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THE FIRST MEN IN THE MOON

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.
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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 scholarhip.

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. Well'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.Sc. 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.)

THE FIRST MEN IN THE MOON?

For The First Men in the Moon, a book deep-structured with irony and satire, not even the title is innocent. As readers we have to double-take from the first moment – surely that ‘in’ should be ‘on’? A brief search online shows how many people, even those flogging merchandise based on the novel, still ‘correct’ the title to the more intuitive, and wrong, ‘The First Men on the Moon’.

With that counterintuitive preposition ‘in’, Wells propagates the sense that there is something really new about his story, however many people may have been on the moon before. What makes this so cheeky is that his was far from the first book to propose men voyaging to the interior of the moon, as even his own characters point out. ‘Kepler, with his subvolvani, was right after all,’ says Cavor, the scientist whose invention transports him and the narrator Bedford (who almost certainly has no idea what his companion is talking about). As long ago as 1634, the astronomer Johannes Kepler had posited, in his posthumous Somnium (dream), a human visitor to the ‘subvolvani’ – the moon-dwellers – who live in caves.

Before Wells, nineteenth-century writers had revived this notion of troglodytic moon-dwellers. It is impossible to say whether Wells was familiar with these particular works, but there is no doubt that he was conscious of the tradition of lunar literature (a tradition invaluably examined in Marjorie Hope Nicolson's 1949 book Voyages to the Moon).

A chronology of moon-voyage stories stretches back nearly two thousand years, to the second century AD, when Lucian of Samosata's facetiously entitled True Story got his hero to the moon by waterspout. But it was in the seventeenth century, as astronomy changed lunar speculation to lunar observation, that works set on earth's now-observable neighbour began to proliferate. This was when Kepler dreamed, and other dreams followed.

For the next two hundred years, these stories were of course informed by their predecessor texts, and by the science of their times. Even a playful farce like Aphra Behn's The Emperor of the Moon (1687) explicitly refers to Lucian and other early moon stories, features Kepler himself as a lunar emissary, and is predicated on cutting-edge inductive astronomy. ‘Wonders!’ Behn's Scaramouche says at sight of the moon-dwellers. ‘[H]aste to the old Gallery, whence, with the help of your Telescope, you may discover all.’

With the advances of the nineteenth century, though, it was these very telescopes that showed the moon's airless, waterless state, and denuded it of imagined inhabitants. While there were works depicting this lifeless moonrock, some writers ignored the proven barrenness. But whether they populated the moon of their imaginings or not, with the burgeoning of early modern science the nineteenth-century writers were increasingly concerned with methodology, with the specifics of how a lunar journey might be effected. History of a Voyage to the Moon (1864), for example, by the pseudonymous ‘Chrysostom Trueman’, is of interest less for its unimaginative extraterrestrials than for the ‘repellante’, the anti-gravity substance that propels its spacecraft.

In fact, gravophobic materia, that appealing bit of scientific nonsense that Wells appropriates, was used by several writers in the nineteenth century. This even led one, Eric Cromie, author of A Plunge into Space (1880), to engage in a brief spat with Wells over the similarities of their spherical, gravity-repelling spacecraft. Wells dismissed the charge with brevity and scorn, saying: ‘I have never heard of Mr Cromie nor of the book he attempts to advertise by insinuations of plagiarism on my part.’1 Whether or not Wells knew Cromie's work, though, it is clear that the particularities of Wells's moon voyage were not new. The hollow moon, its low gravity (which features as far back as Francis Godwin's The Man in the Moone (1638)), even the propulsion and shape of his craft, had all been used before.

The question of tradition, of course, is not merely one of the story's furniture, but of the social, satirical resonances for which the setting is used. Wells triangulates between, on the one hand, the nineteenth-century moon stories with their more-or-less scientific treatment of astronomy, geography and transportation, and, on the other, an earlier tradition that used the moon as a setting for societies utopian, dystopian, satirical, comedic or polemical to make points about our own.

SCIENCE, FICTION AND SCIENCE FICTION
Extraterrestrial contes philosophiques (philosophical tales) were not by any means all moon-bound (arguably the locus classicus of the genre, Voltaire's Micromégas (1752), features travellers from Sirius and Saturn), but plenty were. The later focus on putatively scientific vehicles and journeys had rendered this tradition somewhat less fashionable, but Wells's genius was to invigorate it – The First Men in the Moon is satire, in which the lunar setting is ground for social speculation and investigation, or it is nothing – while staying true to the rationalist spirit of late-1800s science fiction. It was perhaps this tendency to temper the scientific with the philosophic and narrative that set Wells so apart from that other giant of the genre, to whom he is often compared, Jules Verne.

