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Juliusz K. Palczewski
H.G. Wells in Poland
The pioneer of science fiction in Poland, the ‘Polish Jules Verne’, was Wladyslaw Uminski (1865-1954). Some traces of Wellsian influence can be found in his works. This would primarily apply to the signal motif of contact with Martians evident in such novels as Unknown Worlds (1895) and To the Other Planet (1913). The conception as well as the title itself of

 the novel The World in a Thousand Years (1948) might be regarded as a more direct reference to Wells.
Jerzy Zulawski (1874-1915) was the author of a well-known Moon trilogy at the threshold of the present century. Its general mood, its rhapsodic poeticism, its emphasis upon romance as well as its profoundly tragic note distinguish it from the early phase of Wells’s anti-utopian fiction. However, it would be difficult to exclude the possible influence of Wells’s The First Men in the Moon on the first part of Zulawski’s trilogy – On the Silver Globe, which appeared in 1903. One is struck by certain characteristic correspondences and similarities in scenery and setting, such as the brilliant, bravura display of shape and colour in the planet’s plant life, so swiftly developing under the influence of the sun; the declining and degenerating pigmy population, the dwarfs, as they are called here, weighed down by superstitious fear, recall the Eloi, whereas another species, half-human, half-animal monsters hiding in pits and caves partly recall the Morlocks and partly the Selenites in The First men in the Moon; emotional ties between little Weena and the Time Traveller are here reflected in the romance between little Ada and Jan Korecki. Similarities can also be observed in some more general anti-utopian attitudes and postures: a warning against dangers resulting from an excessive pursuit of knowledge, a delirious cognitive quest; an awareness of the triviality and vanity of human efforts; finally – the birth of religious rites, of a religious mythology and of the priesthood motif (The Island of Dr Moreau and the priestess Ada worshipping Korecki as a supernatural figure).
The fact that Jan Parandowski (1895-1978) could not resist the fascination exerted by Wells is confirmed in his translation of A Short History of the World. His pronouncement at the Stockholm PEN Club Conference in 1946 was given in a Wellsian spirit: “In no epoch has the conviction been as strong as it is now in us: namely, that the world demands a great reconstruction and that it is our task to take it up. It is a challenge – everybody feels it – that writers cannot fail.”
Bruno Winawer (1883-1944), biologist by profession, concentrates his attention on the situation of the scientist enmeshed in a net of professional intrigue which makes him take up a refinedly cynical attitude in relation to himself and his environment. Winawer’s intellectual comedies, however, bear the mark of Shaw’s rather than Wells’s influence; he was indeed called the ‘Polish Shaw’.										Nevertheless, Winawer also wrote novels bordering on science fiction and produced copious journalistic work on scientific subjects. Wells’s influence on his 



world-view and his artistic vision is undeniable. Alina Brodzka describes him as “an enthusiast of astronautic romanticism, of the poetry of scientific discovery and of humanising values of technology, of man believing in the possibilities of a brotherly planetary civilisation” – later the optimistic vision darkens perceptibly, the optimism undergoes a progressive erosion.
Antoni Slonimski (1895-1976) was one of the greatest admirers, adherents and disciples of H.G. Wells in Poland. Slonimski described Wells as “a writer endowed with an absolute gift of imagination as others are endowed with an absolute gift of hearing.” A famous prose-writer, poet, publicist and wit in pre-war Poland, he was editor-in-chief of the monthly Nowa Polska (New Poland) in London during the Second World War and there he published translations of Wells’s work such as World Brain and Phoenix. The two writers corresponded and met fairly frequently at the time. Of special interest is the correspondence relating to questions of human rights, which would later become a matter for much debate and controversy at the incipient United Nations.
Both in his prose and in his poetry Slonimski asserted his feelings for the great English man of letters. He wrote about Wells’s “Scientific Humanitarianism,”[footnoteRef:1] and in the article dedicated to him on his 80th birthday he named him “prophet from Kent,” maintaining that the term “Wellsian” would find its proper place in the contemporary socio-political vocabulary.[footnoteRef:2] In his poem ‘Journey’ he wrote as follows: [1:  ‘Golem’, Nowa Polska 1945: 3.]  [2:  ‘H.G. Wells’, Nowa Polska 1946: 2.] 


…from Hendon to Croydon I flew twenty-five years
And again I look at the fireplace blazing in the house at Hanover Terrace
Where the old man dying writes in a fiery hand
Mane, Tekel, Fares on a whirl of smoke…[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Nowa Polska 1945: 2 (translation mine, J.K.P.).] 


