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THE TIME MACHINE


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 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.


Patrick Parrinder took his MA and Ph.D. at Cambridge University, where he held a Fellowship at King’s College and published his first two books on Wells, H. G. Wells (1970) and H. G. Wells: The Critical Heritage (1972). He has been Chairman of the H. G. Wells Society and editor of The Wellsian, and has also written on James Joyce, science fiction, literary criticism and the history of the English novel. His book Shadows of the Future (1995) brings together his interests in Wells, science fiction and literary prophecy. Since 1986 he has been Professor of English at the University of Reading.

Marina Warner is a writer of fiction, history and criticism. Her studies of mythology and fairy tales include Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and the Cult of the Virgin Mary (1976), From the Beast to the Blonde (1994) and No Go the Bogeyman: Scaring, Lulling and Making Mock (1998). In 1994 she gave the Reith Lectures on the BBC on the theme of ‘Managing Monsters: Six Myths of Our Time’. Her most recent novel is The Leto Bundle (2001). She is a professor in the Department of Literature, Film and Theatre at the University of Essex, and is currently finishing a study of spirits and technologies, called Figuring the Soul: From Waxworks to Ectoplasm.

Steven McLean has recently completed his Ph.D. in the Department of English Literature at the University of Sheffield. His thesis investigates the relationship between H. G. Wells’s scientific romances and the discourses of science in the 1890s and early 1900s. Steven has published on Wells’s early fiction. He is the current Secretary of the H. G. Wells Society.






Introduction


Dreams and trance states used to be the principal, well-established methods of time travelling. Until Sigmund Freud published The Interpretation of Dreams in 1900, five years after H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine, and defined them as fragments of desire and memories of the individual sleeper’s unconscious, dreams had delivered warnings and portents for many different peoples and cultures; a gifted dreamer could communicate visions of the future and sometimes be understood: in the Bible Joseph in Egypt interprets Pharoah’s prophetic dreams; in Roman history, as we hear from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, Caesar’s wife has a nightmare and tries to stop him going to the Senate on the day of his death. Precognition was supernatural rather than psychological, and certainly not scientific.


H. G. Wells is also a gifted dreamer, a ‘wild talent’,1 a prophet, but in his great scientific romances of the late nineteenth century, he invented a new kind of storyteller and established a new kind of prophecy. No longer a sleeping or entranced visionary, a priestess in a cave or a saint on a rock, his seer was a man on the saddle of a kind of bicycle, customized in a suburban workshop, part crystal radio set, part clockwork, part points-switching railway tracks, part movie camera – the first Time Machine of modernity. With this device, Wells created far more than a fascinating narrative vehicle for his views of human destiny, cosmic history, class warfare, the evolution of sex and leisure and labour, and much else; his story has lasted as one of the most popular ever written, one of the most imitated and influential to this day, because it reaches out beyond the related episodes and ostensible plot to give us an image of human consciousness in potentia. The Time Machine in some deep sense does perform as Wells’s own imagination, vaulting into aeons of futurity. It translates a faculty of mind – projective imagination – into an actual piece of technology, and embodies it physically in time and space. It is a Delphic tripod, a crystal ball, a stargazing lens, an I Ching trigram, but made to work in the age of the machine.

In the closing decades of the nineteenth century, the fascination with the involuntary workings of the mind was intense, and by no means confined to the most famous psychologist of the era, Sigmund Freud, and his theories of dreams and repression. For example, the Victorian novelist and thinker Samuel Butler formulated a theory of unconscious memory for a book with that title published in 1880, while, a little later, Frederic Myers, a strange but inspired writer on psychic and psychological matters, first came up with the theory of the ‘subliminal self’, which he saw as an influential repository of unconscious dreams and memories from previous lives and forgotten experiences. H. G. Wells dramatically transformed such speculations when he transposed mere mental voyaging into an actual vehicle; he gave an altogether new, exciting and persuasive meaning to the term ‘out-of-the-body experience’. His machine offers an image of modern literature in action, of what writing can do through the words of an extraordinary and original fantasy at play. In yet another sense, The Time Machine’s archaeological plunge into the future replicates the incremental growth of language and meaning. When the philosophically minded French poet Paul Valéry came across Wells’s story soon after it was published, he adapted Wells’s device with great excitement to illuminate his ideas about the making of imagery itself through consciousness. He came to the conclusion that ‘A symbol is something of a time machine. It’s an inconceivable compression of the time taken by operations of the spirit …’2 More than a decade before novelists started experimenting with the stream of consciousness, Wells grippingly dramatized his own powerful dream capacity to create symbols that leap across aeons of time, and made his visionary faculty itself appear to be the medium of an objective account of ‘the shape of things to come’.

