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H.G. WELLS

Herbert George Wells—novelist, social critic, and visionary futurist who became one of the most prolific and widely read writers of his generation—was born in the London suburb of Bromley, Kent, on September 21, 1866. He came from a lower-middle-class background and grew up in circumstances of genteel poverty that would not have seemed out of place in a novel by Dickens. His father was at various times a gardener, professional cricket player, and shopkeeper; his mother was a housekeeper and former lady’s maid. The youngster, nicknamed Bertie, became an avid reader at the age of seven while lying bedridden with a broken leg.

Although he left school to become a draper’s apprentice at fourteen, Wells later won a scholarship to the Royal College of Science in South Kensington. There he studied zoology under T. H. Huxley, a noted disciple of Darwin who instilled in Wells a belief in social as well as biological evolution. Wells’s first prophetic work, “A Tale of the Twentieth Century,” was published in 1887 in the Science Schools Journal. Upon graduation from the University of London in 1890 he was a tutor until chronic ill-health made him decide to make a serious attempt at being a writer. He brought out A Text-Book of Biology (1893) and began contributing articles and fiction to magazines such as the Pall Mall Gazette. Impoverished and unhappily married, Wells eloped with Amy Catherine (“Jane”) Robbins, a former student of his, whom he later married and by whom he had two sons.

The serialization of The Time Machine in 1895 made Wells famous overnight. A string of other scientific romances—including The Island of Dr. Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1897), The War of the Worlds (1898), When the Sleeper Wakes (1899), and The First Men in the Moon (1901)—consolidated his reputation.

A socialist who believed in the perfectibility of mankind, Wells focused on Utopian social and political themes in works of nonfiction beginning with Anticipations (1901), The Discovery of the Future (1902), Mankind in the Making (1903), A Modern Utopia (1905), and The Future in America (1906). Wells joined the Fabian Society in 1903 but left after fighting an unsuccessful war of wit and rhetoric over its policies with George Bernard Shaw.

Tired of being labeled “the English Jules Verne,” Wells wrote two popular comic novels featuring resilient Cockney heroes who triumph over adversity, Kipps (1905) and The History of Mr. Polly (1910). The latter underscored one of his most basic themes: “If the world does not please you, you can change it.” A liaison with the young Fabian Amber Reeves inspired the novel Ann Veronica (1909) and produced a daughter, Anna Jane. Also published in 1909 was Tono-Bungay, a panoramic if scathing view of Edwardian England that many regard as his greatest novel.

Wells’s later fiction became increasingly autobiographical. The New Machiavelli (1911) and the best-selling Mr. Bristling Sees It Through (1916) were the most notable. Others, such as Marriage (1912), prompted a young journalist named Rebecca West to dismiss him as the “old maid among novelists.” Yet the two conducted a ten-year love affair and had a son, Anthony West. Wells continued to produce compelling prognostications. Despite having dubbed World War I “the war that will end war,” he wrote The World Set Free (1914), a speculative history of the future that predicted the coming age of nuclear warfare.

In 1920 The Outline of History, an encyclopedic work written to further the cause of world peace, brought Wells to the height of his fame. An international bestseller, the book included this memorable saying: “Human history becomes more and more a race between education and catastrophe.” The same year he traveled to Russia to meet Lenin and reported on the new Communist regime in Russia in the Shadows (1920).

In 1923 Wells ended his relationship with Rebecca West and later moved to the south of France with his new mistress, political exile Odette Keun. There he wrote The World of William Clissold (1926), his most ambitious novel of the period. Upon returning to London in 1930 Wells brought out The Science of Life (1930) and The Work, Wealth and Happiness of Mankind (1932), two companion volumes to The Outline of History.

