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1. The Vivisector:
H. G. WELLS’S THE ISLAND OF DOCTOR MOREAU

Dostoevsky’s Russia is a disturbed and disturbing place, and to sound the depths of that spreading disturbance, Dostoevsky imagines a profoundly disturbed man. But how did this unlikely character become a representative figure for the fiction of the next century? After all, Dostoevsky’s Russia is a very different place from Victorian England, Belle Époque Paris, the Austro-Hungarian Empire of Franz Joseph I, Wilhelmine Germany, or America in the Gilded Age—times and places that were and remain bywords for ostentation and complacency. Public scandals like the Dreyfus affair and the Wilde case may provide alarming evidence of rot within, but for the Western world, the end of the nineteenth century is a time of prosperity and, allowing for the occasional anarchist attentat or financial crash, success.

The novel partakes in that success. It has done well for itself over the years, establishing itself so thoroughly that even to this day, when we think of the form of the novel, it is the great novels of the nineteenth century that come to mind. The novel is ubiquitous, and novelists like Scott and Balzac, Dickens and Dumas, George Sand and Jules Verne are international figures of unquestioned brilliance. The novel is also a thriving business. Novels are being written and published not only throughout the Western world but wherever the increasing literacy and disposable income that the form requires to flourish are to be found: in Japan, for example, as we shall see.

If the market for the novel is robust and growing, so too is critical awareness of the form. Its gathering influence has long been an object of critical alarm to the guardians of public decency, and English novelists in particular are forced to cater to the supposed sensitivities of their readers, as determined by the lending libraries through which their books mostly reach their audience. Nothing remotely untoward or discomfiting should stain the product! Novelists, at the same time, and partly in reaction to such strictures, are becoming more solicitous of their art and honor as artists. Here, for the decisive turn, we need to go back to the mid-nineteenth century and Flaubert and his Madame Bovary. Madame Bovary is nothing special. She is not unusually wicked. She is hardly a heroine of the liberated self. She is a misguided reader of cheap romantic novels, and Flaubert’s book is as much about the art of the novel and his art—a proof piece, of sorts—as it is about her. Emma Bovary is solidly present as a person, but she is also a pretext for her creator to display how perfectly chosen his words are, how carefully paced his sentences, things we are made alive to quite as much as to what those words and sentences describe. She provides a pretext, too, for a no less marked display of unsentimentality—what will be called Flaubert’s realism. Disdaining the uplifting moral and emotional resolution typical of the novel as Emma, among other readers, knows and craves it, Flaubert offers in its place the steely polish of his novelistic technique. He is deft at handling what has come to be called free indirect discourse, the technical name given to the novelist’s common practice of moving in and out of the thoughts of characters as needed to move the story along, creating a sense of both transparency and intimacy, the sense of a common world. For Flaubert, though, it will serve instead as an index of individual isolation: he may enter the minds of his characters, but only to cordon them off by virtue of their point of view.

Perhaps the most celebrated scene in Madame Bovary is the one in which Emma yields to her first lover, the aristocrat Rodolphe. The two are alone in a room on the upper floor of the municipal building of Charleroix. Rodolphe has arranged for them go there in order to enjoy a better view of the county fair that is going on below—and with a view to something else as well. Anticipating cinematic montage, Flaubert cuts back and forth between the scene on high and the scene on the ground, and the very different things going on at these different levels. This would seem to emphasize the omniscience of the novelist; it certainly does make us aware of being in his hands. But the true effect of Flaubert’s manipulations is to make readers keenly aware of how inevitably limited is anyone’s point of view. In this brilliant staging, novelistic omniscience is ironically deployed to instill a cruel consciousness of being in the know—we see what is going on, we think, unlike the people in the book—but also of knowing that, all things considered, you never really know. All we ever know is what we think we know, and that in the end may well be nothing.

Flaubert is a great stylist, and as a stylist he will exercise an immense influence on the novelists of the century to come. With Flaubert’s example in mind, Ford Madox Ford and Joseph Conrad, who collaborated on a couple of novels, would prepare passages of description in French before turning them into English: only in that way could they get them right. Gertrude Stein, James Joyce, Ernest Hemingway—absent Flaubert, their work would be unrecognizable. He is a great and transformative stylist, but he is an even greater pessimist, and in this respect he remains a very nineteenth-century figure. In his books the balance between self and society holds, even if as nothing more than a deadlock in the unflinching eye of the artist. Here we can contrast him with Henry James, who knew Flaubert as a young man and was to some degree his disciple. From Flaubert, James learns to be hyper-scrupulous about points of view, but in James’s work this attention carries an entirely different charge. What concerns him is not just the given and infrangible limits of our perception and understanding but also the zone of our responsibility, and for him novelists are called on to respect their characters’ points of view in the same way that we as people, as human beings and moral agents, are called on to observe and to promote the freedom and individuality that makes each of us distinct. Thus in The Portrait of a Lady, from 1881, James depicts Isabel Archer’s quest to fashion herself as person—to assume an active, public face that she recognizes as hers, on her own free terms, that classic challenge of the nineteenth-century novel. Freely she makes the terrible mistake of marrying the wrong man, a man with a demonic contempt for freedom. Having made that mistake, she must learn to abide the consequences and suffer her private grief; so she does, and James leaves the reader uncertain as to whether she has sentenced herself to a life of submission or attained the more complex freedom of self-awareness and responsibility for her actions. It is within that uncertainty, however, that real life takes place. In his preface to the novel, James deploys the metaphor of a balance to describe what he was out to do: put Isabel’s consciousness in one scale; put those of the people around her in the other. Keep adding weight on each side while the tension mounts. And the effect? Proud of his artistic accomplishment, James writes, “The girl hovers inextinguishable.”1

