H. G. WELLS IN THE BORDERLANDS: ‘THE PLATTNER STORY’ AND ‘THE CRYSTAL EGG’ AS EXPERIMENTS IN PSYCHIC RESEARCH 
Genie Babb

In his wide-ranging study of telepathy, Roger Luckhurst challenges the view that the final decades of the nineteenth century were dominated by scientific naturalism. On the contrary, he argues, the ‘uncertain provenance of expert knowledge’ led to a ‘messier’ state of affairs which lent credence to types of research now deemed pseudo-scientific: ‘new sciences like psychical research did not produce a counter-knowledge to a scientific naturalist monolith: there was no simple structure to oppose. Rather, their knowledge emerged along the fault-lines within a fragile edifice’ of scientific discourses and institutions.[footnoteRef:1] These fault-lines are evident in the early writings of H. G. Wells, particularly with regard to psychic research. Indeed, readers of Wells’s work in the 1890s are faced with a conundrum: though he condemned the Society for Psychical Research for misleading the public with their pseudo-scientific claims, many of his short stories appear to commit the same offence. In fact, some contemporaries construed the stories as endorsing spiritualism. [1:  Roger Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy 1870-1901 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 21.] 

This seeming conundrum has received very little attention from modern-day critics. Those few who have examined the stories at any length have read the spiritualism figuratively. For J. R. Hammond, the paranormal elements are metaphors for ‘the fluidity of the barrier between the real and the imaginary’. For Keith Williams, these elements symbolise the psycho-social impact of new media, acting as ‘parabolic tropes’ for the mediations of emerging technologies, such as X-rays and cinema.[footnoteRef:2] While these readings compellingly illuminate the richness of Wells’s texts, the stories benefit as well from an exploration of the spiritualist content itself.  [2:  J. R. Hammond, H. G. Wells and the Short Story (New York: St. Martin’s, 1992), and Keith Williams, ‘”Ghosts from the Machine”: Technologisation of the Uncanny in H. G. Wells’, Wellsian, 33 (2010), 20-41 (40)..] 

Examining Wells’s writings on spiritualism in the 1890s, most notably his review of Frank Podmore’s 1894 Apparitions and Thought-Transference, alongside two of his most popular and intriguing paranormal tales ‘The Plattner Story’ (1896) and ‘The Crystal Egg’ (1897) elucidates the role that spiritualism played in shaping Wells’s conception of the scientific method. The principles espoused in Wells’s review align with the ground-breaking work of statistician Karl Pearson, who publically concurred with Wells’s negative assessment of psychic research. The Podmore review, coupled with Pearson’s notion of probability, provides a key to the underlying critique of spiritualism in the stories. At the same time, their ambiguous endings suggest that Wells was simulating the open-ended nature of science itself. 

Balancing Probabilities
Frank Podmore’s Apparitions and Thought-Transference (1894) was the second of two books to marshal the evidence for telepathy collected by the Society for Psychic Research in the final decades of the nineteenth century.[footnoteRef:3] In his review in Nature, Wells levels several charges against the psychic researchers, the most serious of which is that they rely far too much on hearsay and far too little on hard evidence. Wells illustrates the inconclusive nature of such psychic experiments by offering an analogous scenario: [3:  The first was Phantasms of the Living by Edmund Gurney (London, 1886). ] 


If […] the greatest living anatomist were to announce that he had dissected a dogfish and discovered lungs therein, adduce his wife, a local general practitioner, two servants, and a lady ‘named Miss Z.’ in evidence, and add that he had lost the specimen, there can be scarcely any doubt that, in spite of his position and his character, the science of anatomy would remain exactly where it was before his discovery was proclaimed.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  H. G. Wells, ‘Peculiarities of Psychical Research’, Nature, 51, 6 December, 1894, 121, reprinted in H. G. Wells in Nature, 1893-1846: A Reception Reader, ed. John S. Partington (London: Peter Lang, 2008), 47-51.] 