With the rise of fascism Wells became less optimistic about the future, and in The Shape of Things to Come (1933) he accurately predicted a second world war that would begin in 1939. However, he journeyed to the United States and Russia in 1934, attempting to promote global peace. Back in England he published his memoirs, the masterful two-volume Experiment in Autobiography (1934), and worked with Alexander Korda on a film version of The Shape of Things to Come. Though happily involved with Moura Budberg, the Russian spy who was his last companion, Wells remained fatalistic about mankind. The advent of World War II only heightened the author’s despondency as he lived to see many of his dire predictions come true. “Reality has taken a leaf from my book and set itself to supersede me,” he bitterly observed. A final work, Mind at the End of Its Tether (1945), bleakly foretold the destruction of civilization.

H. G. Wells died suddenly and peacefully on August 13, 1946, just a few weeks before turning eighty, at his home in Hanover Terrace, London. Three days later his body was cremated and the ashes scattered over the English Channel near the Isle of Wight. A third volume of autobiography, H. G. Wells in Love, appeared posthumously in 1984.
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INTRODUCTION
Ursula K. Le Guin

The Time Machine, published in 1895, has never been out of print. It was the first major work by a young man who would become one of the best-known writers of the early twentieth century. It was, in fact, the story that brought him his first fame.

Why, then, is the tone of Wells’s own Preface to the 1931 Random House edition, here reproduced, so diffident? “It is obviously the work of an inexperienced writer,” he says, barely admitting that “there are still publishers and perhaps even readers to be found for it.” He goes on for nearly two pages in the third person before he breaks down and says “my story,” and then calls it “a very undergraduate performance.” Modesty is a fine, rare trait, but this goes too far: he’s behaving as in his own disarming description of his first paper for the Fabian Society, which, he says, he read to his necktie through his mustache. Only at the end of the Preface, having thoroughly bashed the story, does he loosen up and call it his “dear old Time Machine.”

H. G. Wells was an odd man, oddly mixed. Looking at the 1920 portrait of him on the cover of a biography, I see two faces in his face: one likable, warm, and genial, the other tense, keen, and curiously fugitive. His clear gaze seems direct and yet it does not meet you. One should not characterize so very accomplished and complex a life in a word, yet the word that keeps coming to my mind, reading about him and rereading his work, is elusive. Wells is quicksilver: substantial, heavy, brilliant, yet you can’t pin it down. Oh, this is what he is, this is what he’s saying, you think, and then you realize he isn’t.

Probably he was disposed to be hard on this story, to distance himself from it, because he hoped his reputation would rest on his realistic novels and the social and political thinking embodied in the later, more ideological fictions he called “fantasies of possibility.” And a writer can be pursued by a successful story till he’s sick of hearing about it. Feeling with justification that he had thought hard and worked hard for thirty years to perfect his ideas and his art, he didn’t wish all that to be overshadowed in the eyes of future readers by a story he wrote in a hurry at the age of twenty-eight.

And yet it seems that his living influence is concentrated increasingly in the early scientific romances, now all a century or more old—The Time Machine, The War of the Worlds, The First Men in the Moon, and The Island of Dr. Moreau. Imagery from these stories, particularly the first two, is so deep in our minds, so common to us, as to be genuinely archetypal, not only as scenes from films but as the far more deeply suggestive and resonant verbal images of the stories themselves. Nobody can write science fiction, or discuss science fiction as literature, without having read them; they are fundamental in a way even Verne is not, though Mary Shelley is. They established certain mythical tendencies in our fiction, which we have explored ever since. I do not use the word myth lightly, to mean fantasizing or falsification, but in its proper sense: myth as a necessary story, concerning realities important to a people, and leading to moral perception and interpretation.

What the moral perceptions in Wells’s stories consist of can, of course, be fully stated only in the terms of the myth itself. The story is not a fortune cookie from which a message may be extracted. The perception is the story. The interpretation will vary with the reader and the age.

So people continue to argue about whether Wells was an optimist or a pessimist, a question that evidently puzzled him, too. He loved science, which he met in its most promising and exciting season, the hopeful youth of modern physics, chemistry, astronomy, biology. He wanted to believe that science—reason—would lead mankind to a bright Utopia; he worked hard at believing it. But, as he said in 1933, “Now and then, though I rarely admit it, the universe projects itself towards me in a hideous grimace.” It is courageous of him to admit that he did not want to admit it. He was far too honest an artist to hide it. He faced the hideous grimace, and it is that horror of darkness, the vision of “the aimless torture in creation,” that gives the scientific romances their gravity.