Flaubert’s pessimism; the tragic optimism of Portrait of a Lady, maybe the most beautifully calibrated of nineteenth-century novels: by the start of the twentieth century the novel had developed not only an audience but an extraordinary range. The nineteenth-century novel was something remarkable; the nineteenth century was soon to be over. What would happen now? (The notion of measuring historical eras in centuries becomes prevalent only in the nineteenth century, and the presumption that each century will come with its own specific story—very strong at the end of the century—may itself be seen as reflecting the growing influence of the nineteenth-century novel.) Dostoevsky, translations of whose work were at this point beginning to spread around the expanding world of the novel, had shown a Russia in which inner and outer worlds were flying apart. What kinds of other worlds, and novels, might there be?

This is the question that H. G. Wells, James’s younger contemporary and, for a while, friend—their falling-out will be part of our story—puts to the broad public at the threshold of the twentieth century. Wells, more than any other writer I can think of, writes out of the conviction that the new century demands a new vision of humanity and a new novel to go with it, and he provides it. He writes in a spirit of continual experimentation: what kind of effect will this kind of story have? It is a formula designed to attract and involve a new popular audience. It is at the same time the product of an acute authorial self-awareness. Wells’s career is nothing so much as an ongoing staging of H. G. Wells as all-round prophet and big-time producer of the twentieth-century novel. That, some hundred years later, he has come to be taken for granted—and as something of a lightweight—at once reflects and fails to register the extraordinary impact this angry, ambitious, brilliantly innovative young man’s work would have, not only on the novel but in the new technologies of film and radio, whose transformative effects Wells was among the first to appreciate.

Experiment in Autobiography is what Wells called his life story, published in 1934 and presented as a kind of massive dossier, a pile of lab notes, about his private and public adventures. The book is first of all the story of a social outsider. Wells, born in 1866, came from the lowest rung of the bourgeois social ladder, and his family lived in terror of slipping off it. Sarah, his mother, was a lady’s maid in a great house; his father, Joe, was a gardener, and they were both, in their son’s view, closer to the feudal past than to the modern world. In 1855, however, Joe persuaded Sarah that they should strike out on their own: the couple purchased a china shop on the high street of Brompton, a small town to the southwest of London that an expanding rail system would eventually transform into a suburban bedroom community. For the next twenty-five years, Sarah stood at the counter and tried to make a go of the shop—to no avail. Joe, by contrast, shook the dust off his feet and took up cricket—he was a talented player at a moment when sport was becoming a public attraction—until an injury ended that career, and he was reduced to selling sporting equipment and, ultimately, faced bankruptcy. Eventually Sarah went back to being a maid; Joe to gardening.

Atlas House was the impossibly grand title of the small edifice that housed the shop, the family’s cramped living quarters, and, in Wells’s memory, a whole world of disappointment: “exhausting, impossible, Atlas House”—“that dismal insanitary hole … in which I was born,” he writes in his autobiography. He could neither forget nor forgive the dim prospects and dimity curtains he had been born to, the “needy shabby home” packed with secondhand furniture, because “furniture shops that catered to democracy had still to appear in the middle nineteenth century.” His narrative revisits the rooms of the house like the scene of a crime.

Escaping all this, upsetting all this, transforming all this—that was the only thing to do, but how? Wells’s elder brothers had apprenticed at a draper’s shop, and he was to follow in their footsteps. It was, he would say, this “scheme of things that marched me off before I was 15 to what was plainly a dreary and a hopeless life.” At the draper’s, he did his best to do his worst, and he was duly dismissed, after which he had a piece of good luck. An excellent student, he received a scholarship to study at the Normal (later Imperial) College of Science in London, one of the new state institutions (by contrast to the private corporations of Oxford and Cambridge) that were being founded not just in the UK but throughout Europe to develop the sorts of expertise required by modern states. Wells, hoping to be a scientist, eagerly attended the lectures of Sir Thomas Huxley, one of the first popular scientific gurus and a fanatical proponent of the theory of evolution (he was known as “Darwin’s bulldog”). Wells’s interest in science soon waned, however. It was too technical. He preferred to immerse himself in Blake and attend left-wing political meetings. Before long, he had lost his scholarship and acquired a wife and was teaching correspondence courses and writing textbooks. One day, playing soccer, he crushed his kidney; around the same time, he was diagnosed with TB. Wells in his autobiography goes so far as to provide a numbered list of the failures that by this point had beset him. All things considered, he concludes, they left him with nothing to do but die.