Verne and Wells are generally considered the founding fathers of science fiction, but their differences are more marked than their similarities. Very distinct methods and philosophies are clear in the ways Wells and Verne told their moon stories. Born forty years before Wells and not so directly touched by fin-de-siècle angst, of a more secure middle-class social background, Verne tends to write with a simpler moral compass. Though by no means so crassly bourgeois in outlook that he is incapable of conceptualizing social or philosophical conflict (his extraordinary character Nemo from Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (1870), an Indian prince and self-made exile from the iniquities of British rule, proves that), Verne's ultimately conservative/optimistic view of the march of history can lead him to a plodding focus on supposedly ‘real’ science.

For Verne's From the Earth to the Moon (1865), the rigorous ‘scientific rationality’ of his extrapolations is key, as in the extended – and dull – technical descriptions. For Wells, it was the adventures on the moon itself that were important. The science perhaps had to be plausible, but was subordinated to that narrative end.

This exercised Verne. ‘He invents’ the Frenchman announced disapprovingly about Wells. ‘I make use of physics…. I go to the moon in a cannonball, discharged from a cannon. Here there is no invention. He goes to Mars [sic] in an airship, which he constructs of a metal which does away with the law of gravitation. Ça c'est très jolie, but show me this metal. Let him produce it.’2

Verne is quite right, though literarily purblind. Wells is not so concerned with the close examination and representation of engineering and physics, because for him it was more important as a writer to create something très jolie – after all, that dismissed ‘prettiness’ is affect, satire and vision. Wells himself claimed that, with the exception of the anti-gravity metal Cavorite, there is no impossibility in the book, but one senses in that special pleading; not that it is necessarily untrue, but that it was not the point. Wells even seems to teasingly remind Verne that what they both create is not science: when Bedford vaguely remembers ‘Jules Verne's apparatus in A Trip to the Moon’, he is not understood, because ‘Cavor was not a reader of fiction’.

Wells had a tendency to posit one big impossibility, which he would argue with specious pseudo-scientific (an adjective he dismissed as ‘imbecile’) seriousness, and then to get on with the job of telling stories, and more. Defending himself against Verne, he argued that through his method had emerged something ‘one might regard as a new system of ideas – “thought”’.3 Not only narrative, but – to quote a popular definition of science fiction – the literature of ideas.

In comparison to the sometimes lumpen ‘realism’ of Verne, Wells developed a theory of how the writer of ‘scientific romances’ should not subordinate his or her imaginings to the actually possible. ‘For the writer of fantastic stories to help the reader to play the game properly, he must help him in every possible unobtrusive way to domesticate the impossible hypothesis. He must trick him into an unwary concession to some plausible assumption and get on with his story while the illusion holds.’4 Verne clearly could not domesticate Cavorite, and the fault was his. Had Wells obeyed Verne's strictures about the possible, not only would we have no First Men, we would likely have no Invisible Man, no Time Machine, and we would be incomparably poorer.

Wells's theory of plausible, rather than narrowly possible, extrapolation is what makes him such a seminal figure of science fiction. Science fiction is not, whatever its advocates may sometimes claim, ‘about’ science any more than it is ‘about’ the future. It is, like any worthwhile literature, ‘about’ now, using a technique of rationalized (rather than free-for-all) alienation from the everyday to structure its narratives and investigate the world. Science and futurology are invaluable modes for it to do this, but if they become the end, rather than the means, the result is often pedestrian fiction that, ironically, is far more likely to date. Verne's moon-journey science is wrong: so is Wells's. But nobody cares when reading the Wells, because that is not what the book is for. Wells knew that what would later be called science fiction requires not informed belief, but a trusting suspension-of-disbelief – an integration of plausibility and narrative, as well as, at its best, a sense of the marvellous.

In breaking the straitjacket of ‘real’ science to write First Men as science fiction, Wells has the aesthetic space to develop functions of the genre that are harder for Verne. One is the freedom to enjoy the weird of his creations. Most of the hitherto-imagined inhabitants of the moon were broadly human, perhaps a little shrunk or differently dressed. By contrast Wells envisaged a dominant race of vastly various insectoid shapes, all described with gusto and precision, and a succulent ecosystem of alien plants, fat behemoth mooncalves (Wells's literalizing of ‘mooncalf’, the antique term for a misshapen, freakish thing, is a lovely touch), and hydra-like coiling monstrosities of the sea (prefiguring those two idiot-savant poets of the tentacular, H. P. Lovecraft and William Hope Hodgson).