Furthermore, Wells argues, the experiments that do produce ‘evidence’ are marred by carelessness and a misunderstanding of statistical theories of probability. 
In his discussion of statistics and probability, Wells reflects the seminal work of Karl Pearson (1857-1936), whose 1892 Grammar of Science was a compelling and profoundly influential ‘philosophical rationale for statistics’.[footnoteRef:5] The development of statistical methodology ‘defined one of the landmark transitions in the history of the sciences’ and instigated a shift in the standards of evidence in the direction of probabilism.[footnoteRef:6] In fact, Pearson joined with Wells to denounce Podmore’s ‘want of scientific acumen,’ as he (Pearson) put it, writing in a letter to Nature that ‘Mr H. G. Wells disposes very aptly of most of [5:  Theodore M. Porter, Karl Pearson: The Scientific Life in a Statistical Age (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), 7. ]  [6:  Porter, 1. For further analysis of Pearson with regard to Wells, see Steven McLean, The Early Fiction of H. G. Wells: Fantasies of Science (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 71. See also Christopher Herbert, Victorian Relativity: Radical Thought and Scientific Discovery (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), and George Levine, Dying to Know: Scientific Epistemology and Narrative in Victorian England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002). ] 






[bookmark: _GoBack]the claims set up by Mr Podmore and his colleagues to be real scientific investigators.’[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Karl Pearson, ‘Peculiarities of Psychical Research’, Nature, 51, 13 December, 1894, 153.This letter has been reprinted in H. G. Wells in Nature, 1893-1846: A Reception Reader, ed. John S. Partington (London: Peter Lang, 2008), 51. ] 

Pearson speaks from the framework developed in The Grammar of Science, in which he describes science as ‘an intellectual résumé of past experience and a mental balancing of the probability of future experience’.[footnoteRef:8] The ‘résumé of past experience’ is constituted by ‘observations and experiments’ that have been ‘repeated as often and by as many observers as possible,’ and over time this repetition builds up a record of experience that establishes sequences of cause and effect. However, the result of repeated experience is never ‘certainty,’ but belief, which Pearson defines as ‘credit given to a statement on a more or less sufficient balancing of probabilities’ (59). Our experience of the past leads to belief that ‘[a certain sequence] will continue to recur in the future’ (113), but the recurrence can never be demonstrated conclusively before the fact. Pearson illustrates: ‘Science cannot demonstrate that a cataclysm will not engulf the universe to-morrow, but it can prove that past experience, so far from providing a shred of evidence in favour of any such occurrence, does […] give an overwhelming probability against such a cataclysm’ (113). The capacity to extrapolate from past experience and plan for the future accordingly has been extremely advantageous to the human species, Pearson notes, and the scientific use of statistics greatly enhances the accuracy of those forecasts.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Karl Pearson, The Grammar of Science, 3rd ed., 1911 (New York: Cosimo, 2007), 114. ]  [9:  Statistical probabilities figure prominently in The Discovery of the Future (1902); as Patrick Parrinder observes, the ‘possibilities and limitations of significant knowledge of the future were determined […] by something like the “actuarial principle” used by insurance companies in fixing their premiums.’ Parrinder argues that Wells’s eventual ‘distrust’ of such methods is already implicit in this address. See Patrick Parrinder, Shadows of the Future: H. G. Wells, Science Fiction, and Prophecy (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1995), 28.] 

Pearson asserts that the scientific method can be applied to all aspects of life, stating that ‘the material of science is coextensive with the whole life, physical and mental, of the universe’ (15). In addition, the scientific method isn’t limited to those ‘experiments or observations which can be repeated easily,’ but can also be utilised with those ‘very difficult or impossible to repeat’ (54), as in the case of historical events. Pearson outlines two tests unrepeatable events must satisfy in order to be given provisional credence: ‘We may infer the truth of tradition when its contents are of like character and continuous with men’s present experience, and when there is reasonable ground for supposing its source to lie in persons knowing the facts and reporting what they knew’ (60). In other words, our assessment of the probable truth of past 