And yet he was saved—by a piece of popular fiction. On vacation the following year, he picked up When a Man’s Single, by J. M. Barrie (later the author of Peter Pan), a novel that features a character who makes it big by writing humorous pieces for the popular press. Wells took the story as a career tip, and before long he was publishing all sorts of different articles all over the place, and there were lots of places to publish. By the 1890s, some two thousand journals were in circulation in England—“the first school generation educated under the Education Act of 1871 was demanding cheap reading matter,” Wells explains—catering to “new classes” with “distinctive needs and curiosities. They did not understand and enjoy the conventions and phrases of Trollope or Jane Austen.” Wells was a member of this new class, and Frank Harris, an influential editor of the time (his racy, completely unreliable memoirs are still read), who was looking for brisk, brash, amusing, surprising, opinionated, rousing, smart writing, whether about science, politics, the latest novel, the theater, or daily life, saw that Wells could give it to him.

Wells shed his wife and found a placid partner, Jane, willing to countenance the innumerable affairs and liaisons he now commenced and would pursue all his life. He found an agent, A. P. Watt, the inventor of the modern literary agency. Quite suddenly the miserable child of Atlas House was doing pretty well by himself.

Soon he was not just coming up in the world, he was a celebrity.

Wells dug up the draft of a story about time travel he’d begun in college and brought it to W. E. Henley, another pioneering editor of the time. Henley urged him to finish it. Serialized between January and May 1895, “The Time Traveller’s Story” caused a sensation—“H. G. Wells … is a man of genius”2 a critic declared even as the story was still appearing in installments. When the book, The Time Machine: An Invention, came out shortly after, the sensation only grew. Before long, Wells would be approached about turning his tale into a theme park attraction.

The Time Machine could not have been more timely—a new kind of story written for the century to come that also captures and holds up to the light the complacency and anxiety of the century that is on its way out. The words of the title alone make for a potent concentrate. Time: the bourgeoisie banked on time: time yielded interest; time secured progress. In place of the aging dynasties of yore, they had the “century”—that convenient, newly minted unit, larger than a lifetime but conformable to the memory of the nuclear family and designed to connect past and future in the developing narrative of human history. Time was the element of history, and history was the vessel of hope. But time was a treacherous element, too. There was the deep geological time Charles Lyall had uncovered, in which not only humanity but divinity threatened to sink from sight; there was talk of time as a fourth dimension (Wells’s novel begins with a discussion of this still new and trendy concept), the nature of which we can hardly begin to imagine. As to the machine: here again we have one of the triumphant symbols of the new order, something that has vastly expanded human control over nature and yet, like time, may hold surprises.

The book begins by convening a group of contemporary experts and worthies—the Editor, the Medical Man, the Psychologist, the Journalist—who are to hear the Time Traveller’s tale and pass judgment on its credibility. You could see them as the collective spirit of the nineteenth-century novel, and Wells’s description of the time machine itself—as a delicate, frail, puzzling thing put together from wire and ivory and whatnot, trembling slightly—brings to mind the scale in which James weighs Isabel Archer’s fate, though this machine is about to throw absolutely everything out of whack. Far in the future, in the year 802,701, to be precise, humanity has split into two species: the delicate, childish, pacific Eloi, who live on the Edenic surface of the earth; and the hairy, savage, sly, resourceful Morlocks underground, apparently oppressed and subservient until the reader discovers that the pampered Eloi are the Morlocks’ livestock and prey. This future is both a deceptive evocation of a socialist utopia (what the Time Traveller takes it for at first) and an inverted image of Wells’s and his readers’ late-nineteenth-century present, seemingly stable and orderly yet riven by class and driven by exploitation, and here we encounter in a new form the specter of the underground. Civilization is just another form of cannibalism, the only law is the Darwinian imperative of species survival and things will not turn out well. Moving on, the Traveller arrives at the end of earthly time—and discovers a drowning beach prowled by massive predatory crustaceans under a dying sun. There is no trace of humanity, whatever that may have been.

Like Dostoevsky toiling on his Notes, Wells was desperate for success. To a friend he wrote, The Time Machine is “my trump card and if it does not come off very much I shall know my place for the rest of my career”3—which is to say Atlas House. Eager to follow up on the triumph of this book, he hatched a plan to bring out a bunch of books, each different in conception and execution, with a bunch of different publishers, all in a single year.

His immediate impulse was to take things to an extreme. Cannibalism is on the table right at the start of his next book, The Island of Doctor Moreau, which finds three survivors of a shipwreck thrown together in an unprovisioned lifeboat. The narrator, Edward Prendick, is a gentleman whose passion for butterfly hunting has led him on this ill-fated voyage to the South Seas, and he is out of his element. His more vigorous companions fight and fall overboard, which leaves him no better off, but then he is picked up by a small, seedy transport ship carrying a caged puma, a lot of rabbits, and two passengers—a young doctor, Montgomery, and his swarthy, strange-looking serving man. The captain of the boat is an angry drunk who takes a dislike to prissy Prendick, and when they arrive at the remote island that is Montgomery’s destination, he insists that Prendick disembark too. But Montgomery’s boss, a “massive white-haired man in dirty blue flannels,” refuses to let him land. Once again Prendick finds himself adrift in a dinghy.