The sheer vividness bespeaks not only extraordinary invention, but Wells's revelling in that invention. The literature of the fantastic is a sprawling field, which encompasses generic science fiction, fantasy and horror, as well as utopian/dystopian speculations and philosophical ruminations by writers not associated with genre at all: a key divider between these various fuzzy sets is their relationship to the fantastic they all use. The unabashed indulgence of the unreal of science fiction, so clear in Wells's gusto, distinguishes the fluency and facility of the best of the genre and its antecedents from the ‘fabulations’ sometimes attempted by those constrained by higher brows. When ‘mainstream’ writers dip their toes into the fantastic, they often do so with the anxiety of seriousness, keen to stress that their inventions are really ‘about’ other, meaningful things (this can lead to the rather stilted, arch fairy-tale register of some second- and third-generation ‘magic realism’, for example).

By contrast, those firmly within the fantastic tradition know that the unreal will always be read metaphorically – what is the human mind but an engine to metaphorize and process metaphors intended and found? – but that there is also pleasure in its literalism. In Swift, for example, Gulliver's journey to Brobdingnag (a major influence on Cavor's discussions with the Grand Lunar) clearly casts a remorseless light on Swift's own society; it also, however, features a sword fight with a giant wasp, a passage the enjoyment of which depends on the specific uncanny/estranging impact of literalizing the impossible: simply, it is a great, weird idea. Weirdness is good to think with, and is also its own end.

For his part, Wells does not so carefully delineate the insectan morphology of the Selenites only for the purposes of satire, but because – as in his other books his Martians, his vivisected beast-men, his Morlocks show – Wells the biologist was, like many excellent science-fiction writers, a grotesquophile. The pleasure he took in his oddities, his unpretentious relationship to (serial) fiction, his unerring sense of the importance of the pace of an adventure story combine to make The First Men in the Moon something one could call proto-pulp, which prefigures the verve of the (occasionally viscerally histrionic) literature later associated with pulp journals such as Weird Tales and Amazing Stories. Nowhere is this more evident than in the unsurpassed pulp poetry of Chapter 17's title: ‘The Fight in the Cave of the Moon Butchers’.

The surrender to the weird can be part of what is sometimes called science fiction's ‘sense of wonder’. This abused and controversial, but not entirely useless, term expresses, however elusively, a groping for the numinous that is characteristic of the field, and makes even some otherwise pedestrian science fiction an heir to visionary traditions. In First Men the numinous is found in the very corporeal weird itself.

Its first intrusion is the lunar dawn, with its uncanny ‘landslip in the thawing air’, and irruption of fabulous life. Bedford and Cavor are suddenly prelapsarian, in a garden so fantastic even Bedford's wizened soul is moved to lush description of ‘bristling spikes that swayed with the vigour of their growing’. ‘It was like a miracle,’ Bedford uncharacteristically observes, and demands that we ‘Imagine it! Imagine that dawn!’ How can we not, when it has been so vividly and beautifully rendered? This is the oneiric and mystical in the literal fantastic: a numinous of the weird that Verne could never achieve.

The other, more fully developed moment of mysticism occurs when the execrable Bedford, having abandoned his companion, travels back through space alone towards the earth. As the title to Chapter 20, ‘Mr Bedford in Infinite Space’, makes clear, the vision is here an effect of Bedford's loneliness in eternity. For modern science fiction to locate its wonder in ‘the vastness of space’ or some other overdetermined pornography of the infinite would be at best gauche. However, Wells predates such cliché: and, what is more, this is a polemical enlightenment.

Some commentators have unconvincingly described Bedford as a ‘lovable rogue’. In fact, he is bereft of redeeming qualities, and in the clichéd distinction such laughter as he provokes is entirely at, not with, him. Wells writes Bedford without any of the humanity or sympathy with which he depicts other ‘middling sorts’, even sometimes risible or pathetic figures such as Mr Polly. Wells underlines his critique of Bedford with this, the character's one moment of perspicacity.

Bedford is a miserable, unwilling Bodhisattva. ‘I looked down on Bedford as a trivial incidental thing…. I saw him not only as an ass, but as the son of many generations of asses.’ The use of ‘ass’ ensures that the comedy is not lost, but this is a true and bitter realization for our protagonist. After a long epistemological battle, Bedford is able to some extent to anchor himself back in crassness by reading ‘convincingly realistic’ advertisements from his magazine; he eschews knowledge of self, chooses to define himself instead through the comfort of banal and two-bit commerce. ‘I regret that something of that period of lucidity still hangs about me,’ he says: his abiding sadness is not what he is, but that he knows what he is.

