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Praise for The Time Machine


‘Wells occupies an honoured place in science fiction. Without him, indeed, I can’t see how any of it could have happened’


Kingsley Amis


‘The savage brilliance of the young H. G. Wells – and the greatest science fiction novel ever written’


Stephen Baxter
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INTRODUCTION


The Time Machine, serialised in 1894–1895 in the New Review; and, in an earlier form, some ten years previously in The Science School Journal; finally published by Heinemann in 1895, was Herbert George Wells’ first literary achievement. Critical reaction was mixed, and somewhat bewildered: but H. G. Wells would soon be a writer worthy of Joseph Conrad’s admiration and the upperclass disdain of Virginia Woolf; and also one of the noted public voices of his day. Like the War Of The Worlds scenario, and The Island Of Doctor Moreau, The Time Machine became a twentieth century icon, repeatedly adapted for cinema, TV and radio; and cannibalised (appropriately enough) in numerous steals, riffs and revisionings – notably The Time Ships, Stephen Baxter 1995, the sequel authorised by the Wells Estate; and The Space Machine, Christopher Priest, 1976, in which Priest ingeniously carries the Time Traveller to Mars, to discover the preparations for The War of The Worlds, by improving on Wells’ Spacetime calculations. The original, a surprisingly short work (32,000 words) remains fresh and interesting: brisk, mysterious, and as curiously contrived as the machine itself.


The framing device is that Victorian and Edwardian favourite, a bachelor dinner party. The guests in leafy Richmond, identified only as established professionals (unlike the struggling young H. G. Wells!) – the Editor, the Journalist, the Medical Man – are very ready to appreciate a tall tale. Civilised comforts – silver lilies of champagne flutes, unobtrusive service; the glitter of unlimited candles – contrast strangely with the weird report delivered by their friend the Cool Older Chap; but here familiarity ends. This is not a ghost story, or an account of benighted places where civilisation has not yet penetrated. The Beyond in this case is a time when civilisation is in the past, irrevocably defeated by the Fourth Dimension.


The synopsis is bold and simple. At the first dinner party the Time Traveller, who will never be named, introduces his guests to some bewildering modern ideas. His question ‘Can a cube that does not last for any time at all have a real existence?’ recalls the speculation in Flatland, A Romance of Many Dimensions (Edwin Abbott, 1884) and proves rather a conversation stopper; but there is more. He produces a meticulously crafted toy, made of ivory, bronze and rock-crystal: the model for a machine that will carry him into the future, or the past. He makes his toy disappear, and reappear. The other gentlemen cough and splutter a bit, and ‘don’t know what to think’. At the second party, the Traveller is absent when the guests assemble. He joins them stumbling, gaunt, wild-eyed, with leaves in his hair and scabbed-over scars on his face. He has just returned from his first trip on the Machine, and recounts a visit to the far future of the Thames Valley: mainly around 800,000 AD, with an excursion about thirty million years beyond. On the third meeting only our narrator (also unnamed) is present. The Time Traveller promises he will explain everything over lunch; and disappears, for a few minutes, into his lab . . .


Movie adaptations (both rather free with the plot) have focused on the adventures of the Time Traveller among the Eloi and the Morlocks. In fact, in the original the adventure element is sparse. Richmond in the year ‘800,701 AD’ does not seem arbitrarily strange for long. The empty, garden landscape – dotted with huge puzzling monuments, inhabited by a race of pretty, miniature humans who ought to be staggeringly ‘advanced’ and ‘superior’ but who clearly are not – is soon deconstructed, by the Time Traveller himself, as the logical conclusion of trends in his own society. The childlike Eloi are what became of Victorian gentlefolk: lolling around in their outsize stately homes, inexplicably idle, feasting on hothouse fruit and decking themselves in superb hothouse flowers. Everything grubby and functional has been removed, aeons since, below-stairs, to an underground world where the equally but differently degenerate Morlock toil. The Morlock have forgotten why they work: they tend the Eloi’s machinery, ant-like, without conscious awareness. The Eloi have forgotten that they ever ruled the world. Arguably, Wells was not yet a Socialist when he conceived this story. He was the talented son of domestic servants, horrified at his own trapped prospects, looking with equal cynicism at both ‘races’. Certainly, the horror of what really happens between Morlock and Eloi is not played for exciting cathartic effect. There is no question of ‘war’ between the post-human sub-species. Only mindless futility provokes the crisis, and propels the Time Traveller to the last, dying shore of Life On Earth.


