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THE INVISIBLE MAN

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.

CHRISTOPHER PRIEST was born in Cheshire in 1943. He began selling short stories soon after leaving school and published his first novel, Indoctrinaire, in 1970. Since then he has published many more, including The Affirmation (1981), The Prestige (1995) and The Separation (2002). His books have been translated into every major European language and published around the world. A winner of many awards, including the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for Fiction, the World Fantasy Award and the Arthur C. Clarke Award, Priest has seen his books honoured in Australia, the USA, France, Germany, Italy and the UK. A film of The Prestige, to be directed by Christopher Nolan, is in preparation. Priest is a committed Wellsian, with many references to H. G. Wells, his thought and his books woven unobtrusively into his fiction. He is married to the writer Leigh Kennedy. They live with their twin children Elizabeth and Simon in Hastings.

ANDY SAWYER is the librarian of the Science Fiction Foundation Collection at the University of Liverpool Library, and Course Director of the MA in Science Fiction Studies offered by the School of English. He also teaches a science fiction module for undergraduates. He has published widely on science fiction and related literatures, and has co-edited a collection of essays, Speaking Science Fiction (2000). He is also Reviews Editor of Foundation: the International Review of Science Fiction and Associate Editor of the forthcoming Encyclopedia of Themes in Science Fiction and Fantasy.
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Biographical Note

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


Young ‘Bertie’ Wells had already shown great academic promise, but when he was thirteen, his family broke up and he was forced to earn his own living. His father was bankrupt, and his mother left home to become resident housekeeper at Uppark, the great Sussex country house where she had worked as a lady’s maid before her marriage. Wells was taken out of school to follow his two elder brothers into the drapery trade. After serving briefly as a pupil-teacher and a pharmacist’s assistant, in 1881 he was apprenticed to a department store in Southsea, working a thirteen-hour day and sleeping in a dormitory with his fellow-apprentices. This was the unhappiest period of his life, though he would later revisit it in comic romances such as Kipps(1905) and The History of Mr Polly (1910). Kipps and Polly both manage to escape from their servitude as drapers, and in 1883, helped by his long-suffering mother, Wells cancelled his indentures and obtained a post as teaching assistant at Midhurst Grammar School near Uppark. His intellectual development, long held back, now progressed astonishingly. He passed a series of examinations in science subjects and, in September 1884, entered the Normal School of Science, South Kensington (later to become part of Imperial College of Science and Technology) on a government scholarship.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



Patrick Parrinder


Introduction

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

H. G. Wells was born in Kent in 1866, to a father who was a professional cricketer turned shopkeeper, and to a mother who had been a maidservant to Lady Fetherstonhaugh. The shop in Bromley High Street, which sold china, was failing almost from the start. The family’s accommodation was cramped. By any standards, the background from which Herbert George (‘Bertie’) Wells emerged was humble and his early education minimal. However, by the time he was thirty, when The Invisible Man was published as a serial in Pearson’s Weekly, he was a well-known author whose work was in demand not only by magazine editors but by book publishers, too. Within another ten years he had become one of the most popular and influential writers in the world.


The Invisible Man occupies a central position in the first outpouring of Wells’s novels. The books appeared with such rapidity that it must have seemed at the time as if he was a writer with a tremendous facility of composition, a prolific skill. The Time Machine was the first to appear, in 1895, quickly followed by The Wonderful Visit and a collection of short stories. The following year saw publication of The Island of Doctor Moreau and The Wheels of Chance. The Invisible Man came out in book form in 1897, as well as two more books, one another collection of stories, the other a book of essays. In the following two years came The War of the Worlds and When the Sleeper Wakes, and yet another book of short stories.

In fact, writing did not come easily to Wells in those early years. The Time Machine, for example, went through many drafts and revisions until he was satisfied with it. But no matter what problems he had to overcome, his arrival on the literary scene was sensational. Within the first few years of publication he had produced at least four novels which command the status of classics of their kind. They remain today amongst his finest work, as well as being those best loved by his readers.

