




















Book Review: Shadow Lovers: The Last Affairs of H.G. Wells, by Andrea Lynn (New York and Oxford: Westview Press, 2001). xxviii, 530 pp. ISBN 0-8133-3394-6 (hb) US$30, Can$44.95. [By John S. Partington]

In Shadow Lovers Andrea Lynn has opened up an hitherto unspoilt area of Wellsian interest; the world of H.G. Wells’s last lovers. With the exception of Monique Reintjes’s Odette Keun of 2000, no substantial research has been done into this area and the result is highly satisfying. For the first time readers are able to get an idea about just who Wells cavorted with during the 1930s and 1940s, and the influence of such knowledge on research into Wells himself will become evident sooner rather than later. It is in this fact, however, that Lynn’s book both succeeds and misleads. But first the successes.
The major focuses of this study are Moura Budberg, Constance Coolidge and Martha Gellhorn. Wells was intimate with these women on and off and often at the same time between



[bookmark: _GoBack]1932 and 1946 (though he had met Budberg at least as early as 1920 and possibly in 1914). The major revelations made in the book concern the nature of Wells’s relationships with Gellhorn and (in a very different way) Budberg. Although it has often been suggested that Budberg was a secret agent for Russia and / or Britain, Lynn reveals a wealth of circumstantial evidence to very nearly prove the case, throwing in suspicion that Germany, Estonia and France may also have benefited from Budberg’s international connections and abundant knowledge. Whilst clearly intrigued herself by her findings, Lynn has the magnanimity to admit that the case is not yet open and shut. One can only suspect, however, that historians will pick up where Lynn has left off, and attempt to close the case on Budberg, bearing such an importance as she does to international espionage in that crucial period of global-political realignment. Of particular interest to Wellsians in this area is the possibility that Wells himself may have been used by Budberg for information and access to prominent persons; something that Lynn implies Wells was aware of and was deeply wounded by.
As for Gellhorn, Lynn’s revelation centres on the truth or otherwise of her intimate relationship with Wells. To her last days, Gellhorn denied intimacy with Wells, claiming he was simply a macho boaster who enjoyed glorying in his declared conquests (real or apparent). It must be said that Wells did not generally come across as a bragging Don Giovanni when writing about his sexual relations, though given the censorship applied to the posthumous volume of his autobiography by his son G.P. Wells (as abundantly shown up by Lynn), there has only been a partial account of his love-life hitherto. (Will Lynn next attempt to put together an unexpurgated edition of H.G. Wells in Love?) Given the power of Gellhorn’s (photo)journalism and her friendships and acquaintances with important cultural and political figures of the 1930s and 1940s, there is surely significant work to be done on Wells’s intellectual relationship with Gellhorn outside of their (secondary) personal relationship. This must certainly apply foremost to the triangle of Wells-Gellhorn-Roosevelt where both Gellhorn and Wells were attempting to use their influence and persuasion to direct the president’s policies towards greater international responsibility as well as domestic regulation.
Although Lynn’s tome also discusses Wells’s relationship with Coolidge, it seems to me that that pairing bears much less interest to any but the gossip-monger as it was clearly a more sensual and less intellectual coming together and Lynn’s account tends to bore rather than entertain. Indeed, it will be convenient to use the chapter on Coolidge as an entry into a discussion on why Shadow Lovers misleads as well as succeeds.
Having looked at the successes of the book, it is now necessary to give a brief account of why Shadow Lovers misleads the reader. Although the subtitle to the book is The Last Affairs of H.G. Wells, in fact the respective chapters on Budberg, Coolidge and Gellhorn tend to be potted biographies (narrow in the chronology they cover) of the women in question, rather than revealing accounts of the ‘affairs of H.G. Wells’. For the most part Wells only features in the book as evidence demonstrating the lifestyles and influences of the women discussed, and evidence alongside much else which reduces Wells’s significance in the book. (The chapter which discusses Budberg and Wells comes the closest to being an account of their affair, though it has to be said that little new is revealed about it by Lynn, unlike the revelations of Budberg’s suspected espionage.) Now, of course, it can be asserted that an investigation into these women’s lives is a legitimate and profitable thing to undertake, and that focusing on them because they were Wells’s lovers is as good a way to determine who to study and how to juxtapose such research as any other. But where this is misleading is in the title, as the title implies that the book will be about the affairs, and in large measure the book is not about the affairs at all; indeed, one could say with justice that the affairs are rather incidental to the lives of Budberg, Coolidge and Gellhorn as portrayed throughout the book. Thus, the reader can be forgiven for feeling a little let down by the lack of detail concerning the relationships themselves.
In conclusion, however, two things must be emphasised. Firstly, in order to fully understand Wells, we must understand the women with whom he spent his time, and Lynn succeeds in helping us to do this. Secondly, although Wells features largely as secondary material in this study of Budberg, Coolidge and Gellhorn during the 1930s and 1940s, he is present enough in the text to interest and enlighten the reader primarily concerned with Wells. More research must surely follow on Wells’s relationships, from that with his first wife in the 1890s to those with his last lovers in the 1930s and 1940s, and Lynn’s monumental work will surely act as a prod to the enquiring mind in this field in the years to come.
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