He wrote tales of a hopeful future, such as In the Days of the Comet and A Modern Utopia, the one quite dull, the other falling, as rational Utopias do, into intolerable elitism. He also wrote what may be the first genuine dystopia, When the Sleeper Wakes, showing how two centuries of social and technological “progress” lead to the dead end of a totalitarian corporate state. Even such a realistic novel of commonplace contemporary life as Tono-Bungay includes a haunting, terribly prescient vision of radioactivity as an uncontrollable cancer.

He loved the English countryside that was being built over and despoiled throughout his lifetime, and wrote of it vividly, with a nostalgia that undermined all visions of a rational technocracy. He dreaded the future when he saw it as utterly unmanageable; sometimes he struggled to find political ideologies to manage it, sometimes he retreated to the scientist’s stoical acceptance of what must be. He investigated and imagined all kinds of possibilities in his fiction and settled on none. He faced, evaded, repositioned, turned again to face what he feared.

His impulse, in his life as in his fiction, seemed always to be to disentangle himself, though he tried hard neither to deny nor to betray. This inability or refusal to settle is most striking, perhaps, in his attitude toward time itself. Many of his generation saw themselves, with good cause, as living at the end of one age and the beginning of another. Wells’s fictions exhibit an intense temporal anguish, that of a man who feels he exists “between two times,” pulled both back and forward, at home in neither. The idea of living in two times, of moving back and forth between them, is an almost obsessive theme in his work throughout his long career.

And here it is, in its pure essence, in his first novel.

I have no idea how old I was the first time I opened the fat, dull-green volume called Seven Scientific Romances, or how many times during my childhood and adolescence I reread The Time Machine. The lawn among the rhododendrons under the White Sphinx is as familiar to me as the garden of the house I grew up in. The direct, clear, self-assured cadence of the language (so unlike the pasticheurs’ notion of “Victorian prose”) is still exemplary. Wells’s narrator says of the Time Traveller’s tale, “The story was so fantastic and incredible, the telling so credible and sober,” and that is a good description not only of the piece itself, but of the characteristic narrative ploy of science fiction: to be sober in imagining and to tell the incredible credibly.

Along with the vastly, impossibly paradoxical notion of “traveling” through time as through space, there are quite a lot of lesser incredibilities—among them the Time Traveller’s amazing improvidence. Reading as a child, I didn’t notice, but I find it strange now that he sets off into the future without a notebook; without provisions of any kind; without even putting on outdoor shoes. He has matches in his pocket because he’s a pipe smoker, but I’m not sure he takes his pipe. (Bilbo Baggins certainly would have.) “If only I had thought of a Kodak!” he says to himself, eight hundred thousand years later. Why indeed? And why eight hundred thousand years? Wouldn’t most time travelers be inclined to try a hop of a century to start with, or at most a millennium? The entire history of mankind goes back only about five millennia. He goes forward eight hundred. What ever made him do it?

There is no answer to that except an aesthetic one, and it is, to me, complete and satisfactory. He goes so far because the journey itself is so irresistible.

It is splendidly imagined, that account of the first great time-voyage, when night begins to follow day “like the flapping of a black wing,” and the sun starts “hopping swiftly across the sky,” and then the Traveller sees “trees growing and changing like puffs of vapour, now brown, now green; they grew, spread, shivered, and passed away.” And the hills melt and flow, and the sun sways up and down from solstice to solstice.… No wonder he “flung himself into futurity” with such abandon.

And again, at the end of his tale, when for no rational reason at all he travels yet farther and farther into the future “in great strides of a thousand years or more,” until he arrives at the “remote and awful twilight” of the beach at the end of earthly time. That scene, in its desolate grandeur and inhumanity, is surely the most wonderful passage of pure science-fictional imagination ever written.