events hinges in on their consistency with present experience (which we understand in the context of more or less well established sequences of cause and effect); and on the reliability of those reporting them – whether they were eye-witnesses, whether they had training in scientific observation, how likely they were to tell the truth, and whether their accounts were corroborated by others. If applied to Wells’s hypothetical dogfish scenario, Pearson’s tests reveal the unlikelihood of its findings. A dogfish with lungs flies in the face of all we know about how fish extract oxygen from water through their gills and thus is not ‘continuous with present experience’. Likewise, the likelihood of the witnesses to ‘know the facts’ is questionable. Only the anatomist and the doctor have expertise in physiology; the wife, servants, and Miss Z. might well not know a lung from a liver. Balancing the probabilities, one can reasonably conclude a dogfish with lungs is a dubious proposition. 
In ‘The Plattner Story’ and ‘The Crystal Egg’ Wells spins narratives similar to the dogfish scenario, but with one significant difference. The dogfish scenario, embedded as it is Wells’s critique of the spiritualists, is a parody with an unambiguous moral. However, in ‘The Plattner Story’ and ‘The Crystal Egg’, Wells provides no counter-weight to the ‘suggestive’ claims of the narrators. Contemporaries such as W. T. Stead took Wells as confirming ‘the reality of the other world […] the Borderland’.[footnoteRef:10] Reading the stories with the Podmore review and Pearson’s tests in mind, however, a critique begins to emerge. At the same time, the stories remain open-ended. Within these story-worlds, Wells places the events on the border between the known and unknown, requiring readers to think in terms of probabilities rather than truth or falsehood. [10:  W. T. Stead, ‘The Book of the Month. The Latest Apocalypse of the End of the World’, Review of Reviews, 17 (April, 1898), 395. In this extensive overview of Wells’s oeuvre, Stead devotes a whole section to Wells’s ‘Psychic Gift’. ] 


‘The Plattner Story’
‘The Plattner Story’ concerns the strange disappearance of Gottfried Plattner, Master of Modern Languages at the Sussexville Proprietary School.[footnoteRef:11] The first half of the narrative recounts the external facts of the case: Plattner’s amateur experiments with an unidentified green powder, a huge explosion, his disappearance with ‘not a visible particle […] not a drop of blood nor a stitch of clothing to be found’ (165); then nine days later, his sudden reappearance, accompanied by ‘a flash in the air’ (168), in the garden of the school Principal, Mr. Lidgett. During his absence, Plattner’s body seems to have become mirror image of a normal body: his heart and other internal organs are reversed in placement; the slight asymmetries of his face have been transposed; his right-handedness has become left-handedness.  [11:  H. G. Wells, ‘The Plattner Story’, in The Country of the Blind and Other Stories, ed. Michael Sherborne (New York: Oxford UP, 1996), 161-82.The story was first published in April 1896 in the New Review.] 

The second half of the story is devoted to Plattner’s alleged experience during the nine days he went missing. During this time, Plattner claims to have been in a strange netherworld; through a greenish film, he is able discern his students, other teachers, and the school rooms, but he cannot attract their attention despite his ‘strenuous effort’ (172) to do so. He is also surrounded by the dead, who take the form of large balloon-like heads with huge eyes and tiny dangling appendages. Plattner claims that his sudden reappearance in the Principal’s garden was effected by the ‘reactivation’ of the green powder (some of which had remained in his pocket) when he accidentally stumbled on a boulder. 

