subjectively, instinctively. By the standards of James, and, later, of Virginia Woolf, Wells committed appalling literary crimes. But he had his own aesthetic, his own creative principles, his own guiding imagery, and in Ann Veronica these are deployed to very considerable effect.

This novel is about sex. That is why it annoyed so many people. It is not about the ‘Life Force’, that interesting but unscientific principle that so preoccupied his fastidious friend Shaw. It is about sex itself. Rebecca West, the mistress who was to succeed Amber Reeves, knew this, but her caustic comment on ‘the sex obsession that lay clotted on Ann Veronica and The New Machiavelli like cold white sauce’ is painfully wide of the mark.23 There is no ‘cold white sauce’ of sex in this novel, nor is there much of what Wells himself called its dangerous ‘black magic’. Instead, we find a portrait of a healthy young woman awakening to her body, and choosing to follow its desires. Her physical tussle with the lustful Ramage in the cabinet particulier of the discreet Hotel Rococo is one of the most original and subversive passages in the book: Ann Veronica knows she has been stupid and misjudged the situation, but she is not at all afraid. Sexuality does not scare her, as walking alone on Hampstead Heath in the dark does not scare her. On the contrary, she is excited by Ramage's desire, and by her own risk-taking. She is ready for the future. When the time comes, as Capes says, she will confidently take her nuptial flight, for nature will tell her that the time has come to leave the nest.

Wells always writes well about laboratories, dissection and microscopes, for the laboratory brings back to him some of the most intense experiences of his young life. And here, as teacher to student, he hands those memories on to Ann Veronica. She inhabits a world of Darwinian speculation and what we now call sociobiology, where the destiny of women is only one of the many mysteries to be explored. The text is full of skulls, ferns, spores, salamanders, moths, pigs, horses, rabbits, a veritable Noah's Ark of species and creatures – just the kind of rabbit-warren world that Beatrice Webb disliked. Mr Stanley likes rock sections; his daughter likes bodies. She is intellectually interested in the subject of sexual and asexual reproduction. But she also follows her instincts: when she gets herself locked up in prison, she explains herself, surprisingly but simply: ‘I got myself locked up to cool off. By a sort of instinct. As a dog eats grass' (Chapter 12, §5). The zoo serves as a fitting backdrop for her courtship, and her behaviour is seen in the context of a strong animal drive, not solely as an act of political defiance. The excitement of her discoveries, as student and as woman, comes infectiously from the page. Wells loved biology, and he puts his love here to good use.

So, on balance, Ann Veronica survives as a successful and unpretentious novel, and one that can be re-read with pleasure. But this discussion must end on a darker note, for Wells, despite his escapist tricks, does not save his heroine from more sombre speculation. On the very last page, Ann Veronica, by now an affluent, legitimate, pregnant wife, who loves her husband and is forgiven by her father and her aunt, faces her future with apprehension. She fears she is about to dwindle into a mother. She fears her maternal role will subsume her identity. And she is right to fear. Many years of feminist struggle and conflict lay ahead of her and her generation, and nearly a century later, the roles of men and women, of fathers and mothers, still remain unreconciled.

Wells gives us a glimpse of the mature Ann Veronica in Marriage, where she appears as ‘Mrs Gordon Capes, the dark-haired, quiet-mannered wife of the dramatist, a woman of impulsive speech and long silences, who had subsided from an early romance … into a markedly correct and exclusive mother of daughters' (Book 3, Chapter 2). We also find that her husband cannot bear to sit through a performance of his own play, which has been written for money to suit the ‘habits and customs’ of the stage and the prejudices of the theatre-going public. This is an ambiguous and somewhat mournful vision of success.

Received opinion is still that in ‘real life’ Amber Blanco White retired into domesticity, lived long, but did little. This was not quite what happened. It is on record that, like Virginia Woolf, she taught for a while at Morley College in South London, and that she published at least eight books, some under her maiden name, some under her married name. Her second novel, A Lady and her Husband (1914), is the spirited and informative account of the mid-life crisis of a married woman who learns enough about capitalism, shareholding, ‘emotional capital’ and ‘mental capital’, to thwart her husband's unprincipled business plans. She also wrote on the nationalization of banking, on ethics, on propaganda (for the Left Book Club) and a wartime volume of popular common-sense psychology called Worry in Women (1941), which includes references to Sigmund Freud, Ernest Jones, Melanie Klein and John Bowlby.24 She collaborated with Wells in at least one volume, The Work, Wealth and Happiness of Mankind (1932), where he credits her warmly as ‘Mrs G. R. Blanco White’ for her help on the sections connected with money and banking and for her diagnosis of the world slump. He also tells us that it was she who suggested the ‘special chapter on Women’, which had been ‘closely argued’ with her. So we know that their intellectual relationship continued, and that she maintained her intellectual independence. Her full story has yet to be told; Ann Veronica was only an opening chapter.

Margaret Drabble
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Note on the Text

On 15 September 1908, H. G. Wells sent the manuscript of Ann Veronica to his publisher Frederick Macmillan with a letter in which he stated: ‘it is, I think, the best love story I have ever done’. After reading the novel, Macmillan, however, anticipating a scandalous reaction refused to publish the manuscript with the excuse that although there is ‘a great deal in it that is attractive, the plot develops on lines that would be exceedingly distasteful to the public which buys books published by our firm’.1 Wells was not as displeased as he might have been by this rejection because on the same day he received a letter from Stanley Unwin who was just beginning his publishing career and had joined his uncle T. Fisher Unwin. He started by contacting well-known authors, among them Wells. Wells replied by return of post and a contract including a £1,500 advance on royalties was signed.

On 3 October 1909, Ann Veronica, subtitled ‘A Modern Love Story’ and dedicated to ‘A. J.’ was published by Unwin to hostile criticism and brisk sales. ‘A. J.’ is a mystery, especially as Anna-Jane Blanco White, Wells's daughter with Amber Reeves, was born three months after the publication of Ann Veronica. It has been suggested, however, that the initials are a compound of ‘Amber’ and ‘Jane’ (see Introduction). George Newnes reissued the novel in a cheap edition in 1913 without the dedication, and it was frequently reprinted during Wells's lifetime. The official American edition was published in 1909 by Harper and Brothers.

Wells subsequently
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