‘If only I had a companion!’ cries the first Time Lord in fiction, having failed to notice that ‘Weena’, the tiny Eloi woman, his guide in this strange world, has fallen in love. Re-reading The Time Machine for this introduction I found myself muttering you will have, Doctor, you will . . . A Tardis doesn’t look much like a glorified bicycle, a proper Time Lord isn’t human. The Doctor has never yet lost touch with his female sidekick in quite such ghastly circumstances, either: but the connection between H. G. Wells’s concept and the UK’s best-loved sci-fi series is hard to miss, and maybe that’s enough of a legacy for any classic.


Wells recounts that he ‘laid hold of the idea of a four dimensional frame for a fresh apprehension of physical phenomena’ through the debating society at what was to become Imperial College, London. His paper on the subject was rejected as incomprehensible, but gave him the basis for this first ‘scientific fantasia’ – with phenomenal effect for the nascent science fiction genre. The adventure is shrouded in Wellsian pessimism, the Darwinian speculation hijacked for social comment. Even the (fictional) veracity of the Time Traveller’s account is called into question, with hints of a conjurer’s misdirection around the initial disappearing trick and other clues that we ought to suspend belief as well as disbelief. A well-read young Victorian must have known that by citing ivory, in the construction of his Machine, he invoked dreams that are false: rather than the true dreams that come through the gate of horn. Yet this withholding of certainty is one of the rules of the game, and the game remains exactly as our narrator describes it, when analysing the power of the Time Traveller’s tale: to tell a fantastic, incredible story, in such credible and sober style that your audience is willing to listen; and perhaps even to learn.
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The Time Traveller (for so it will be convenient to speak of him) was expounding a recondite matter to us. His grey eyes shone and twinkled, and his usually pale face was flushed and animated. The fire burned brightly, and the soft radiance of the incandescent lights in the lilies of silver caught the bubbles that flashed and passed in our glasses. Our chairs, being his patents, embraced and caressed us rather than submitted to be sat upon, and there was that luxurious after-dinner atmosphere when thought runs gracefully free of the trammels of precision. And he put it to us in this way – marking the points with a lean forefinger – as we sat and lazily admired his earnestness over this new paradox (as we thought it) and his fecundity.


‘You must follow me carefully. I shall have to controvert one or two ideas that are almost universally accepted. The geometry, for instance, they taught you at school is founded on a misconception.’


‘Is not that rather a large thing to expect us to begin upon?’ said Filby, an argumentative person with red hair.


‘I do not mean to ask you to accept anything without reasonable ground for it. You will soon admit as much as I need from you. You know of course that a mathematical line, a line of thickness nil, has no real existence. They taught you that? Neither has a mathematical plane. These things are mere abstractions.’


‘That is all right,’ said the Psychologist.


‘Nor, having only length, breadth, and thickness, can a cube have a real existence.’


‘There I object,’ said Filby. ‘Of course a solid body may exist. All real things—’


‘So most people think. But wait a moment. Can an instantaneous cube exist?’


‘Don’t follow you,’ said Filby.


‘Can a cube that does not last for any time at all have a real existence?’


Filby became pensive. ‘Clearly,’ the Time Traveller proceeded, ‘any real body must have extension in four directions: it must have Length, Breadth, Thickness, and – Duration. But through a natural infirmity of the flesh, which I will explain to you in a moment, we incline to overlook this fact. There are really four dimensions, three which we call the three planes of Space, and a fourth, Time. There is, however, a tendency to draw an unreal distinction between the former three dimensions and the latter, because it happens that our consciousness moves intermittently in one direction along the latter from the beginning to the end of our lives.’