‘Of like character and continuous with men’s present experience’
When viewed within the context of the Podmore review and Pearson’s work, the story’s engagement with issues of scientific validity becomes apparent. The first sentence of the story raises the question of evidence: ‘Whether the story of Gottfried Plattner is to be credited or not is a pretty question in the value of evidence’ (161). In the same paragraph, the narrator mentions the case of Eusapia Palladino, exposed as a fraudulent medium in 1895, as a warning against misguided objectivity: ‘Heaven forbid that I should be led into giving countenance to superstition by a passion for impartiality’ (161).[footnoteRef:12] These initial remarks about evidentiary validity, and similar remarks throughout the story, frame it as an exercise in the scientific method, designed to prompt the reader to contemplate how one would go about proving or disproving the events. The most obvious way, of course, would be to conduct further experiments and observations, but Wells has foreclosed this avenue of investigation. The two most telling pieces of evidence, the green powder and Plattner’s body, prove problematic to say the least. The green powder, which could be tested by expert chemists, ‘seems, unfortunately, lost’; there is no way to analyse its contents or replicate Plattner’s experiment to see if a similar result occurs (165). Further observation of Plattner’s inverted body would be difficult given his stated ‘aversion to the idea of post-mortem dissection’ which could preclude ‘perhaps forever, the positive proof that his entire body has had its left and right sides transposed’ (163). Even if an autopsy were to verify the abnormal placement of his internal organs, that in itself would not constitute proof that the explosion caused the reversal, since there are no records of the state of his organs beforehand. These gaps in physical evidence insure that the mystery will not be resolved conclusively in the normal scientific manner.  [12:  See Luckhurst, 228-9, for a brief account of Palladino’s associations with psychic researchers in the late nineteenth century.] 

The unrepeatable nature of Plattner’s story leads us back to Pearson’s tests for such situations. Are the events of the story consonant with past and present experience? The answer is negative in regards to key plot points. There 
are no validated accounts of people – or anything else – vanishing into thin air. Nor are there validated accounts of suddenly inverted bodies.[footnoteRef:13] Nor are there validated accounts of the greenish netherworld Plattner supposedly inhabits for nine days; indeed, the narrator, echoing Pearson, stresses ‘its discordance with common experience’ which ‘tilts it toward the incredible’ (170). None of the major events in Plattner’s story squares with common experience; therefore, Pearson would say, the probability of its truth is not high. [13:  There is a rare condition called dextrocardia in which the heart, often accompanied by other abdominal organs such as the liver and lungs, is reversed. I have not been able to ascertain whether this was a known condition when Wells wrote ‘The Plattner Story’. See <http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0004579/>. ] 


‘Reasonable ground for supposing its source to lie in persons knowing the facts’
What about the witnesses? Is there ‘reasonable ground for supposing’ the story’s ‘source to lie in persons knowing the facts and reporting what they knew’? Five of the witnesses are schoolboys, who because of their inexperience and immaturity, cannot be considered wholly reliable no matter how observant and well intentioned they are. They know nothing about chemistry except what they’ve learned from Plattner, who is a rank amateur himself. More to the point, none of them actually sees Plattner disappear. They ‘furtively’ (166) watch as he lights the green powder with a match, but when it explodes, they duck under their desks, and only when the smoke has cleared do they look for their teacher. The Principal, as a mature man, is a more reliable witness, though, like the boys, he doesn’t actually see Plattner reappear: ‘there was a flash in the air and a heavy thud, and before he could look round, some heavy body struck him violently from behind’ (168). The surgeon who examines Plattner and tentatively asserts the inverted nature of his internal organs is the most reliable of the lot, though he’s not there to witness any of the more incredible aspects of the story. As a witness to what happened to himself during the nine days, Plattner seems reliable enough if the story he tells weren’t so incredible. 
To add a further complication, the narrator mediates these testimonials, which makes them hearsay. Superficially, the narrator seems to be a fictionalised version of Wells – someone who is trying to educate the reader in the scientific method. On closer inspection, however, one begins to see curious ambiguities and discrepancies in the narrator’s account. In the first place, his representation of the evidence is contradictory and imprecise. For example, he speaks of the inversion of Plattner’s body with varying degrees of certainty. At the beginning of the story, the inversion is an ‘undeniable fact’ based on the ‘careful sounding’ done by ‘a well-known surgeon’ (162). Subsequently, the narrator characterises the examination as only ‘cursory’ (169). The narrator expresses dismay at Plattner’s unwillingness to be autopsied, lamenting that
‘positive proof’ of the inversion ‘may [be] postpone[d] perhaps for ever’ (163). A few paragraphs later, however, the narrator emphatically states that ‘It may be taken as proved […] that [Plattner] returned inverted’ (170). With regard to the most incredible aspect of the story – Plattner’s sojourn in the netherworld of the dead – the narrator takes a range of inconsistent positions. At one point, he suspects that there is ‘something crooked’ in Plattner’s story. At another point, he attempts a neutral stance: ‘I would prefer not to sway the beam of the reader’s judgement either way, but simply to tell the story as Plattner told me’ (170). Towards the end, however, he calls Plattner’s account ‘a most extraordinary true story’ and speaks of the netherworld ‘lying all about us’ before retreating into the safer position that ‘Plattner’s absence from the world for nine days is, I think, proved. But that does not prove his story’ (181-2). In short, the narrator is guilty of what Wells accuses Podmore of in his review – the ‘appearance of frankness’ subverted by special pleading, the unacknowledged ‘pass[ing] from admissions to a skilful argument in favour’ of the paranormal events narrated in the story.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Wells, ‘Peculiarities’, 121.] 