The Time Machine was the first of a dazzling sequence of inventions, which include The Invisible Man, The Island of Doctor Moreau, The War of the Worlds and ‘The Plattner Story’, published over a mere three years from 1895 to 1898. Wells has been called by Brian Aldiss the creator of a ‘modern sublime’.3 Generations of writers have continued the attempt to write in this vein: today, Wells is the progenitor of twenty-first-century cyber-sublime, even the godfather of cyberpunk. Together with Jorge Luis Borges, Wells could be said to be the first who gave us intimations of ‘the force that’s with us’, who first found that ‘the truth is out there’, and imagined the concealed energy that powers the Matrix.

Astonishingly accurate in his predictions, Wells also achieved over the course of a long and extremely prolific career a rate of strike that few fortune-tellers, astrologers or dream diviners could match, in antiquity or now. His visions of aerial bombardment, chemical weapons, laser beams, industrial tourism, space travel, genetic engineering, cosmetic surgery, global warming and the vibrating universe, actually predate some of the most familiar features of our technological modern world: they precede even the radio and the first aeroplanes, for example, as well as the use of poison gas in the Great War. Meanwhile, the latest speculations of string theory and quantum mechanics have lit up new horizons for teleporters, mutation, cloning and other wonderful Wellsian speculations.4

Wells knew all about the vatic tradition, and he alludes now and then in his writing to oracles and prophets, to the sibylline utterances of antiquity and the visions of apocalypse in the Bible, and wrote to a friend when he was working on the final version of The Time Machine, ‘it is the latest Delphic voice but the tripod is not broken.’5 But his inspired move as a storyteller was to distance himself completely from the occult and the uncanny so prevalent in the fin de siècle when he started. Wells wrote – and published – several versions of the story which became The Time Machine from 1888 to 1895, and the powerful changes he introduced to his original idea of travelling into time reveal dramatically how he abandoned the supernatural and the uncanny as his fictional territory, and chose instead a new common manner of address that made him very much more provocative and exciting than his predecessors in utopian fabulism. ‘The Chronic Argonauts’ stays within the register of myth and antique fable, as its rather bombastic title shows, and it features a magician with a far-fetched name – Nebogipfel, cod German for ‘mist-wrapped mountain’ – closer to the tradition of mystification and esoterica.6 Wells was no stranger to this literature: he invoked as one of his influences Lucian of Samosata, the great master of comic and prurient magic, as well as his follower and imitator Apuleius, and his Metamorphosis, or The Golden Ass, a wondrous concatenation of transmogrifications, spells and grotesque misadventures. Rather nearer to Wells’s own time, the speed and directness used by Edgar Allan Poe in his tales of the supernatural clearly shaped Wells’s own storytelling manner; but while these masters continued to colour the fantastic of M. R. James and H. P. Lovecraft, Wells parted from them very significantly. He is not looking to give his readers the thrill of the paranormal or to make us shiver at the mysteries of the unknown; he rather presents marvels as knowable, introduces us to wonders of nature and the universe as revealed by reason. Poe makes us tremble at the clock ticking under the floor; Robert Louis Stevenson learned the art of the ‘good crawler’ from the tales of Scottish faerie and weirdness that his nurse told him when he was a child ill in bed; Lovecraft also makes our flesh crawl at the rats scratching in the wall; and Henry James, stepping into this haunted territory, most effectively conjures the shivers and the pleasures of unexplained phenomena and irrational malignancy in The Turn of the Screw. By contrast, when H. G. Wells throws open vistas (a word he likes), he wants to persuade us that the world on the other side of the door that he opens is not a personal delusion but a scientific truth that can be explained.

