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  Introduction




  DR MARK BOULD





  Herbert George Wells would become, during his lifetime, a global celebrity. His literary friendships included Joseph Conrad, Henry James, George Bernard Shaw, Elizabeth von

  Arnim and Rebecca West. He met with Lenin and was denounced by Trotsky. In France, a curmudgeonly Jules Verne dismissed his work, while in the Soviet Union Yevgeny Zamyatin championed it, and in

  America Hugo Gernsback reprinted as much of it as he could while attempting to establish science fiction as a distinct pulp genre. Wells tried to find common ground between Roosevelt and Stalin,

  and to recruit them both to his idiosyncratic brand of socialism. He was nominated four times for the Nobel Prize for Literature. Nazis burned his books, and his The Rights of Man (1940)

  formed the basis of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.




  Things were very different when he wrote The Time Machine (1895).




  Born in 1866 into a lower-middle-class family struggling to preserve its social status, Wells was an unsuccessful draper’s apprentice who, after flunking university and failing as a

  teacher, turned to journalism. The late-nineteenth century explosion in newspaper and periodical publications provided plenty of opportunities to get into print. He produced literary reviews and

  drama criticism, and built a reputation for writing engaging and influential scientific essays – his ‘Man of the Year Million’ (1893) speculated on the course of future human

  evolution, and provided a template for all those blood-thirsty, big-brained, tentacled aliens who slither and slaver their way through subsequent science fiction, from the invading Martians of

  Wells’s own The War of the Worlds (1898) to The Simpsons’ Kang and Kodos.




  Short stories were also in great demand – this was the time of Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, of Rudyard Kipling’s plain tales from the empire – and Wells

  published twenty of them in 1894 alone. But these were not his first attempts at fiction. In the Science Schools Journal, a college magazine Wells co-founded and briefly edited, he

  published three stories: ‘A Talk with Gryllotalpa’ (1887), a mildly fictionalized discussion of the contrast between human and cosmic scales; ‘A Tale of the Twentieth

  Century’ (1887), a satirical account of the London Underground’s catastrophic use of perpetual motion technology; and ‘The Chronic Argonauts’ (1888), a never-completed

  serial about a time-traveller called Nebogipfel – arguably the first draft of The Time Machine, it introduces two key elements that make the novel so significant.




  Prior to Wells, time travel was conducted by various methods: magic (Johan Hermann Wessel’s Anno 7603 (1785)) or dreams (Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘A Tale of the Ragged

  Mountains’ (1844)) or falling asleep for a long time (Louis-Sébastien Mercier’s Memoirs of the Year Two Thousand Five Hundred (1772)) or freezing (W. Clark

  Russell’s The Frozen Pirate (1887)) or mummification (Edgar Lee’s Pharaoh’s Daughter (1889)) or getting knocked on the head and maybe imagining it all (Mark

  Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889)). In contrast, Wells – narrowly pipped to the post by Enrique Gaspar’s The Time Ship (1887)

  – introduces a time machine. Nebogipfel’s ‘bona fide mechanical contrivance, a thing emphatically of this sordid world’ removes chance from chrononautical travel,

  bringing the passage of time decisively under human control.




  This was a timely innovation in more ways than one. In the 1840s, British railway companies began adopting GMT to timetable their services, leading to the imposition of uniform clock-time on the

  country. From the 1850s onwards, advocates of international time zones sought to impose the clock-time onto the entire globe. In the 1870s and 1880s, Eadward Muybridge and Étienne-Jules

  Marey developed ‘chronophotography’, photographically breaking motion and thus time down into a succession of images. In factories around the world labour processes were reduced to

  small repetitive tasks to increase productivity, and, beginning in the 1880s, workers were required to clock-on and -off at the start and end of shifts. Everywhere, time was being disciplined by

  machines and used to discipline human activity.




  Nebogibfel’s second, related innovation is to regard the fourth dimension – after length, breadth and depth – as temporal rather than spatial. The Time Machine refers

  to Simon Newcomb’s address to the New York Mathematical Society on four-dimensional geometry, published in Nature in 1894. Sixteen years earlier, astrophysicist Johann Zöllner

  argued that only a fourth spatial dimension could explain the astonishing feats performed by the spiritualist medium Henry Slade (in fact, he utilized rope-tricks). Mathematician C. H. Hinton wrote

  extensively about a fourth spatial dimension, and inspired Edwin Abbott’s Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions (1884), in which an inhabitant of a two-dimensional world encounters

  beings from one-dimensional and three-dimensional worlds. The idea that time might be the fourth dimension had been mooted much earlier – by Jean le Rond d’Alembert in a 1754 volume of

  the Encyclopédie – but with no obvious impact. Wells almost certainly encountered the idea in an 1887 presentation to the Royal College of Science debating society by E. A.