In his Memoirs (censored and unpublished in Communist Poland) Slonimski wrote that he visited Wells in the last weeks of his illness and that as the Englishman had once given him a lesson how to live, he then gave him another important lesson – a lesson on dying. The ecological theme was Wells’s passion, Slonimski writes here. Wells foresaw not only concrete new inventions, but also our dependence on conditions newly created by the technological 


[bookmark: _GoBack]civilisation. This, Slonimski maintains, is being fully confirmed by the situation today. He noted down Wells’s remarks about the approaching end of our civilisation. He thought that would not be the first cataclysm, it would rather be another lost round which would not prejudge the result of man’s struggle with nature. There must have been civilisations before us, which perished. Wells somehow sensed the traces of those vanished worlds. What is Eden in the Book of Genesis if not a description of a triumphant utopia? Only imprudent reaching out for the fruit of the tree of knowledge (the atom?) brought doom upon humanity and consigned it to a primal state of barbarity.
Slonimski wrote further that on a number of occasions he had involved Wells in conversations about Conrad. Wells somehow helped to usher Conrad into English literature. The first serious and highly commendatory and encouraging review of Almayer’s Folly had been written by Wells and appeared in The Saturday Review. Wells always wrote and spoke about Conrad with admiration mingled with slight impatience. He was a brilliant stylist but he spoke very bad English, Wells told Slonimski. When he wrote he was a master of the language, when he spoke he never knew when exactly to use shall or will. His pronunciation was atrocious. Conrad’s friends pretended they understood what he was saying. I have learned to understand what Conrad said, and I pretended I understood what he was writing – Wells added with a smile. Wells of course understood quite well what Conrad was writing and he praised highly the artistry of Conrad’s prose; it must be remembered nevertheless that each of them represented a very different authorial temperament. Slonimski subsequently mentions the seaside scene at Sandgate and the discussion between the two writers about a boat described by Wells in his Experiment in Autobiography. Slonimski comments that Wells in his writing was like a man who, with an impatient hand, cuts out a path in a primeval forest; he had no time to halt and take a closer look at the shrubbery through which he was forcing his way. He was there closer to the traditional mission of Polish literature, he was in a sense more Polish, than Conrad who, rebelling against national martyrdom, mourning and tendentiousness in Polish literature, sought the truth about man at Surabaya, Rangoon, among the coloured peoples and mariners all over the globe. It is something like a caprice of history, however, that we are much less impressed today by those works of Wells and Shaw which were then responding to an immediate social call, whereas Conrad’s magnificent prose, through its moral quest, has taken on a universal significance.
Slonimski arranged a meeting in the Rubens hotel with himself, Wells, commander of the Polish corps in Britain General Sikorski (1881-1943) and Moura Budberg present. Budberg,         née Zakrevskaya, or rather in Polish Zakrzewska, came of a Russified Polish family at Kiev. Wells liked Sikorski. The writer evidently thought he would meet some sort of Balkan general or a pompous leader from Ruritania. He met a soberly thoughtful European. The conversation ranged from European federations and union between Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Yugoslavia[footnoteRef:4] to the European bulwark from the Baltic to the Adriatic. Wells was not enthusiastic about a vision of a world broken up into federations or communities. “Instead of national wars, we shall have wars between hostile federations. Not unions, but a unification of the world is the one solution,” Wells said. Sikorski remarked that this would be a long process and that communities might be the first step toward a future world unity. Wells spoke about the threat deriving from technological progress and means of man’s annihilation. “Man pursued by a dragon must make mammoth steps,” he finished (an extension of The Food of the Gods metaphor, one would think). The London press mentioned the occasion and Wells, a number of times, referred to the general as “my friend General Sikorski.” [4:  Cf. the former Hexagonale and today’s Vyshegrad Accord. Even table-talk with Wells present could not but be prophetic!] 

Slonimski himself wrote a few science fiction novels. One of them, The Time Torpedo (1924), by its very title and conception of time travel obviously alludes to Wells, although the author chooses his own particular path of anti-utopian historical fantasy (a ‘might-have-been’ set in the Napoleonic era).
An outstanding present-day Polish science fiction writer, Stanislaw Lem (1921-), maintains that Wells’s science fiction has entered the treasury of world literature for altogether extra-fantastic reasons. After so many attempts similarly fancied and, indeed, countless imitations, Wellsian science fiction towers above the rest, its position unthreatened and secure. It doubtless owes this position to an objectification of values – contemporarily unnoticed and unacknowledged by the creator himself – relative to later generations able to assess the validity of the contemporary perspective which underlay those values.
Wells possessed an imagination truly extraordinary and unique because handling sociological matter – something that could otherwise be described as visionary realism – and testifying to the greatness and unshaken durability of his work. The ability to perceive truth at such a perspective and remove in time, the creation and integration of that truth out of elements apparently fictitious, in fact through its actualisation and realisation with the consistency of a natural process – all this makes for the unmatched epic quality of the Wellsian mode of seeing the future.


Lem, himself a creator of science fiction autonomously original, admits that in comparison with Wells, in a number of cases his basic premises and conceptions would be different. He nevertheless names Wells the father and master of the genre, a writer whose verve and discipline together, whose authorial integrity and consistency, with which he carries out his fictional propositions, all contribute to the singular magnetism, enchantment and radiance of his work. 
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