One way or another, Prendick is adrift throughout these opening chapters of The Island of Doctor Moreau, slipping in and out of consciousness, uncertain of what is going on, caught in a bad dream. As is the reader. Wells’s chapters are short and savage, marked off with sensational titles—“The Man Who Was Going Nowhere,” “The Thing in the Forest”—that he hoped would be suitable for serialization, except that this book was just too raw: editors refused to take it. The sensationalism goes deeper, however, than mere showiness. Wells’s short, stabbing sentences rely on sensation: sights, tastes, smells, sounds imposing themselves without context or explanation. Prendick “saw with no more interest than if it were a picture a sail coming towards me over the skyline,” recollects “some stuff being poured in between my teeth,” wakes to see “a youngish man with flaxen hair, a bristly straw-coloured moustache, and a dropping nether lip,” who speaks “with a slobbering articulation, with the ghost of a lisp.” (This is Montgomery.) Prendick’s own hands are “a dirty skin purse full of loose bones.” Meanwhile, the air is full of noises: “a snarling growl and the voice of a human being together,” yelping dogs, Montgomery howling “Damn that howling!”

What is going on? Wells exploits Prendick’s predicament, and ours, with undisguised glee. Prendick, full of ideas about how things should be, does nothing but get things wrong. He has been mugged by reality—or rather mangled by a novel. Not a well-bred, leisurely Victorian novel, the kind that takes its time and takes time to read, of the sort that Prendick, when not chasing butterflies, might savor; not the kind of book that exists to remind the privileged reader, as self-consciously literary novels do to this day, that he has and has had, by virtue of long education if nothing else, the privilege of time. No, a relentless popular novel, a novel designed for impact, of the most unconventional and unaccommodating darkness.

Prendick is again reprieved. The tall white-haired man with a “fine forehead” relents and allows him on the island. He is Dr. Moreau. Prendick dimly remembers the case of a scientist in London whose experiments with vivisection came to light after a flayed dog escaped his laboratory. An outraged public “howled” the man out of England. (The mob and the dog are equally animal, and Prendick is more appalled by their reaction than by the dog’s pain. He “follows the science” of his day, which took vivisection seriously, as did Wells.) Wasn’t that a Dr. Moreau? Prendick wonders. It was, and now on his little island the good doctor pursues his studies unhindered. He is “itching to get to work” on the magnificent female puma, whose earsplitting shrieks resound in the background for much of the rest of the book.

Moreau is a scientist, and he is a kind of artist, too, sculpting in flesh. What interests him, he declares, is to “find out the extreme limit of plasticity in a living shape”—extremism is the order of the day—and his hypothesis is that it is effectively unlimited, which is to say that with the right technique, any living thing can be transformed into any other living thing, or rather into a human being. As he says, “the great difference between man and monkey is the larynx,” and for years now Moreau has been blending boatloads of beasts—apes, dogs, deer, sheep, hyenas, wolves, bears, foxes, leopards, pigs, Wells keeps adding to the list as the story continues, in a sort of perverse echo of the story of Noah’s Ark—into something like men. Montgomery’s strange servant, M’ling, is “a bear tainted with dog and ox,” and, like him, Moreau’s manifold creations walk on two legs and even speak, sort of, though they are reluctant to, since speaking, like the fetters in Dostoevsky’s House of the Dead, causes them physical pain. Moreau benignly remarks that “a mind truly opened to what science has to teach must see that [pain] is a very little thing.”

Moreau has made progress, but he is dissatisfied. “They revert,” he laments. “As soon as my hand is taken from them the beast begins to creep back.” He has set up these backsliders, these failed experiments, in a pathetic little community of their own on the other side of the island. He has given them laws and established rites that they do their best to observe. If they do not, he threatens to return them to the terrible “house of pain” from which they first came. Ape Man, the highest of animal kind, stands over the little community as the so-called Sayer of the Law, leading them in prayerful recitation—“Not to go on all-Fours, that is the Law … Not to suck up Drink; that is the Law …” Again and again, they repeat the refrain “Are we not men?”

Moreau is a scientist and an artist, a colonialist handing down the law to “lesser breeds,” a man of God ministering to lost souls, a teacher drilling in lessons, a politician and a tyrant, a would-be God who, as it turns out, is about to lose control of his ugly Eden. His creations will soon get the better of him and his henchman, leaving Prendick stranded again “among the Beast people,” though holding, as he nervously assures us, “something like a pre-eminence among them.” The poor man is sorely tried. There are males, and especially females, who attempt “public outrages on the institution of monogamy,” while the Ape Man treats him to an unceasing stream of philosophical gibberish that he terms “big thinks,” his words progressively disintegrating into “lumps of sound.” Finally, a boat washes ashore; Prendick is able to make his way back to London. But his experiences have changed him, and the city crowds strike him as indistinguishable from the inhabitants of the island of Dr. Moreau.