‘The Plattner Story’ thus translates the problems with psychic research into fictional form. The concrete evidence is lost or unavailable; the paranormal aspects of the story are not consistent with common experience; the eyewitness accounts are presented as hearsay; and the witnesses themselves are not reliable by virtue of immaturity, or lower status, or lack of objectivity, or all three. When read with the Podmore review and Pearson’s tests in mind, ‘The Plattner Story’ becomes a brilliant parody of spiritualist smoke and mirrors. 

‘The Crystal Egg’
‘The Crystal Egg’ has many structural similarities to ‘The Plattner Story’ along with some implicit connections to spiritualism. In it, Mr. Cave, a ‘Naturalist and Dealer in Antiquities’ with a ‘grimy-looking shop near Seven Dials’ (227), discovers amongst his wares a televisual device that allows him to view landscapes, buildings, and creatures on another planet.[footnoteRef:15] The device, a crystal egg, is the only bright spot in his unhappy life, and he jealously guards its mysterious qualities from his greedy wife and step-children, who pressure him to sell it for a profit. Cave hides the egg with Jacoby Wace, Assistant Demonstrator at the nearby hospital, and takes the young scientist into his confidence. Together they try to make sense of the egg’s other-worldly images. Strangely enough, only Cave can see them: to Wace the egg appears ‘very faintly phosphorous,’ and the only other person to view the egg, Mr. Harbinger, ‘was quite unable to see any light whatever’ (234-5). Nonetheless Wace  [15:  H. G. Wells, ‘The Crystal Egg’, in The Country of the Blind and Other Stories, ed. Michael Sherborne (New York: Oxford UP, 1996), 227-45. The story was first published in 1897 in the New Review.] 


carefully records what Cave sees, and through the surrounding constellations, the size of the sun, the location and movement of two moons, and other details, Wace determines that what Cave sees ‘answers quite completely […] to what must be the condition of things on Mars’ (241). They surmise that the device is of Martian origin because Cave sees Martians monitoring crystal eggs identical to his affixed to tall poles. During a particularly busy time, Wace and Cave lose contact with each other, but when Wace tries to reconnect with the shopkeeper, he discovers that Cave has died and the egg has been sold. All his subsequent attempts to trace it fail. 
As with ‘The Plattner Story’, the narrative ends on an unresolved note, leaving readers to draw their own conclusions as to the plausibility of the tale. Other similarities include the status of the narrative as hearsay, and the astonishing claims made by the protagonist which are unverifiable due to the loss of evidence (the sale of the egg and the death of the protagonist himself). However, the two stories diverge when it comes to the plausibility of the protagonists’ alleged experiences. 

‘Of like character and continuous with men’s present experience’

Hammond praises the tale as ‘one of [Wells’s] most accomplished exercises in the vein of science fiction’.[footnoteRef:16] Though he asserts that the story’s aim is to make readers contemplate what life might be like on other planets, Hammond focuses on the psychological and symbolic aspects of the story rather than the literal window into another world.[footnoteRef:17] Williams notes that Cave’s name ‘recalls Plato’s allegory about consolatory illusion, […] reshaping it for the telecommunications age’.[footnoteRef:18] Given its similarities to ‘The Plattner Story,’ ‘The Crystal Egg’ also benefits from being viewed within the context of the Podmore review and Pearson’s tests. [16:  Hammond, 66.]  [17:  Hammond, 69.]  [18:  Williams, ‘Ghosts’, 31.] 