In Wells’s ‘scientific romances’, a popular genre (‘Tales of the Unexpected’) meets and combines with others in a unique fusion: he was writing not only during the same period as many masters of the shudder and the thrill, but in the aftermath of an extraordinarily fecund period for children’s fantastic literature, utopian fictions and traveller’s yarns. The expansion of the British empire spread through the closing decades of the century accompanied by a polyphony of storytelling, like a Greek chorus commenting on the action, now in pride, now in horror. Wells listened in on these voices to great effect: in The Time Machine the pluck and aggressiveness of the protagonist as he battles for survival against the dread and loathsome Morlocks with little more than a nearly spent box of safety matches as weapon, match up to action heroes in imperial adventures of deadly perils, as in G. A. Henty and Rider Haggard (King Solomon’s Mines, 1886, and She, 1887).

When the Traveller first lands in the future, beside the looming winged statue of the White Sphinx, that decaying monument of a vanished civilization, the effect brings to mind an exotic location far from Richmond; the Palace of Green Porcelain, which the Traveller discovers later, also evokes distant, subjugated territories which sent a pagoda to Kew Gardens, as well as an obelisk and an assortment of sphinxes to the Embankment in London.7 But Victorian wealth and power instigated another kind of literature, a fugue of the imagination into a myriad invented Nowheres, Elsewheres, Wonderlands and Outlands. The impulse to reconfigure social realities in dream geographies moved reforming Christian idealists like Charles Kingsley, with his underwater haven (The Water Babies, 1863), George MacDonald, who conjured his chivalrous, fairy realms (At the Back of the North Wind, 1871), as well as Tennyson and his poetic voyaging through the Arthurian cycle The Idylls of the King. Even Lewis Carroll with Wonderland and Looking-Glass country develops, through Alice’s eyes and nonsense inversions, alternatives to the adult society of arbitrary laws, tyrannical rulers and double talk. Peter Pan’s Never-Never Land is a Utopia out of the Victorian nursery tradition, where many of the conditions that created Victorian power have been specifically overturned, and no one has to be good or diligent or work or suffer hardship or cruelty or poverty or indignity or subordination to an owner or a boss.

The children’s writers have retained huge audiences and international readership, whereas some of the adult visionaries are perhaps now studied more than enjoyed. Wells was himself inspired directly by two important contributions to the tradition: Samuel Butler’s Erewhon (1872) and William Morris’s News From Nowhere (1890). Both these fantasies of possible other worlds were the products of highly gifted and unusual men with a very wide range of interests and activities and a restless drive towards reform and utopia: Butler was a pioneering photographer and psychologist as well as a satirical novelist, and in his book he savaged the progress of the world as he saw it. His Erewhon (nowhere spelled backwards) is a topsy-turvy world, where being ill is a crime and all disease concealed for fear of punishment, while unreason is worshipped without question. Butler was responding, and Wells would follow his example, to the dangers implicit in Darwin’s view of human survival in The Origin of Species. By contrast, William Morris was a much softer optimist and dreamer, a founder of the Pre-Raphaelites, an embattled Socialist, a master printer, poet and painter, and the famous and successful champion of the arts and crafts movement; through his wallpapers and fabrics, he created the aesthetic most closely identified with the look and quality of Victorian design. Morris also wrote in the shadow cast by Darwin and Butler, but the dream society of News from Nowhere or An Epoch of Rest being some chapters from a Utopian Romance pictures humanity happily regressed into an idyllic, de-industrialized pastorale where modernity has been superseded. His paragons live in a medieval time warp of manual crafts. Both Butler’s and Morris’s Nowheres are glimpsed in The Time Machine, for Wells explicitly takes up issues these predecessors raise, and dramatizes their contrasting viewpoints through the Morris-like Eloi and the Butler-like Morlocks. He also adopted the brilliant switch of perspective Morris had used when he projected the traditional ‘once upon a time’ into the future.