‘That,’ said a very young man, making spasmodic efforts to relight his cigar over the lamp; ‘that . . . very clear indeed.’


‘Now, it is very remarkable that this is so extensively overlooked,’ continued the Time Traveller, with a slight accession of cheerfulness. ‘Really this is what is meant by the Fourth Dimension, though some people who talk about the Fourth Dimension do not know they mean it. It is only another way of looking at Time. There is no difference between Time and any of the three dimensions of Space except that our consciousness moves along it. But some foolish people have got hold of the wrong side of that idea. You have all heard what they have to say about this Fourth Dimension?’


‘I have not,’ said the Provincial Mayor.


‘It is simply this. That Space, as our mathematicians have it, is spoken of as having three dimensions, which one may call Length, Breadth, and Thickness, and is always definable by reference to three planes, each at right angles to the others. But some philosophical people have been asking why three dimensions particularly – why not another direction at right angles to the other three? – and have even tried to construct a Four-Dimensional geometry. Professor Simon Newcomb was expounding this to the New York Mathematical Society only a month or so ago. You know how on a flat surface, which has only two dimensions, we can represent a figure of a three-dimensional solid, and similarly they think that by models of three dimensions they could represent one of four – if they could master the perspective of the thing. See?’


‘I think so,’ murmured the Provincial Mayor; and, knitting his brows, he lapsed into an introspective state, his lips moving as one who repeats mystic words. ‘Yes, I think I see it now,’ he said after some time, brightening in a quite transitory manner.


‘Well, I do not mind telling you I have been at work upon this geometry of Four Dimensions for some time. Some of my results are curious. For instance, here is a portrait of a man at eight years old, another at fifteen, another at seventeen, another at twenty-three, and so on. All these are evidently sections, as it were, Three-Dimensional representations of his Four-Dimensioned being, which is a fixed and unalterable thing.


‘Scientific people,’ proceeded the Time Traveller, after the pause required for the proper assimilation of this, ‘know very well that Time is only a kind of Space. Here is a popular scientific diagram, a weather record. This line I trace with my finger shows the movement of the barometer. Yesterday it was so high, yesterday night it fell, then this morning it rose again, and so gently upward to here. Surely the mercury did not trace this line in any of the dimensions of Space generally recognized? But certainly it traced such a line, and that line, therefore, we must conclude was along the Time-Dimension.’


‘But,’ said the Medical Man, staring hard at a coal in the fire, ‘if Time is really only a fourth dimension of Space, why is it, and why has it always been, regarded as something different? And why cannot we move in Time as we move about in the other dimensions of Space?’


The Time Traveller smiled. ‘Are you so sure we can move freely in Space? Right and left we can go, backward and forward freely enough, and men always have done so. I admit we move freely in two dimensions. But how about up and down? Gravitation limits us there.’


‘Not exactly,’ said the Medical Man. ‘There are balloons.’


‘But before the balloons, save for spasmodic jumping and the inequalities of the surface, man had no freedom of vertical movement.’


‘Still they could move a little up and down,’ said the Medical Man.


‘Easier, far easier down than up.’


‘And you cannot move at all in Time, you cannot get away from the present moment.’


‘My dear sir, that is just where you are wrong. That is just where the whole world has gone wrong. We are always getting away from the present moment. Our mental existences, which are immaterial and have no dimensions, are passing along the Time-Dimension with a uniform velocity from the cradle to the grave. Just as we should travel down if we began our existence fifty miles above the earth’s surface.’


‘But the great difficulty is this,’ interrupted the Psychologist. ‘You can move about in all directions of Space, but you cannot move about in Time.’


‘That is the germ of my great discovery. But you are wrong to say that we cannot move about in Time. For instance, if I am recalling an incident very vividly I go back to the instant of its occurrence: I become absent-minded, as you say. I jump back for a moment. Of course we have no means of staying back for any length of time, any more than a savage or an animal has of staying six feet above the ground. But a civilized man is better off than the savage in this respect. He can go up against gravitation in a balloon, and why should he not hope that ultimately he may be able to stop or accelerate his drift along the Time-Dimension, or even turn about and travel the other way?’