Judging the degree to which Cave’s story accords with ‘men’s present experience’ bifurcates into two questions: how consistent are the putative scenes on Mars with the established science of the 1890s; and how credible is the crystal egg as a device for seeing life on Mars? As to the first question, the bare bones of Cave’s vision accords with well-established facts about Mars regarding its two moons (discovered by Asaph Hall in 1877) and its placement relative to the sun, the earth, and other heavenly bodies such as ‘the Bear, the Pleiades, Aldebaran, and Sirius’ (241). In this respect, the crystal confirms existing knowledge but adds nothing new. 
The details of Cave’s vision, however, offer solutions to mysteries debated (often hotly) by contemporary astronomers, such as the source of the reddish colour of Mars, the amount of water, the nature of the flora, and most 



importantly, the presence of intelligent life. Cave sees ‘a multitude of splendid buildings’ in a landscape ‘bounded at a remote distance by vast reddish cliffs’ and canals bordered by ‘dense red weeds’ and trees of ‘deep mossy green’ and ‘exquisite grey’ (236-7).[footnoteRef:19] The Martians themselves hop on the ground or flit about on ‘broad, silvery wings’ (which may be prostheses); they have big round heads with ‘very large eyes’ on ‘small’ bodies ‘fitted with two bunches of prehensile organs, like long tentacles, immediately under the mouth’ (239). Beyond the splendid architecture, ‘mechanism[s] of shining metals and of extraordinary complexity’ reinforce the impression of a highly advanced Martian civilization (242). In this vivid picture of life on Mars, Wells incorporates the speculations of such popular astronomers as Camille Flammarion and Percival Lowell as well as his own hypotheses voiced elsewhere.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  The red weeds prefigure those brought to Earth by the Martians in The War of the Worlds. There are many fascinating parallels between the scientific romance and ‘The Crystal Egg’ that cannot be addressed in the space of this essay.]  [20:  Camille Flammarion, Popular Astronomy: A General Description of the Heavens, trans. J. Ellard Gore (London: Chatto, 1894); Percival Lowell, Mars (Boston: Houghton, 1895); H. G. Wells, ‘Intelligence on Mars’, Early Writings in Science and Science Fiction by H. G. Wells, ed. Robert Philmus and David Y. Hughes (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), 175-8. In ‘Intelligence on Mars’ Wells asserts that Martians are not likely to be humanoid, and of course, the Martians of ‘The Crystal Egg’ bear a resemblance to those in The War of the Worlds as well as to Wells’s speculation as to humanity’s future physiology in ‘Of a Book Unwritten’ in Certain Personal Matters: A Collection of Material, Mainly Autobiographical (London: Lawrence and Bullen, 1898), 108-14.] 

Because the crystal egg promises to settle long-standing disputes about Mars, verifying its accuracy becomes of utmost importance, which brings us to the question of how plausible such a device would have been to Wells’s readers.[footnoteRef:21] Obviously nothing like the egg existed in the 1890s; however, new technologies ‘of like character,’ such as the telephone and telegraph, would lend credence to a technology that offered real-time vision across long distances. Moreover, the public was becoming increasingly aware of the advances made in astronomy since the mid-nineteenth century due to the ‘historical convergence of the advances in photography and developments in the reproduction of […] photography in books and periodicals’.[footnoteRef:22] In addition, in the later decades of the Victorian period, astronomers had refined the instruments of spectroscopy and spectrometry to the point that ‘properly decoded, these linear and chromatic sequences revealed the composition, temperature and velocity of the stars.’[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  See Keith Williams, ‘Alien Gaze: Postcolonial Vision in The War of the Worlds’ in H. G. Wells: Interdisciplinary Essays, ed. Steven McLean (Newcastle, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2008), 49-73, for a discussion of Wells’s fascination with optical devices.]  [22:  Lynda Nead, The Haunted Gallery: Painting, Photography, Film c. 1900 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 209.]  [23:  Nead, 208-9.] 