Moreau is as compound a character as his own creations. Wells, as will be true of many of the writers in this book, reaches back to the early years of the novel or beyond for imaginative models, and Moreau’s prototypes include Homer’s Circe, who turns men into swine, Shakespeare’s Prospero with his feral servant Caliban, Milton’s depraved forest spirit Comus, Goethe’s overweening Faust, and Mary Shelley’s Dr. Frankenstein. The figure he most resembles, however, is the biggest monster-magician of all, Jehovah. Scientific Wells may be, but there is a prophetic furor to his attack on the pious certitudes of bourgeois existence, and he projects himself in Moreau as a counter- or anticreator. Wells wants to do harm to our self-regard. Are we not men, the beast creatures drone, and yes, indeed, they are not-men. But shouldn’t the same question be asked of Montgomery, Moreau, Prendick, and all of us? Wells wants us to recognize that there is no virtue or insight or understanding that sets us apart from the rest of the animal world (except perhaps for humanity’s greater capacity for inhumanity); that men are not men, in any of the exalted senses of that appelation, but beasts. We are mechanical assemblages of muscle and organ, behavioral bundles, and what we call knowledge or deem good or bad are nothing more than our usual way with things, which the power of circumstance or some greater power can easily alter or thwart. In any case, neither our sentiments, our convictions, our social niceties, nor that prize possession, language, confer any distinction upon us. Meaning is grunting. There is no difference between the best people and the beast people.

The Island of Doctor Moreau was not a success. The Times of London condemned it as a “book that should be kept out of the way of young people and avoided by all who have good taste, good feeling, or feeble nerves.” That didn’t get in the way of Wells’s literary career, however. The books that came in rapid succession after Moreau, among them The Invisible Man and The War of the Worlds, cemented his fame and carried it around the world. More conceptual than Jules Verne’s adventures, they not only laid the foundation of modern science fiction, they have become part of modern mythology. On top of that, they establish a mythology of the modern. The modern, for Wells, is the moment of crisis when we recognize both the mind’s power to see through the false certitudes of the past and equally the mind’s perilous blindness to the future. Modern science had opened up an unknown world, and terrifying though that may be, it was also exciting, infinitely more exciting than the vocations and equivocations of Trollope’s novels. We lived in the midst of a terrifying excitement—the excitement of science, the excitement of economic growth, the excitement of political change, the excitement of men and women and sex, so long hampered by convention—the excitement of the century to come, which would be full of nothing but excitement. This is what literature had to convey, and Wells did convey it, as countless readers and admirers, among them George Orwell, Jorge Luis Borges, and Saul Bellow, testified.

And Wells would be along for the ride until his death, shortly after the Second World War. Indefatigably productive and involved in everything, a public intellectual and campaigner for multiple causes, the man who would dub World War I “the war to end all wars” and who, after the war, would be a proponent of world government, Wells was no less restless and questing as a writer. His early masterpieces—he called them scientific romances—were followed by autobiographical and activist novels. Kipps, Love and Mr. Lewisham, and The History of Mr. Polly are about young men on the make and the challenges society presents to them, while Tono-Bungay, about a vast pharmaceutical scam, offers an image of twentieth-century capitalism sinking into commercialized decadence that, as the critic Edward Mendelson has pointed out, looks forward to a novel like Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49. Ann Veronica, from 1909, has a suffragette for its heroine, and the book ends with her openly taking a married man for a lover. The book was inspired by one of Wells’s lovers, and this points to another aspect of his accomplishment, less noted than his engagement with public issues. He is one of the first novelists to make his personal history, whether his deprived childhood or his later love affairs, undisguisedly central to his work. His fiction is as confessional as it is conceptual, though quite unmarked by any sentiment of contrition. It exists as a kind of ongoing speculative report on the state of humanity, the state of the world, and the state of H. G. Wells.

Wells sets out to excite his readers, but he also wants to influence them. He wants to influence how they think; he wants to influence them to buy his book. For him popularity is a badge of honor, just as it is for a politician. And here we come back to Henry James, with whom Wells had a quarrel that—Experiment in Autobiography makes clear—continued to rankle well after James’s death. The quarrel is telling and helps to further illuminate the peculiar new resources Wells brings to the novel and the hold that his work will have on the twentieth-century novel.

James was the first serious critic of the novel in English, the first to see a critical knowledge of the novel’s history and a distinct consciousness of its formal construction as crucial equipment for the working novelist, and throughout his life he maintained an active interest in new fiction. His taste wasn’t limited to the kind of novel he wrote: he admired Stevenson, encouraged younger writers like Rudyard Kipling and Stephen Crane, and he could not fail to be impressed by Wells’s energy and invention. In 1914 he sat down to write a survey of new developments in fiction for The Times Literary Supplement, and Wells, along with Conrad and Arnold Bennett, was among the writers he discussed. About Wells, James says perceptively and appreciatively,


It is literally Mr. Wells’s own mind, and the experience of his own mind, incessant and extraordinarily various, extraordinarily reflective … of whatever he may expose it to, that forms the reservoir tapped by him.4



But then James goes on to rebuke Wells—he is talking about a love scene in the novel Marriage—for simply manipulating his characters in the interest of all the things he has to say and points he has to make, leaving them, in the reader’s eye, as James sees it, at least, without actual motivation, without, he is basically saying, any interior from which to emerge and encounter each other in a believable way. James writes, “If the participants have not been shown us on the way to the encounter, nor the question of it made beautifully to tremble for us in the air, its happiest connections fail and we but stare at it mystified.”5 That “tremble in the air” recalls Isabel Archer’s “hovering inextinguishable” and the nineteenth-century ideal of balance, but really what he is accusing Wells of is of not respecting point of view. That, as I said, is for James not just a matter of the novel’s psychological verisimilitude but of its moral seriousness.