‘Oh, this,’ began Filby, ‘is all—’


‘Why not?’ said the Time Traveller.


‘It’s against reason,’ said Filby.


‘What reason?’ said the Time Traveller.


‘You can show black is white by argument,’ said Filby, ‘but you will never convince me.’


‘Possibly not,’ said the Time Traveller. ‘But now you begin to see the object of my investigations into the geometry of Four Dimensions. Long ago I had a vague inkling of a machine—’


‘To travel through Time!’ exclaimed the Very Young Man.


‘That shall travel indifferently in any direction of Space and Time, as the driver determines.’


Filby contented himself with laughter.


‘But I have experimental verification,’ said the Time Traveller.


‘It would be remarkably convenient for the historian,’ the Psychologist suggested. ‘One might travel back and verify the accepted account of the Battle of Hastings, for instance!’


‘Don’t you think you would attract attention?’ said the Medical Man. ‘Our ancestors had no great tolerance for anachronisms.’


‘One might get one’s Greek from the very lips of Homer and Plato,’ the Very Young Man thought.


‘In which case they would certainly plough you for the Little-go. The German scholars have improved Greek so much.’


‘Then there is the future,’ said the Very Young Man.


‘Just think! One might invest all one’s money, leave it to accumulate at interest, and hurry on ahead!’


‘To discover a society,’ said I, ‘erected on a strictly communistic basis.’


‘Of all the wild extravagant theories!’ began the Psychologist.


‘Yes, so it seemed to me, and so I never talked of it until—’


‘Experimental verification!’ cried I. ‘You are going to verify that?’


‘The experiment!’ cried Filby, who was getting brain-weary.


‘Let’s see your experiment anyhow,’ said the Psychologist, ‘though it’s all humbug, you know.’


The Time Traveller smiled round at us. Then, still smiling faintly, and with his hands deep in his trousers pockets, he walked slowly out of the room, and we heard his slippers shuffling down the long passage to his laboratory.


The Psychologist looked at us. ‘I wonder what he’s got?’


‘Some sleight-of-hand trick or other,’ said the Medical Man, and Filby tried to tell us about a conjurer he had seen at Burslem; but before he had finished his preface the Time Traveller came back, and Filby’s anecdote collapsed.


The thing the Time Traveller held in his hand was a glittering metallic framework, scarcely larger than a small clock, and very delicately made. There was ivory in it, and some transparent crystalline substance. And now I must be explicit, for this that follows – unless his explanation is to be accepted – is an absolutely unaccountable thing. He took one of the small octagonal tables that were scattered about the room, and set it in front of the fire, with two legs on the hearthrug. On this table he placed the mechanism. Then he drew up a chair, and sat down. The only other object on the table was a small shaded lamp, the bright light of which fell full upon the model. There were also perhaps a dozen candles about, two in brass candlesticks upon the mantel and several in sconces, so that the room was brilliantly illuminated. I sat in a low arm-chair nearest the fire, and I drew this forward so as to be almost between the Time Traveller and the fireplace. Filby sat behind him, looking over his shoulder. The Medical Man and the Provincial Mayor watched him in profile from the right, the Psychologist from the left. The Very Young Man stood behind the Psychologist. We were all on the alert. It appears incredible to me that any kind of trick, however subtly conceived and however adroitly done, could have been played upon us under these conditions.


The Time Traveller looked at us, and then at the mechanism. ‘Well?’ said the Psychologist.


‘This little affair,’ said the Time Traveller, resting his elbows upon the table and pressing his hands together above the apparatus, ‘is only a model. It is my plan for a machine to travel through time. You will notice that it looks singularly askew, and that there is an odd twinkling appearance about this bar, as though it was in some way unreal.’ He pointed to the part with his finger. ‘Also, here is one little white lever, and here is another.’
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