The freshness of Wells’s storytelling arises from this new realist tone, which has not a little touch of the deliberately banal. (In his story ‘The Argonauts of the Air’, a dazzling prophecy of air travel, he writes of the building of the aeroplane: ‘Through the grove of iron pillars … one had a glimpse of the pretty scenery towards Esher’ – a most typical and assured effect of queering the ordinary.)8 As in The Time Machine, his favoured locale is the leafy suburbs around London, his favoured milieu ordinary people of the middle to lower middle class, and his discourse by choice matter-of-fact, objective and scientific. He winds up our excitement by placing wild events in this familiar landscape: it is a strategy that inverts the usual far-fetched material of fantasy into seemingly ‘near-fetched’ observation. For Wells there is only physics to give the texture of the reality in his stories, the canny is far preferable to the uncanny, yet the effect on the reader immerses us in a deeper and more vertiginously disorientating metaphysics.


The Time Machine is a long short story, or novella, in twelve parts with an epilogue; it folds its stories about the future within a frame story in the style of oral narrative; an ‘Outside Narrator’, clearly not an interested party and more sober and reliable than the inventor, can persuade us more fully of what happened. The chronology of the enchained stories is elaborate, contributing to the general pent-up excitement which the successive eyewitness narratives arouse. The plot falls into three sections: it opens in the inventor’s house, in medias res at a dinner party, during which he explains his theory of the fourth dimension, time, and shows his guests a little model of his invention, a ‘beautifully made’ machine which can voyage through time as if through space. One of the guests trips the lever, and thus sends this model out on its journey in time: it vanishes from the table (and does not return). Someone introduces the possibility of conjuring but this is dashed down instantly. ‘I am absolutely certain there was no trickery,’ the narrator tells us.


A week later, at a second gathering of guests, the Time Traveller appears, dishevelled, haggard, with bleeding feet, and tells them of his voyage to the year 802,701 and of his experiences – at first wonderful, then terrible – with the descendants of humanity in the future. This part contains the richest and most eventful dramatic action in the story, including the landing near the White Sphinx, the encounters with the Eloi, his loving attachment to Weena, and the near-fatal battle with the Morlocks. The emotion veers wildly, from bouts of pulp-fiction aggression to Sunday-school pastoral sentiment. In the third part, the Time Traveller describes how he then precipitated himself faster and deeper into time and, in an apocalyptic vision recalling medieval allegories of divine retribution, beheld the end of the universe in a general darkness, with only one monstrous round thing, hopping, with tentacles trailing ‘against the red water of the sea’. Finally, in a laconic and melancholy Epilogue, the narrator tells us that the Traveller set out again three years before and has still not returned.

The last decade of Queen Victoria’s reign, when Wells was making up his pioneering scientific romances, was an era of unsurpassed scientific discovery, and many Victorian scientists were developing the technologies that would create the modern world. Electromagnetism, radio waves, X-rays, new gases (neon, argon, crypton, xenon) brought modernity into being (submarine cables were connecting the world, cities were illuminated, moving pictures started, followed by the telephone and, later, by television). All these innovations created a climate of excited possibility: if images and sounds could be moved over great distances, might it not be imaginable to move thoughts and objects as well? In 1882, two years before H. G. Wells began studying at the Normal School of Science in South Kensington, a group of leading philosophers and scientists founded the Society for Psychical Research in order to investigate all kinds of unexplained phenomena. Surprising as it may seem, their attitude was determinedly scientific and positivist as they embarked in a spirit of solemn and sceptical rationality on experiments in telepathy, teleportation, telekinesis and other possibilities.

The framing scene of The Time Machine in the Inventor’s Richmond house captures the kind of social setting in which the SPR conducted its activities, and even reproduces some of the effects of their seances, when the Psychologist sends the first time machine, the inventor’s small prototype, on its way into the future: ‘There was a breath of wind, and the lamp flame jumped. One of the candles on the mantel was blown out, and the little machine suddenly swung round, became indistinct, was seen as a ghost for a second perhaps … and it was gone – vanished!’