Wells, angry at having his artistry questioned, was having nothing of it, and the two writers’ friendship never recovered. Revisiting the quarrel in Experiment, Wells flatly dismisses James as a fussy old man, a snobby and déclassé American abroad who has an overelaborate style. Wells had been present at the disastrous staging of James’s play Guy Domville in 1895; he was also aware that for all of James’s self-appointed critical authority, his late novels had found no popular audience at all, to Wells an obvious mark against them. His attack is taunting and personal, but it also carries a sociological and political edge. He presents himself as a radical writer whose gift is precisely to show the socially determined, constructed nature of character that James takes as given, and this, Wells argues, requires the novelist to get “the frame … into the picture.” The art James summons to evoke inwardness is art in the service of a bourgeois illusion of individuality. Wells, moving his characters like chess pieces, not only entertains but instructs in the nature of the game they are caught up in. Wells is the morally serious artist, digging down to the roots of things. “There cannot be pictures without backgrounds,” he insists, “and the source of the shifting reflected light on the face has to be shown.” James he views as nothing more than a buffer of surfaces.

This is a ridiculously reductive reading of James—Wells’s suggestion that Jamesian interiority is akin to a wallet or a purse could not be further from James’s sense of individuality as infinitely imperiled, from within as much as without—and as for Wells’s allegations about James’s social anxieties, well, it takes one to know one. It is, however, a clear statement of Wells’s own aspirations and clear evidence of the aesthetic sophistication, if not subtlety, of his fiction. With his dictum of “get the frame into the picture” Wells is insisting on the speculative and instrumental nature of his endeavor, which does not reflect reality, but rather calls on us to recognize it—which more than anything may be to recognize how little we know of it—to question it and to change it. And, he is saying, the form of the novel is as much in question as its content. Novels are based on convention, and such conventions like any conventions are open to change. Complacency can attach itself to this sort of radicalism quite as easily as it can to conservatism, and while Wells is not free of complacency, his best work, especially the early science fiction, is full of a sense of terrifying exposure. That is certainly the case with Moreau, and one of the reasons why it begets not only countless adaptations and spin-offs, such as Jurassic Park, but also helps to shape Heart of Darkness and Animal Farm.

Wells was an enormously successful, insistently controversial, and unabashedly commercial writer at the start of an era that would be defined by ever-growing commercialism as much as by the growth of scientific knowledge. Supremely accessible but also supremely ingenious, he invented a new kind of fiction and a new audience for fiction, by which I mean that in establishing a new genre, he also helped (with the assistance of Sherlock Holmes) to establish genre fiction, or genre in fiction, on a new footing, giving it a new mass appeal in the literary marketplace but also a new prominence in the larger imagination of literature. Wells’s argument against James is an argument about the nature and responsibilities of literature, and though his understanding of the older writer, who was long since dead when Wells wrote his autobiography, is crude, he is not wrong to see James as a nostalgist for the balance of the nineteenth-century novel, whose measured effects are, to Wells’s mind, so many evasions of social (and cosmic!) realities and political tasks of immense, terrifying urgency. These are matters that fiction must take up, Wells insists, and so, with dread and glee, popular, speculative fiction would. So too would a new, self-consciously highbrow literature, quite disdainful of popularity, emerging around the same time and epitomized, as we will see in the next chapter, by the work of Wells’s near contemporary André Gide. The tension beween so-called low and high modes of fiction, between formulaic (which is what we mean when we refer dismissively to genre) and self-proclaimedly innovative modes of fiction (often no less formulaic), will be ever present (and often generative) throughout the century to come. That fiction should split into these modes is as much a manifestation of the collapse of the old balanced order as the breakdown of narrative in Notes from Underground, and the one thing that will unite both the low and the high mode will be their common disdain for balance.

Or should that be their appetite for vertigo? When Wells says “get the frame into the picture,” he raises a question. Once the frame has entered the picture, a new frame has to be conceived of around that picture, and so on. Where does it end? This conundrum is present everywhere in his immense Experiment, which bears the quaint subtitle Discoveries and Conclusions of a Very Ordinary Brain (since 1866). Wells’s brain will travel to Russia to see Lenin’s brain—well before Lenin was dead. Wells will describe his brain having a quickie in the hall (it is a versatile brain), but he cannot get around the problem that the brain, for all its busy researches, never gets outside the frame of the self, or the self out of the frame of the brain. Proclaiming the brain as the basis of lived experience doesn’t in the end explain anything about ourselves or our world, and Wells’s pretense that it does is nothing more than a materialist provocation. Nonetheless, it goes, as much as Moreau, to the heart of a dark vision of humanity as inescapably determined by material factors—from brain to outer space to the outermost limits of time where you can be sure you will find no trace of your precious self at all—and so inexorably bereft of understanding. You could say that at the center of Wells’s work is a vision of a looming, unknowable, infinite, shelterless outside. We are locked within this inhuman space, and no matter how hard we try, and we must try, it will not in the end be given to us to understand it. The author bears witness to that predicament and to the fact that there is no escape from it, any more than there finally was from the miseries and indignities of his childhood in Atlas House.