H. G. Wells’s early years were marked by various struggles, which must have seemed to the young man to be of epic proportions. Poverty, ill-health and unsatisfactory housing were the main features of his childhood. He went to school in his home town of Bromley, Kent, first to a dame school in a local cottage, then to a private ‘commercial academy’, which was reliant on out-dated teaching practices and corporal punishment, and little else. He left school when he was thirteen to be apprenticed, like his elder brothers, to a firm of drapers. With this upheaval began the restlessness that so marked his youth, not all of it his own doing. He hated the drapery store in Windsor and the life of a trainee in a shop, and ran away to home. After this he briefly became a pupil-teacher in Somerset, a job he seems to have enjoyed, but one which came to an end when the school was forced to close. He took a new job as a chemist’s assistant in Midhurst, Sussex, but then the world of drapery beckoned him a second time and he was apprenticed to another store, this one in Southsea, Hampshire. He stuck it for more than two years, before walking out again and demanding of his mother that she should send him back to school. A spell as a pupil and assistant master at Midhurst Grammar School followed, where he began to thrive academically. At the age of seventeen he won a scholarship and bursary to the Normal School of Science in South Kensington (now Imperial College), and here his intellectual life really began. The boy Bertie Wells at last started to grow into the author H. G. Wells.

He drew on all these early experiences in his fiction. The commercial academy appears in The History of Mr Polly (1910), and his drapery experiences are vividly described in several books, notably in The History of Mr Polly, Kipps(1905) and The Wheels of Chance. The chemist’s shop in Midhurst inspired the miracle product that is at the heart of one of his most enjoyable novels, Tono-Bungay (1909), and that book’s beautiful country mansion, ‘Bladesover House’, is an accurate representation of Uppark House, where the young Wells often visited his mother. The Normal School is recognizable in Love and Mr Lewisham (1900). In their plundering of his past life, Wells’s novels bore a remarkable similarity to those of one of the writers he most admired: Charles Dickens.

But there were other causes of emotional instability. His parents’ shop in Bromley had failed in 1880, and his mother went back to her former position as housekeeper to Lady Fetherstonhaugh, at Uppark. Ill-health continued to dog the young man, and until he was about thirty Wells was convinced he was soon to die. All his early books were written under this shadow, and his letters are full of forebodings. He believed he was suffering from incurable tuberculosis, but from his unexplained recovery later on it seems likely that modern diagnosis might have delivered a different verdict – it’s not clear what exactly he was ill with, but it’s known that for years he suffered the after-effects of a heavy blow to a kidney, received on a school sports field.

Finally, there was the matter of his love life, a perennial concern in the life of H. G. Wells. At the age of twenty-five he married Isabel, a cousin, but her timid and inhibited nature was not reversed by the state of marriage, and for this passionate and demonstrative man it was not long before unhappiness and physical frustration set in. Within a year Wells had met the woman who was to become his second wife, Amy Catherine Robbins, whom he called Jane. They started living together in 1893, an unusual and daring arrangement in the London of the 1890s.

Isabel could not be divorced straight away, and Jane and Wells changed address frequently, often being obliged to move on when one landlady or another worked out the true nature of their relationship. For a while they were in the Camden Town area of London, then moved to a rented villa in Seven-oaks, Kent: here Wells completed the first published version of The Time Machine. Later they moved again, firstly to Woking in Surrey, then on to Worcester Park.

All these places were to feature in one way or another as locations for later novels. Woking, for instance, an undistinguished town in the Surrey hills, provides the background for the memorable opening chapters of The War of the Worlds. Years later, in his Experiment in Autobiography (1934), Wells described how he explored the area on his bicycle: ‘I wheeled about the district marking down suitable places and people for destruction by my Martians.’ The sandpit on Horsell Common that Wells depicted as the landing-site of the first cylinder from Mars became a kind of shorthand for menacing extraterrestrial invasion – the scene turned up in various guises in low-budget American science fiction films in the 1950s. Also in Woking he completed The Wheels of Chance and The Invisible Man.

The physical setting for much of The Invisible Man is the village of Iping, a real place just outside Midhurst. Wells never lived in Iping, but it’s clear from the novel that he was familiar with it, presumably from more bicycle rides. (As ‘Immering’ the village also features in Love and Mr Lewisham.) He describes it much as he must have known it, and as to some extent it remains today: a ‘typical’ English country village, conventional, pretty, self-absorbed, its inhabitants wrapped in an habitual and benign tolerance (at first) of the strange or eccentric.

At the time Wells was writing his scientific romances, the idiom of the fantastic was not at all well established in popular fiction. He therefore cast his fantasies in a realistic mould, sometimes by use of a framed narrative, and sometimes by using real locations. He often deployed both of these techniques at once. Many of his early stories are presented to the reader as anecdotes from a third-party narrator, e.g. a seaman or an explorer (The Time Machine, for the most famous example, takes the form of an after-dinner narrative in the smoking-room of a large house in Richmond), and throughout his career Wells used real or known locations for his fiction. Using a real or thinly disguised real place can be thought of as a minor form of authorial stage fright: to persuade the reader of the extraordinary events that are to follow, the author establishes a familiar location. Whatever the reasons, it is undoubtedly why Wells’s early novels became so popular, and one of the many reasons they continue to appeal to modern readers.