Here, there is no awkward negotiation between the science fiction and the satire – it is the one that allows the other. Bedford's lonely illumination is a link that joins Wells's numinous, itself adjoined to his science-fictional grotesquerie, to his social satire and critique. Human society is not left looking very good in the cold light of the moon.

CAPITALISM, IMPERIALISM AND GOLD
Both First Men and Verne's From the Earth to the Moon are texts that make satirical and polemical points, but it is telling how differently the two writers' strategies allow them to develop this social comment. In Verne's novel, the Gun Club of Baltimore – an absurd gathering of gung-ho war amputees and the maimed – lament the onset of peace, hoping for the ‘joyous incident’ of battle. The satire is crucial to the story: it is, though, heavy-handed, and not entirely comfortable. Verne's ‘realism’ means that his gunshot astronauts cannot land on the moon itself, but can only circle it and catch tantalizing glances before returning to earth. There is, then, no comparative setting to defamiliarize and make strange our everyday, so Verne's satirical points can only be made by pantomime exaggeration.

By contrast (and despite Wells's later claims that the seed of the story was Cavorite, with the moon and Selenites later additions), in First Men the characters seem always to have been going to walk on the moon's surface, precisely because our own world can be counterposed to what is found there. The social commentary, though not always subtle, is effected by comparison, rather than Verne's exaggeration. The moon as a setting, for Wells, is foil to earth's follies, though it is swiftly clear that Wells is too sophisticated a writer to fall into the simplicities of ‘moon good, earth bad’. First Men is a satire and a comedy that is in places broad, but it is a complex and troubled one.

Wells was a socialist, of a peculiar, elitist kind, and unsurprisingly capitalism and imperialism are the novel's particular targets. Bedford is a money-grubbing vulgarian, not so much a representative of ‘big capital’ as of the venal petty bourgeoisie, constantly and crassly on the make, unconcerned by any considerations other than the narrowly financial, and possessing an (almost) unshakeable self-righteousness. When first we meet him he is bankrupt, but still convinced of his business acumen, and is fleeing a creditor whose entirely reasonable desire to regain his or her money Bedford recasts as ‘malignant’. He is writing a play not out of any artistic desire, but merely because it beats being a clerk.

We are given to understand early on how Bedford's crude money-driven instrumentalism makes him prone, like capitalism itself, to treat people as things. When first he meets Cavor, he bullies him and talks to him with the sole intention of turning him into a character in the play we know is only intended to make a fortune. For Bedford, people are instantly subordinate to his profit motive. When the trip to the moon is mooted, he simply does not see the point, until he conceives of it as a commercial opportunity.

Concomitant with the single-mindedness of the capitalist-venal comes his philistinism and his aggression. For Wells, this kind of capitalism is not only a social, but a psychic disease. When Bedford sees Cavor's Works of Shakespeare, he allows that the playwright ‘knew a little’; for himself, he has forgotten to bring any reading materials, so, rather than Shakespeare, he settles into the magazines andTit-Bits and Lloyds' News (these were not dissimilar to the Cosmopolitan magazine in which First Men was serialized: Wells was not averse to biting hands that feed).

The constraint of money is stressed in one of the most cheerfully unsubtle pieces of symbolism in the book. Shackled by the Selenites, it takes Bedford some time to realize that he is wearing chains of gold. Bedford has nothing to lose but his chains, but what chains they are.

What convinces Bedford to support the moonshot is his recollection of ‘the old Spanish monopoly in American gold’. Almost at the metal's first mention, then, it renders his petty capitalist dreams grandiose and imperial. This is spelt out. ‘This is tremendous!’ he shouts. ‘This is Imperial!’ Later, not only is Bedford literally weighed down and hobbled by gold, but it is gold ‘ttwisted around [his] fist’ which takes the book's first Selenite life, in a shocking act, and starts Bedford's murderous imperialist rampage.

By 1901, when The First Men in the Moon appeared, the realities of imperial conquest were more and more widely known. In 1899 there had been bloody wars in Rhodesia; in 1900–1901 a savage guerrilla war was continuing between the US and Filipino nationalists; the Boer War had commenced in 1899, with the interventions of, among others, Cecil Rhodes; most famously, perhaps, Belgium's bestial depredations in the Congo were the cause of increasing concern. This awareness is reflected in the appearance of more and more fictions of colonial anxiety.