2. The Abyss:
ANDRÉ GIDE’S THE IMMORALIST

H. G. Wells came from the lowest, iciest rung of the bourgeois social ladder. André Gide, three years his junior, was born securely perched at its top. Gide’s father was a distinguished jurist; his mother’s family had money from textiles. The couple lived in a book-lined apartment off the Jardin du Luxembourg in Paris and summered in a sixteenth-century chateau on a 370-acre Norman estate. Young Gide whiled away childhood hours fishing from a turret above the moat. “Nothing could be more bourgeois than the society my family moved in,” he would write, as if this were all very ordinary and dull. Dull, perhaps, but his family was rich enough to leave him free to do pretty much whatever he wanted all through his life.

Except, of course, for the span of childhood. Childhood passed under the vigilant gaze of his Protestant mother, proud of her Huguenot ancestors, some of whom had died for their faith, and possessed of a relentless work ethic and sense of moral purpose. It weighed on her only child. He had symptoms and problems. He required professional attention. Gide appeared to be a slow learner; he didn’t socialize well. Once, he was caught playing with himself in class; and when he was ten, his father died of tuberculosis of the spine, after which the boy suffered from migraines and anorexia.

Even so, he attended a succession of the best private and public schools in Paris, and at eighteen he entered the prestigious Lycée Henri IV. This formation, as the French say, left him an experienced reader of Latin and Greek, steeped in French literature and classical and modern philosophy, with an inexhaustible curiosity about foreign literatures. (Fluent in German, he taught himself English, loved Blake and Browning, and translated Conrad.) He was also an excellent pianist, practicing regularly and performing privately, and he liked to brag that he could have had a concert career. And he was connected. When still a teenager Gide became a regular at the celebrated Tuesday salons of the great poet Mallarmé, where he met a wide range of writers and artists, among them Anatole France, Oscar Wilde, Gauguin, and Debussy. When he published his first book at the age of twenty-one, he received a warm note of appreciation from Mallarmé.

“Mallarmé for poetry, Maeterlinck for drama,”1 Gide wrote to his friend Paul Valéry around that time, “and—though beside those two I feel rather quite puny—I will add myself for the novel.” This was perhaps a little premature: Gide had many things to find out about himself. At twenty-three, still a virgin, he and his friend Paul Laurens, an aspiring painter in the same plight, decided to travel to North Africa to put an end to the embarrassing state of affairs. The two young men settled in the Algerian town of Biskra, on the edge of the Sahara, Laurens unpacking his brushes, Gide the piano, which accompanied him on his travels, and then they found an Arab girl who could instruct them on what they wanted to know. A few days later, however, Gide took a walk in the desert with a young Arab porter; the boy threw himself down on the ground suggestively, and Gide, after a long minute of hesitation, took up the offer and was left overjoyed. A few days later, however, his mother showed up. Laurens had written his family to say that Gide had coughed up blood. She was there to take him home.

Back in Europe, Gide fell into a state of “estrangement.” He was close to suicide. He traveled; he finished a new novel; he decided to return to North Africa. There he happened to run into Oscar Wilde, in the company of Lord Alfred Douglas, and the understanding Wilde set the young French writer up with a young Arab musician. Some twenty years later—I am quoting from the autobiography Gide wrote in middle age—he makes a point of recording the five orgasms he experiences in the boy’s arms, adding that on returning to his hotel room, he continued repeatedly to bring himself to a climax. “I realize,” he adds, “that a certain numerical precision I am bringing into this may make you smile; it would be easy to omit this or modify it for the sake of plausibility. However, I am not out for plausibility, but truth, and is it not when the truth is most improbable that it most needs telling?” He had discovered his true sexual nature, and no other truth seemed as important.

He was that, and yet that was not all he was. Gide was, had been from an early age, intensely spiritual. He had been brought up reading the Bible, a central part of Protestant religious observance, and he would remain a reader of the Bible. He had been brought up, too, to think of himself, his soul, as personally answerable to God, which required that he engage in rigorous self-scrutiny, the better that he bring all his thoughts before God—who knew them, and how wanting they were, anyhow. All this was very much part of him, and if later he stepped decisively away from Christian belief, he still continued to think along these lines.

Gide’s youthful devotion to God found a further outlet in his devotion to his cousin Madeleine, two years his elder and deeply pious herself. They read and prayed together, and they had a bond in their common knowledge and grief over a terrible and shameful secret: Madeleine’s mother was an adulteress. Gide’s first book, the one Mallarmé admired, was effectively a love letter to Madeleine, to whom Gide had proposed marriage. She refused him, and his mother thought it was a bad idea, too. Gide remained determined even so.

Not long after he returned from his second, decisive trip to North Africa, his mother died. Gide was devastated, all the more so because he was so relieved:


I felt myself sink into an overwhelming abyss of love, sorrow, and liberty … like a kite whose string has been suddenly cut, like a boat broken loose from its moorings, like a drifting wreck at the mercy of wind and tide. There was nothing now I could attach myself to but my love for my cousin … I believed I could give her my whole self and did so without any reservation altogether. Shortly after we became engaged.