Given the egg’s ostensible origination in a more highly developed extra-terrestrial civilization, the narrator’s conclusion that ‘nowadays we know enough to understand that the thing is not altogether impossible’ (241) seems reasonable at first blush. 
Upon further analysis, however, nagging problems begin to emerge. First of all, whatever the technological merits of the egg, the method Cave and Wace use to capture the images is unreliable compared to astronomical photography, which was a giant step forward in accuracy and objectivity from the old-fashioned ‘hand and eye’ methods in which an astronomer looked through a telescope and produced hand drawings with all their ‘individual vagaries and peculiarities’.[footnoteRef:24] Cave and Wace don’t avail themselves of photography, but rely on the tenuous connection between Cave’s eye and Wace’s hand: Cave would ‘watch the crystal and report what he saw, while Mr Wace […] wrote a brief note of his report’ and afterwards ‘Mr Wace asked questions, and suggested observations to clear up difficult points’ (239). In addition, miraculous as it seems, the egg cannot compare to the capabilities of astrophotography, which could record images impossible for the human eye to see in the first place, even with the aid of the telescope: ‘astronomical photography […] defies what is described as the “indexicality” of the photograph; it is not simply a trace of a thing in the visible world but makes visible that which cannot be seen by the naked eye.’[footnoteRef:25] To add to the visual uncertainty, even at their best these technologies were not infallible. Both spectrometry and photography were being used to study Mars, with very mixed results. Initial spectroscopic analyses of Mars (very difficult under the best of circumstances) led to unresolved ‘controversies […] about the amount of water vapour on Mars’.[footnoteRef:26] In the case of photography, the results were even more disappointing. Mars presented particularly thorny problems due to its location vis-à-vis the earth and its reddish colour, which required longer exposures to get sufficient contrast – and longer exposures invariably involved blurring, making it ‘one of the most distressing failures of nineteenth-century photography’ that ‘continued well into the twentieth century’.[footnoteRef:27] The inconclusive findings of spectroscopy and the dismal failure of photography undercut the likelihood of an untrained amateur, such as Cave, being able to look through a device with the naked eye and miraculously solve all the mysteries of Mars in one fell swoop.  [24:  Nead, 207.]  [25:  Nead, 211.]  [26:  Donald E. Osterbrock, John R. Gustafson, and W. J. Shiloh Unruh, Eye on the Sky: Lick Observatory’s First Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 139.]  [27:  Jennifer Tucker, Nature Exposed: Photography as Eyewitness in Victorian Science (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 216-7.] 

These problems in themselves are not fatal to the credibility of the egg. However, there is a final dilemma to address: why is Cave the only person who can utilise it? If it is simply a technological device, anyone should be able to see 
the wonderful pictures of Mars. Though never mentioned in the story, only one answer seems to account for this anomaly – Cave has the gift of clairvoyance. In Apparitions and Thought-Transference, Podmore defines clairvoyance broadly as ‘a supposed faculty by which the subject was enabled to ascertain facts not within human knowledge’.[footnoteRef:28] Clairvoyance can be experienced in a trance or in a ‘waking’ state; in the latter case it ‘does not occur spontaneously, but requires special preparation for its induction’; often percipients ‘employ a crystal, or some other object’ to help them focus their attention in order to get ‘the full development of the [clairvoyant] impression’.[footnoteRef:29] Clairvoyant access to life on other planets was in fact a time honoured convention in spiritualist circles.[footnoteRef:30] Indeed, Flammarion and Lowell, the two men largely responsible for the public’s fascination with the habitability of Mars, were both interested in spiritualism, Lowell from a scientific standpoint, and Flammarion as a true believer.  [28:  Frank Podmore, Apparitions and Thought-Transference: An Examination of the Evidence for Telepathy (London: Walter Scott, 1894), 326. ]  [29:  Podmore, 351-2.]  [30:  See Allison Winter, Mesmerized: Powers of Mind in Victorian Britain (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 122-4. Mars in particular was often associated with spiritualism, as Robert Crossley notes in his recent history of literary representations of Mars, Imagining Mars: A Literary History (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2011), 131.] 