Other real places which under pseudonyms provide locations for the novel are: Midhurst (‘Bramblehurst’), Southsea (‘Port Burdock’) and Portsmouth (‘Port Stowe’). There are associations with Wells in all these places, and some of them appear in others of his novels.



Who as a child did not sometimes dream of the possibilities of invisibility? For that matter, who as an adult has not also sometimes wished it upon him or herself? To move without detection, to conceal oneself, to eavesdrop or to have a close look at something, or simply to hide away from others or to make an escape?


At the same time, the childish wish has a darker correlative. Most people have a dislike of being overheard, or dread the feeling they are being secretly observed, silently judged, by an observer who does not make his presence known. The invisible man is a threat to everything we hold dear. How do we know this ultimate voyeur is not watching us critically or sardonically as we undress, make love, write private letters, whisper our most intimate endearments? How can we prevent him from entering our houses, stealing our property?

In the modern world we fear the silent wire-tappers, the Internet spies, the identity thieves, the Trojan software that surreptitiously enters our computers – all of these use the invisibility of electronics to invade our privacy.

Like the content of many familiar dreams, the notion of invisibility has cropped up repeatedly in our culture. Illusionists in the nineteenth century, for instance, worked a number of magical routines which seemed to create invisibility on the stage. The ingenuity of what could be achieved with panes of glass, mirrors and accurately placed lighting is still a marvel, when you find out the trouble those illusionists went to when creating their effects.

H. G. Wells himself said that the inspiration for The Invisible Man came from a comic poem by W. S. Gilbert called ‘The Perils of Invisibility’, but he must of course have been aware of other precursors. The tradition of fantasy in literature is as old as literature itself, and fairy tales, ghost stories and epic poems have all touched on the subject. When he was first being published, Wells found that critics often compared his work with that of fantasists like Edgar Allan Poe and Jules Verne, or of melodramatists like Bulwer Lytton1 (although like all young writers Wells was quick to assert his individuality). Ambrose Bierce and Guy de Maupassant had both recently written well-received short stories on the subject: ‘The Damned Thing’ (1893) and ‘The Horla’ (1887), respectively.

Perhaps most memorably of all, there was Fitz-James O’Brien’s ‘What Was It?’ (1859). In this short story a sleeping man is attacked in his bed by a vicious and violent being, which in the dark he cannot see. He fights back. After an epic and terrifying struggle he manages to overcome the assailant. When at last he is able to get a light on in the room, he discovers that he is holding in his grasp some creature that can be felt but not seen. When the creature has been restrained tightly with ropes, and chloroformed, a plaster cast is taken of its body and they discover… well, as the story is still often reprinted, let us leave unsaid what they discover.

The O’Brien story is pure horror, and in its description of an unprovoked attack in darkness it bears an interesting but superficial resemblance to one of H. G. Wells’s own stories, ‘In the Avu Observatory’. It’s impossible now to know if Wells was aware of the O’Brien story, but the coincidence is really neither here nor there. The similarities with both his short story and the novel are minor. However, The Invisible Man shares with the earlier short story a real sense of fear, of ordinary people having to deal with something unknown, unpredictable, an invisible being endowed with powers which seem the greater and more mysterious for being deployed invisibly.

Broadly speaking, invisibility in literature can be treated in three ways. Each approach is distinct from the others, revealing perhaps the different ways we as people fear invisibility, yet remain fascinated by it.

The first is the irrational or fantastical approach, such as the hideous incident described in ‘What Was It?’. Fitz-James O’Brien offers no explanation for the incident, and nothing other than a supernatural event seems possible.

Ghosts are often invisible: the poltergeist who shakes or throws furniture, the rattling of chains, the footsteps overhead, the evanescent wraith glimpsed in darkened doorways and stairwells. These terrify us because they are inexplicable. Ghost stories often describe this kind of invisibility, with the writers of them, like O’Brien, making no attempt to suggest a rational account. The spirit phenomenon is interesting enough on its own not to require it.

Also in this category of the illogical will fall those non-supernatural stories which simply don’t care about practical details: the invisible person who somehow manages to find invisible clothes to wear and invisible food to eat, or who can slip invisibly through closed doors, and so on. Although this approach can be effective and chilling, it is in practice not much more than a development of the childhood fantasy or ghost story.