Perhaps the ne plus ultra of the genre, Conrad's Heart of Darkness was published in Blackwood's Magazine in 1899, and a plethora of other works was published in the decade or so either side of the turn of the twentieth century that, to more or less conscious extents, articulated imperialism as a neurosis, a guilt of the times, or, like Kipling's ‘Gunga Din’ (1890), protested too much and overcompensated with their loyal punka-wallahs and native scouts. The literature of the fantastic often expressed this anxiety in particularly lurid form, ranging from the (rare) rugged anti-imperialism of George Griffith's The Angel of the Revolution (1892), through M. P. Shiels's Sinophobic The Yellow Danger (1889), to the macho angstlaying of Edgar Rice Burroughs's Tarzan of the Apes (1912) and H. Rider Haggard's touchingly white-hunter-loyal Zulu Umslopogaas (whose first appearance was in a novel of 1887).

Wells's critique of imperialism recurs throughout his work. Most obviously, in War of the Worlds, which explicitly refers to the genocide of the native Tasmanians by European immigrants, he writes Britain as the victim of a savage and unstoppable outside invader – a cosmic ‘How would you like it?’ In The First Men in the Moon, imperialism is recast with cruel humour as a cack-handed farrago of greed, idiocy and violence.

Not only is Bedford's aureate motivation for the voyage continually stressed, his lack of interest in Selenite society and the speed with which he tips over into extraordinarily bloody and ill-planned escapades make the book a comedy of terrors. Intoxicated on lunar fungus, Bedford declaims, ‘We must annex this moon… There must be no shilly-shally. This is part of the White Man's Burden,’ (that last phrase deliberately recalling Kipling's poetic exhortation to American colonialism and the US atrocities that followed) and promptly hiccups. This is imperialism as drunken, rolling stupidity: but stupidity, Wells stresses, drenched in blood.

Bedford's first idea for how to make Cavor's lunar voyage worthwhile is telling: ‘One might make a book of it perhaps.’ This he does, and it is this book – in all its self-justifying disingenuousness – that we read. In a brilliant strategy, Wells ensures that the book is the gripping story of besieged Englishmen effecting a dangerous and spectacular escape from a community of savages hunting them, and is simultaneously – as are all such violent lullabies, from Zulu to John Carter of Mars to Black Hawk Down – an imperialist lie. In critiquing imperialism with a ripping yarn, Wells also critiques such yarns through the optic of imperialism.

THE LIMITS OF FABIANISM
Despite the stress on Bedford's many and symbolic flaws, it would be too easy and pat to have Cavor himself represent a human(e) alternative. He is less obviously objectionable: he is a man driven by scientific curiosity, the desire to expand intellectual horizons, which is a welcome contrast to Bedford's obsessive greed. However, that very intellectualism is itself the source of an attitude that is ultimately equally dehumanizing.

When Cavor believes that his three assistants have been killed as a result of his researches, he briefly calls them ‘three martyrs’, but is quite unconcerned. Where Bedford is capitalism (of an unsuccessful and petty, then later an imperialist) stripe, Cavor is rationalism of an abstract and abstracting stripe. It is precisely the fact that his search is ‘for knowledge’ rather than ‘for knowledge for society’ that makes him just as instrumentalist towards others as Bedford. It is not only commerce but science, Wells implies, which untethered from social reality reifies human beings with incidental cruelty.

At the end of the book, Bedford recounts the messages that Cavor has sent from the moon (interrupting them to plead his own case when he does not like his erstwhile companion's tone). The story emerges of Cavor's discussions with the Selen-ites Phi-oo and Tsi-puff (a slip on Wells's part, these names are clearly intended to suggest an emissary in the court of an ‘Oriental’ Emperor, but are Gilbert-and-Sullivanesque, more reminiscent of The Mikado's Pooh-Bah and Pish-Tush than of anything more dignified or alien). When at last Cavor is ushered into the presence of the extraordinary distended-brained Grand Lunar, his descriptions of earth clearly mimic Gulliver's to the King of Brobdingnag: in what he intends to be generous depictions of humanity's actions, our society's politics and war are laid bare as the savageries they are.