  Hamilton-Gordon, later published in Science Schools Journal as ‘The Fourth Dimension’.




  Wells’s combination of a theoretical justification of time travel and the description of a new technology designed to exploit it constituted something new in fiction. But he was not yet

  done.




  In 1893, W. E. Henley, the editor of National Review, started commissioning science pieces from Wells, who developed ‘The Chronic Argonauts’ – which he had already

  tried to rewrite a couple of times – into a series of articles on time travel. The first seven appeared in 1894, but the magazine was sold and Henley was fired. Undaunted, in 1895 he

  persuaded Wells to revise the material yet again as a novel to be serialized in his latest magazine, the New Review, and published in book form by William Heinemann.




  The first of an extraordinary series of novels from Wells, it was soon followed by The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1897), The War of the Worlds

  (1898) and The First Men in the Moon (1901). They established Wells as the pre-eminent author of what were called ‘scientific romances’ and laid the foundation for

  twentieth-century science fiction. Simultaneously, The Wheels of Chance (1896), Love and Mr Lewisham (1901) and Kipps (1905) initiated Wells’s parallel career as a

  social novelist, an often comical and sometimes didactic observer of contemporary mores. The non-fiction bestseller Anticipations (1901) and A Modern Utopia (1905) launched a

  third career of social analysis, utopian and futurological speculation, and often frustrated commentary. All that was still to come. First, Wells had to transform his false starts and abandoned

  drafts into something fit for publication in Henley’s New Review.




  Wells’s rapid apprenticeship in short fiction made him a much better writer than the author of ‘The Chronic Argonauts’ had been, and it taught him a vital lesson: to embed the

  fantastic within the everyday. This not only persuaded readers to suspend their disbelief, but would also enable him to pursue his intellectual project of situating the human within a cosmic

  perspective. The Time Machine begins in this mundane mode, as the kind of club tale popularized by Robert Louis Stevenson in which a group of male friends, replete and enjoying a

  post-prandial libation, engage in a meandering conversation that ‘runs gracefully free of the trammels of precision’ until a change of topic or curious incident turns one of them into a

  raconteur – the teller of a tale. Wells’s Time Traveller uses such an occasion to explain spatial dimensions, to propose time as the fourth dimension, and to demonstrate his prototype

  machine. The discussion of potential applications for this new technology is a prospectus for future time-travel narratives; indeed, the Very Young Man’s suggestion that one could deposit

  money in a bank and then travel to the future to live off the fortune in accrued interest plays a key role in Wells’s own The Sleeper Wakes (1899).




  The Time Traveller’s guests, however, are unconvinced. Wells uses their scepticism to ease that of the reader, while their smug complacency encourages sympathy with the enthusiastic and

  determined protagonist as he arranges another dinner before setting off in search of chrononautical adventures with which to regale them a week later.




  His journeys through time, which describe a flickering light and accelerating images, are uncannily and presciently cinematic. The 1960 film adaptation won an Oscar for its special effects,

  especially for these sequences, but when Wells was writing, cinema was still a few months in the future and trick effects, such as time-lapse photography, were still several years away. (Wells

  would be approached in October 1895 by filmmaker Robert Paul, who wanted to patent a never-built cinematic attraction based on The Time Machine that would use multiple screens and moving

  seats to create the experience of travelling through time.)




  Earlier time-travel fiction, such as Mary Griffith’s Three Hundred Years Hence (1836) and Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward, 2000-1887 (1888), constructed imaginary

  futures so as to envision a better world and criticize the shortcomings of our own. When the Time Traveller finds himself in a future Thames valley, transformed into an idyllic garden dotted with

  communal buildings, he assumes that some form of communism – perhaps the bucolic socialism of William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890) – has triumphed. But this brave

  new world is slowly revealed to be no utopia. Although the novel briefly flirts with the (usually quite boring) guided-tour format of utopian fiction, Wells eschews it in favour of a colonial

  adventure narrative – the kind of story made popular by H. Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885) and She (1887) – to which he also brings a taste for

  the gothic and the grotesque.