This, coming a few pages after the orgasm count, is the end of Gide’s autobiography—not unlike Jane Eyre’s “Reader, I married him.” Soon Gide and Madeleine were married, and Gide would cruise the city streets and country roads, at home and abroad, for years to come. He liked to carry toys and candy to give to the adolescent boys who attracted him. He would remain married, too, which would not be all that surprising, except the marriage was not simply a matter of convention or camouflage, but, for both Gide and Madeleine, an obsession. It was happy enough to begin with. Madeleine was the first, trusted reader of his work, and in early years the couple traveled together while carrying on an intense and extensive correspondence when they were apart. It seems hard to believe, yet it appears to have taken years for Madeleine to develop the least suspicion of Gide’s homosexuality. Eventually she did, however, and from that point on, she stopped reading his work, even as Gide left his












































Appendix:
OTHER LIVES OF THE TWENTIETH-CENTURY NOVEL

Emily Brontë. Wuthering Heights, 1847

Knut Hamsun. Hunger, 1890

Selma Lagerlöf. The Saga of Gosta Berling, 1891

Henry James. The Awkward Age, 1899

Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness, 1899; Nostromo, 1904; The Secret Agent, 1907; Under Western Eyes, 1911

Arthur Conan Doyle. The Hound of the Baskervilles, 1901

John Galsworthy. The Man of Property, 1906

Rainer Maria Rilke. The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, 1910

Raymond Roussel. Locus Solus, 1914

Sigrid Undset. Kristin Lavransdatter, 1920–22

Jaroslav Hašek. The Good Soldier Svejk, 1921–23

Shiga Naoya. A Dark Night’s Passing, 1921–37

Theodore Dreiser. An American Tragedy, 1925

Willa Cather. The Professor’s House, 1925

Louis Aragon. Paris Peasant, 1926

Evelyn Waugh. Decline and Fall, 1928

Mario de Andrade. Macunaíma, 1928

Ford Madox Ford. Parade’s End, 1924–28

Mikhail Sholokhov. The Quiet Don, 1925–40

Dashiell Hammett. Red Harvest, 1929

Elizabeth Bowen. The Last September, 1929

Andrei Platonov. The Foundation Pit, 1930

John Dos Passos. USA, 1930–36

Louis-Ferdinand Céline. Journey to the End of the Night, 1932

Ivy Compton-Burnett. A House and Its Head, 1935

Georges Bernanos. Diary of a Country Priest, 1936

Witold Gombrowicz. Ferdydurke, 1937

Vladimir Nabokov. The Gift, 1937

Daniel O. Fagunwa. The Forest of a Thousand Demons, 1938

Ernst Jünger. On the Marble Cliffs, 1939

Nathanael West. The Day of the Locust, 1939

Adolfo Bioy Casares. The Invention of Morel, 1941

F. Scott Fitzgerald. The Last Tycoon, 1941

Janet Lewis. The Wife of Martin Guerre, 1941

Anna Seghers. The Seventh Cross, 1942

José Revueltas. Human Mourning, 1943

Charlotte Salomon. Life? Or Theater? 1943

Juni’chirō Tanizaki. The Makioka Sisters, 1943–48

Ivo Andrić. The Bridge over the River Drina, 1945

Gopinath Mohanty. Paraja, 1945

Henry Green. Caught, 1943; Back, 1946

Qian Zhongshu. A Fortress Besieged, 1947

Maurice Blanchot. Death Sentence, 1948

George Orwell. 1984, 1949

S. Yizhar. Khirbet Khizeh, 1949

Jean Genet. The Thief’s Journal, 1949

John Cowper Powys. Porius, 1951

Italo Calvino. Our Ancestors, 1952–59

Wolfgang Koeppen. The Hothouse, 1953

Samuel Beckett. Watt, 1953

J.R.R. Tolkien. The Lord of the Rings, 1954–55

Juan Rulfo. Pedro Páramo, 1955

Naguib Mahfouz. The Cairo Trilogy, 1956–57

Giorgio Bassani. The Novel of Ferrara, 1956–80

Bernard Malamud. The Assistant, 1957

Giuseppe Tommaso di Lampedusa. The Leopard, 1958

William Burroughs. Naked Lunch, 1959

James Baldwin. Another Country, 1962

Julio Cortázar. Hopscotch, 1963

Beppe Fenoglio. A Private Affair, 1963

Marguerite Duras. The Ravishing of Lol V. Stein, 1964

Uwe Johnson. Anniversaries, 1970–83

Ingeborg Bachmann. Malina, 1971

Thomas Pynchon. Gravity’s Rainbow, 1973

Milan Kundera. The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, 1979

Shirley Hazzard. The Transit of Venus, 1980

Toni Morrison. Beloved, 1987

Penelope Fitzgerald. The Beginning of Spring, 1988

Yang Jiang. Baptism, 1988

Ibrahim al-Koni. Gold Dust, 1990

Philip Roth. American Pastoral, 1997
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