They are unfavourably counterposed to the Selenites' rational, ordered system, in a clear piece of finger-wagging by Wells, whose statist, rationalist and ordering socialism finds a partial expression in the lunar system. However, there is something discomforting about this utopia of order. It is as oppressive as Cavor's own earlier ‘rationality’. Nowhere is this more vividly expressed than in his visit to a Selenite nursery. Having admired the variety of physical forms the Selenites take to perform their allotted task with precision, Cavor sees the process by which such distinctions are achieved.

‘… I came upon a number of young Selenites, confined in jars from which only the forelimbs protruded, who were being compressed to become machine-minders of a special sort. The extended “hand” in this highly developed system of technical education is stimulated by irritants and nourished by injection while the rest of the body is starved. Phi-oo, unless I misunderstood him, explained that in the earlier stages these queer little creatures are apt to display signs of suffering…’ Cavor is loath to admit it, but such ‘glimpses of the educational methods’ affect him ‘disagreeably’.

The repetition of the term ‘education’ for this brutal stunting drives the satire home. Brilliantly, this satire is aimed at Wells's own society and simultaneously at a supposed ‘rational’ alternative. It is both socialist critique and socialist soul-searching, operating at once to problematize instrumentalism and class-engineering such as underpins much so-called education under capitalism, and also to raise the question, is this the apotheosis of the planned alternative? This latter is more troubling for Wells, as his own political theory, expressed in essays such as Mankind in the Making (1903) and novels like The World Set Free (1914), tended towards what he described as ‘outright world socialism, scientifically planned and directed’. If this is the end result of the tendencies in his project, then the ‘rational planning’ he espouses is by no means a straightforward good.

Wells spent five years in the Fabian Society, the influential moderate socialist group founded in 1884 to campaign for sedate and gradual change, and committed to progressive ideas such as the very ‘rational planning’ that attracted Wells. Though he left in 1908 and was always a more interesting political thinker than many of the snobbish, pedestrian evolutionary socialists in that organization, Wells's own political schemes always retained something of the Fabian notion of state-socialism. Evident in The First Men in the Moon is the extent to which Wells's vision was shot through with a tremendous anxiety about its own predicates. He is agonized by an understanding that Fabianoid thinking, supposedly built on rationality itself, was in fact constructed only on a narrow, psychically parochial form of instrumental rationality. This limited and limiting ‘rationality’ is indelibly stained by the irrationalities of the very capitalism which Fabianism tells off, but ultimately presumes.

For a thinker of any rigour, that capitalism as a system and the stunted forms of ‘rationality’ that inform it lead to war, starvation and exploitation as inevitably as to advances and enlightenment could not ultimately be explained away as pathologies. This fundamentally undermined a politics predicated on the ineluctable march of reason, as Wells uneasily saw. Wells suffers the crisis of too-intelligent Fabianism.

The greatest expression of this anxiety came in 1896 in Wells's masterpiece, The Island of Doctor Moreau, an immanent critique of this very ‘rationality’ and its claims to emanci-patory teleology that Wells espoused. In First Men, Wells plays the same anxiety to wrongfoot the reader. The welling up of that ambivalence to ‘rational planning’ makes the satire switchback dizzyingly. Without ever changing its substance, the Selenite society goes from being the utopian foil to our absurdities to being our horizon, the threat of where we are heading. This superb manoeuvre is a testimony not only to Wells's skill, but to the nightmare he could not shake: the doubling-back is not a cheat, but an expression of the contradictions in the very categories of Wells's thought.

The complexities of the satire that makes First Men more than a simplistic utopia or a heavy-handed ‘warning’ are, then, the product of Wells's inability to solve his political conundrum. The terrible consciousness of that failure casts a darkness over the book's ending. The last lines are suddenly and frighteningly violent: like the return of the repressed, the Selenites come for Cavor, we must assume to kill him, as he scrabbles desperately to send a last message. Learning the truth about us has made the Selenites what Bedford had wrongly held them to be. We create our own bad consciences, our own ‘murderous savage’. ‘Rationality’, in its mooncalf modern form, not only cannot be a force for emancipation, but always contains its own opposite, the opposite that comes for Cavor.

In Moreau, the collapse of ‘rationality’ is expressed most powerfully in the collapse of language, first into rote-learned chanted hymns and then into the grunts of beasts. That same collapse occurs in First Men, though in a subtler way. Cavor's messages continually break down into snatches through the limits of the transmission mechanism: the rational science is no match for the unknowable – the a-rational – of space, and language struggles to retain integrity. The last words Cavor sends are an attempt to impart the secret knowledge of Cavorite itself. And as the door (we imagine) is broken down and the monsters of the dream of our reason come for him
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