  The protagonist of Stevenson’s ‘Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde’ (1886) attempts to separate his better, angelic nature from his debased human self but instead unleashes

  his brutal, animal nature. The reader of The Time Machine, confronted with a future in which the bourgeoisie and the proletariat – the exploiter and exploited classes created by

  capitalism – have devolved into separate post-human species might assume a similar distillation has occurred: on the one hand, the beautiful, innocent Eloi, who idle like effete

  fin-de-siècle aesthetes but prefer apples to absinthe; on the other, the Morlocks, smelly, ‘nauseatingly inhuman’ and ‘malign’ cannibals who slave away like manual

  labourers.




  In the wake of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871), evolutionary theory was misappropriated to reinforce white supremacist

  notions of racial hierarchy: if white Europeans were ‘more civilized’ than the darker-skinned ‘primitive’ indigenous peoples of the rest of the world, was not colonialism a

  sacred duty ordained by God, history and progress? Wells inherits much of the racial imagery associated with this ideology. The Time Traveller finds himself among the ‘good’ natives,

  who are pale, diminutive and childlike, but soon spies the ‘bad’ natives – ape-like creatures, always associated with darkness and pallid from their subterranean existence.




  Although the Time Traveller pits himself against the Morlocks, the irony is that there is nothing to choose between these post-human species. They are each dependent on the other, and both are

  destined to die out. You can hear the countdown to their extinction in this future’s date: 802,701.




  And extinction does come. As the Time Traveller’s plunge into an even more distant future reveals, it is not just humankind and its offshoot species that must expire, but all life, even

  planets and stars. Wells takes us from human time to evolutionary time to cosmic time, from the personal to the social to the biological to the geological to the cosmological. And then he asks us

  to consider which of these scales we should measure ourselves against, and how we should act in a universe that dwarfs humans into insignificance and offers no divine consolation. The Time

  Traveller opts for robust and manly action, for vengeance and strife, but it is not at all clear that he makes the right choice.




  The Time Machine was an immediate success in Britain and the US. Within a decade, translations were available in Brazilian Portuguese, Czech, French, German, Hungarian, Italian, Polish

  and Russian. It spawned countless progeny, from Alfred Jarry’s philosophical ‘How to Build A Time Machine’ (1899) to such cable TV fodder as Time Machine: Rise of the

  Morlocks (2011).




  The first sequels by other hands – some of which merely borrow the time machine – include the anonymous The Coming Era, or, Leeds Beatified (1900), Wilhelm

  Bastiné’s The Time Machine Recovered (1914), Théo Varlet and André Blandin’s The Timeslip Troopers (1923) and Egon Friedell’s The Return

  of the Time Machine (1946). The first radio adaptation aired on CBS in 1948; the BBC broadcast a live television version in 1949; and Classics Illustrated published a comic book version in

  1956. There are two film versions, one directed by George Pal in 1960 and the other by Wells’s great-grandson, Simon, in 2002, as well as a 1978 NBC TV movie. Spin-off fiction has

  proliferated since the 1970s, including stories and novels by Stephen Baxter, Richard Cowper, Alan Moore, Christopher Priest and Robert J. Sawyer.




  Edith Nesbit paid tribute of a different sort in The Story of the Amulet (1905), in which time-travelling children find themselves in a future London, where Wells is honoured for

  helping to establish a socialist utopia. Wells himself has often been cast as a time-traveller: he appears in several episodes of Lois & Clark: The New Adventures of Superman

  (1993–97), and in the 1979 novel and film Time After Time, in which he must pursue Jack the Ripper to modern-day San Francisco. BBC documentation referred to The Time

  Machine during the early development of Doctor Who, and the Victorian lad Colin Baker’s Doctor takes on as a temporary companion in ‘Timelash’ (1985) turns out

  – of course – to be the young Wells.




  Perhaps the clearest evidence of The Time Machine’s impact is the sheer number of time-travel stories produced in its wake, but its influence reaches much further than that. Its

  cosmic scope and images of entropic decline have been at the core of science fiction – especially British science fiction – ever since it was published. The Time Machine is

  there when we traverse aeons and immensities with Olaf Stapledon and Arthur C. Clarke, when we are tainted by the Weird of William Hope Hodgson and China Miéville, when the New Wave

  universes of Pamela Zoline and M. John Harrison run down into heat-death, and when we find ourselves inert, lizard-like, in the glare of an unblinking sun on the rather different but nonetheless

  terminal beaches of J. G. Ballard. It will be there still when we are all dancers at the end of time.




  







  1. Introduction




  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 burnt 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 dimensions: 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?’
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