Science fiction is almost the only kind of story that ever really admits of a world not dominated by human beings (or gods, animals, or aliens who act just like human beings). To raise one’s eyes, once in a while, to the realms in which human action does not count and human concerns are simply negligible, the limitless universe, Lucretius’ “coasts of light,” may be to glimpse, for a moment, a freedom that exceeds consolation.

The Time Traveller’s behavior as a human being among the morbid remnants of the species in the year 802,701 is neither wise nor admirable; he not only doesn’t take notes or samples, he mislays his Time Machine, gets his one friend killed, and murders a lot of people more or less unintentionally but with enthusiasm—as if foreseeing the movies he’d soon star in. On the other hand, his gradual understanding via misunderstandings of the childish Eloi and then of their ghoulish guardians, and his efforts to understand how humanity came to be so divided and so fallen, are sympathetic and convincing, largely because they remain tentative. His tale leaves us with a great many unsettled and unsettling questions.

Except for a passage or two of melodramatic violence, it is all done with a light, quick, sure hand. There are many elegantly deft touches, such as the two flowers “not unlike very large white mallows” that are all the Traveller brings home with him, or the sentences describing exactly where the Time Machine is when it comes to rest again in the laboratory and why it is exactly there. Again, such details are of the purest essence of the science-fictional imagination. They are solid, impeccable. The whole garden is imaginary, but the toads in it are real.

The Time Machine was well named: it has seen three centuries so far without the least sign of aging, its bars of ivory and nickel and rods of rock crystal intact, its brass rails unbent, its language and vision as fresh as when it set off 107 years ago. I would envy all who are about to ride it for the first time, if I didn’t know that it’s a journey one can take over and over and always discover something new.

——

URSULA K. LE GUIN has published eight collections of short stories, thirteen books for children, six volumes of poetry, two collections of essays and seventeen novels. She has received numerous awards, including a National Book Award and a Pushcart Prize. She lives in Oregon.
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THE Time Machine was published in 1895. It is obviously the work of an inexperienced writer, but certain originalities in it saved it from extinction and there are still publishers and perhaps even readers to be found for it after the lapse of a third of a century. In its final form, except for certain minor amendments, it was written in a lodging at Sevenoaks in Kent. The writer was then living from hand to mouth as a journalist. There came a lean month when scarcely an article of his was published or paid for in any of the papers to which he was accustomed to contribute and since all the offices in London that would tolerate him were already amply supplied with still unused articles, it seemed hopeless to write more until the block moved. Accordingly, rather than fret at this dismaying change in his outlook, he wrote this story in the chance of finding a market for it in some new quarter. He remembers writing at it late one summer night by an open window, while a disagreeable landlady grumbled at him in the darkness outside because of the excessive use of her lamp, expanding to a dreaming world her unwillingness to go to bed while that lamp was still alight; he wrote on to that accompaniment; and he remembers, too, discussing it and the underlying notions of it, while he walked in Knole Park with that dear companion who sustained him so stoutly through those adventurous years of short commons and hopeful uncertainty.

The idea of it seemed in those days to be his “one idea.” He had saved it up so far in the hope that he would one day make a much longer book of it than the Time Machine, but the urgent need for something marketable obliged him to exploit it forthwith. As the discerning reader will perceive, it is a very unequal book: the early discussion is much more carefully planned and written than the later chapters. A slender story springs from a very profound root. The early part, the explanation of the idea had already seen the light in 1893 in Henley’s National Observer. It was the latter half that was written so urgently at Sevenoaks in 1894.

That one idea is now everybody’s idea. It was never the writer’s own peculiar idea. Other people were coming to it. It was begotten in the writer’s mind by students’ discussions in the laboratories and debating society of the Royal College of Science in the eighties and already it had been tried over in various forms by him before he made this particular application of it. It is the idea that Time is a fourth dimension and that the normal present is a three-dimensional section of a four-dimensional universe. The only difference between the time dimension and the others, from this point of view, lay in the movement of consciousness along it, whereby the progress of the present was constituted. Obviously there might
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