A modern example of the irrational approach is found in Thomas Berger’s best-selling novel, Being Invisible (1987), where invisibility was in effect a gimmick that allowed the central character to venture into women’s locker-rooms, steal cash from banks, and so on. A similar salacious approach was used in Nicholson Baker’s commercial success The Fermata (1994), where an illogical kind of invisibility was deployed mainly for voyeuristic intrusions on women.

Interestingly, Nicholson Baker’s novel drew heavily on another of H. G. Wells’s early short stories, ‘The New Accelerator’, where a kind of invisibility was created by the experimenter increasing his bodily speed and reactions a thousandfold. In both these derivative books another borrowed Wellsian theme is never far away, the one he dealt with overtly in his short story ‘The Country of the Blind’, where a two-eyed man, surrounded by a race of blind people, most certainly is not king.

In The Invisible Man, H. G. Wells makes much of the terrifying nature of invisibility, through his descriptions of the actions of Griffin, his protagonist – but Griffin is not a ghost, Griffin is not irrational. Wells is writing a modern novel, turning his back on the magic-lantern effects of the past.

So, through Wells, we approach the other two literary treatments of invisibility, the psychological and the scientific. These are much more interesting to the modern reader as they are not only more plausible but they have metaphorical life, offering a seriousness of subject.

Psychological invisibility is the kind which might be felt or perceived, on a social or a personal level.

It has an intuitive truth for most people. Many of us will easily recognize the feeling of unwitting invisibility when trying to catch the eye of a busy waiter, or when lost in a crowd, one individual amongst an anonymous horde. This is invisibility with a realistic if subjective explanation. For writers it can suggest interestingly complex metaphors.

Perhaps the best-known literary example of psychological invisibility is Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952), which is about the position of African-Americans in the Deep South of America. Ellison’s title is clearly a reference to Wells. Presumably with similar knowingness, Graham Greene’s short story ‘The Invisible Japanese Gentlemen’ (1967) shows that even intriguing or bizarre or unexpected behaviour can be invisible to those who cannot or will not look. Science fiction writers have sometimes explored social invisibility as a metaphor for alienation. Robert Silverberg’s ‘To See the Invisible Man’ (1963), Damon Knight’s ‘The Country of the Kind’ (1955) and this writer’s ‘A Woman Naked’ (1974), all use variants of the notion. Ostracization by society’s refusal to see the outcast is, in effect, punishment by imposing invisibility.

The reverse of social invisibility is when the condition becomes personal, and turns inward: the subject (or victim, perhaps) becomes sufficiently meek, maladjusted, submissive and introspective that he or she is harder to see or notice. Again, the possibilities of the metaphor can be readily comprehended.

Robert Cormier’s Fade (1991), a young adult novel, depicts invisibility in terms of a family whose members develop the ability to fade from sight as they pass through adolescence. A short story by Algis Budrys, ‘And Then She Found Him’ (1957), portrays a group of shadowy outsiders, who survive by shoplifting and sleeping in department stores, largely undetected by the wider world. This writer’s own novel, The Glamour (1984), describes a parallel society of such parasitic outcasts who are literally unseeable by ordinary people, even though solidly normal in every way, if only they could make people notice them.

There are hints of psychological invisibility in The Invisible Man. The people of Iping at first try to compensate for what they see (or, in fact, what they don’t see) by acting as if the mystery was their fault, that they hadn’t looked properly or simply hadn’t noticed.

However, H. G. Wells’s background was scientific, so his approach to the subject has not much time for such subjective matters, and his invisible man, Griffin, is squarely established in a no-nonsense fashion from the opening pages. His behaviour seems mysterious and irrational, and is often frightening, but there is nothing imagined about it.

In Chapter 19, Wells explains exactly how invisibility is achieved. Griffin has made himself transparent by a combination of changes to the pigmentation of his own body and adjustments to the refractive index of the light that reflects from him. It would not work in the real world, but the sheer skill and conviction of Wells’s account allows the reader to suspend disbelief. From this point on we accept that Griffin has made himself invisible, but is still bound by physical laws.

Although the information comes late in the book, Wells has already firmly established the internal logic of his story. Everything makes sense within the remit of the book, because the idea is governed by science, or at least by a scientific argument.

Clothes cannot be made invisible (or not yet, until he can complete his researches), so Griffin has to make a choice. The two horns of this particular dilemma endlessly inconvenience him in different ways. He may either go naked in the world and be totally unseen, or he may don clothes which will give the whole game away. When wearing clothes, he must conceal the invisibility
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