Later, when the Time Traveller returns from the future, he finds two large white flowers crushed in his pocket; these are of an unknown species and they prove to him and to his listeners that he had experienced no dream but had truly lived with the Eloi in their garden of Eden. Similarly, the researchers of the Society set great store by the ‘apports’, often gifts of flowers, which mediums materialized during seances and gave to sitters (Elizabeth Barrett Browning, at a gathering at a friend’s house in Ealing with the famous medium Daniel Dunglas Home, was delighted when he placed a garland on her head, supposedly conjured from the other side). The name of the housekeeper in The Time Machine, Mrs Watchett, even hints with a touch of Wellsian comedy at a scene of nocturnal carryings-on, or mediumship.

Victorian speculations into psychic science continued to interest Wells, for he concludes his magisterial and hugely successful encyclopedic study of biology, The Science of Life (1930) with detailed accounts of ‘borderlands’, hypnotism and multiple personality, and even reproduces photographs of mediums emitting ectoplasm. However, the crucial point to make about this association is that the SPR’s heavily scientific methods of investigation offered a different way of thinking and writing about weird and wonderful phenomena. In 1933, reflecting with disarming frankness on his most famous and successful fictions, H. G. Wells explained his technique: ‘For the writer of fantastic stories to help the reader play the game properly, he must help him in every possible unobtrusive way to domesticate the impossible hypothesis. He must trick him into an unwary concession to get some plausible assumption and get on with the story while the illusion holds. And that is why there was a slight novelty in my stories when they first appeared. Hitherto, except in exploration fantasies, the fantastic element was brought in by magic … It occurred to me that … an ingenious use of scientific patter might with advantage be substituted.’9

Wells was working as a science journalist while writing The Time Machine, and began exploring the idea in a series of articles, not stories, during its first appearances in magazines. The story condenses preoccupations that began in Wells’s childhood, when he first encountered cosmology, biology and ethics of human behaviour in the library of Uppark where his mother worked ‘below stairs’; there he saw illustrations of Extinct Animals, which made a lasting impression, and read – among other things – Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. He managed to gain a bursary to study in South Kensington under the celebrated Darwinian Thomas H. Huxley and attended his lectures on evolution; Huxley remained a profound influence and imaginary interlocutor throughout his writing life, for Wells continued to struggle, in both his fiction and his historical writings, with the implications of natural selection for human society. Huxley argued, for example, ‘Social progress means a checking of the cosmic process at every step and the substitution for it of another, which may be called the ethical process; the end of which is not the survival of those who may happen to be the fittest … but of those who are ethically the best.’10 In the same spirit, Wells’s buoyancy grew when he imagined something could be done to halt entropy (human degeneration, dog-eats-dog, cosmic cooling), but he was engulfed in darkness and despair (as in The Time Machine) when he envisaged the inevitable effects of natural selection developing unchecked.

The Time Machine’s vision of the future issues a stark warning of the outcome for the human race: the Traveller first meets the dainty, fragile, pretty, childish Upperworld people, who idle their days away in flowering meadows, live on fruit, spend their days dancing and playfully making love, have forgotten how to read and write, and no longer even understand the properties of fire. These are the Eloi, and their name echoes with ‘elite’, and also with ‘elohim’ (Lord and God in Hebrew). He rescues one of the Eloi women from drowning, and as his friendship with the infantile Weena becomes closer he discovers the reason for the terror the Eloi suffer. The human species has evolved into two distinct subspecies: below ground, in a deep lightless system of tunnels and shafts and mines, live the Morlocks, partly blind and greyish-white from lack of exposure to the light, but still intelligent, tool-using creatures who toil and produce. The Morlocks’ name catches echoes of ‘warlock’, but it too resonates with biblical terms, including Moloch, the obscene god of the Canaanites, who exacts child sacrifices on his altars (II Kings 23:10). It gradually becomes clear to the Traveller that the Morlocks prey on the Eloi: the Eloi’s flowering garden is a pasture, where, like pretty little baa-lambs, they frolic and graze before being taken down to the Morlocks’ subterranean tunnels. The Time Traveller’s love has the belittling name Weena, enclosing ‘wean’, which impresses on the reader her helpless nursling character. But a ‘weaner’ is also a young animal, a calf or piglet
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