Thus Wells complicates purely scientific questions about life on Mars by adding a spiritualist dimension. While some of the features of Martian life are plausible based on the available science (sketchy and controversial as it was), the clairvoyance through which these features are discerned is problematic.[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  Though outside the scope of this essay, it is interesting to note that support for Cave’s clairvoyance comes from The War of the Worlds (1898), ed. Patrick Parrinder (London: Penguin, 2005),129.The narrator relates that he has become convinced that the Martians communicate with each other through telepathy ‘in spite of strong preconceptions’. In a playful nod to the Podmore review, the narrator acknowledges that ‘before the Martian invasion, as an occasional reader here or there may remember, I had written with some little vehemence against the telepathic theory.’] 


‘Reasonable ground for supposing its source to lie in persons knowing the facts’
As with ‘The Plattner Story,’ the witnesses and narrator of ‘The Crystal Egg’ inspire a certain degree of scepticism. The story is third-hand; the unnamed narrator has heard it from Wace, who in turn learned about the mysterious egg from Cave. The narrator’s assessment of Cave’s reliability as a witness oscillates between credulity and caution:
Mr Cave’s statements, Mr Wace assures me, were extremely circumstantial, and entirely free from any of that emotional quality that taints hallucinatory impressions. But 
it must be remembered that all the efforts of Mr Wace to see any similar clarity in the faint opalescence of the crystal were wholly unsuccessful, try as he would. (236) 
Calling Cave’s statement ‘circumstantial’ lends itself to several interpretations. The term could have a legal meaning, as in circumstantial evidence, or it could refer to abundance of detail. Added to the denial of any emotion that would ‘taint’ the impression, the statement seems intended to lend credibility to Cave’s account. On the other hand, the narrator reminds the reader that no one but Cave can see the images and adds that Cave’s ability to see Mars ‘varied very considerably: his vision was most vivid during states of extreme weakness and fatigue’ (235), implying that Cave might be hallucinating or dreaming. Then again, the narrator asserts that Cave’s first vision of the Martian countryside was ‘clear and consistent […] not dream-like at all’ (235). 
If Cave is not dreaming, would he have the knowledge to deliberately fabricate his visions? Clearly there was enough information in the periodical press to provide Cave with ample facts, theories, and controversies surrounding Mars. Would he have a motive to pretend to such visions? He might. If his home life were as miserable as it seems to be, then he would be motivated to get away when he could. The narrator tells us Wace ‘had more than once invited the old man to smoke and drink in his rooms, and to unfold his rather amusing views of life in general and of his wife in particular’ (233). Perhaps Cave wants more contact; the mysterious crystal egg would give him an excuse to confer with Wace on a regular basis without waiting for the occasional invitation. Beyond the desire for intellectual companionship, there doesn’t seem to be any logical motive for Cave to concoct fictitious views of Mars. 
Because Cave’s story is coming through Wace, the reliability of Wace must also be determined. Here again, no certainty is possible. The narrator dismisses the idea that the tale is ‘the ingenious fabrication of Mr Wace,’ and he paints a picture of Wace as a serious, yet sympathetic, young scientist, who has ‘a taste for singular characters’ such as Mr. Cave, who ‘weigh[s] [Cave’s] story judicially’ (233), and whose ‘copious notes’ and ‘scientific method’ (238) lead to the successful interpretation of the visions. At the same time, Wace’s active involvement in recording Cave’s visions, even to the extent of ‘suggest[ing] observations to clear up difficult points’ (239) may have shaped how Cave perceived the images in the egg. The fact remains, that the narrator can offer no conclusive evidence as to Wace’s reliability. Finally, we have no guarantee that the narrator himself is reliable; it isn’t clear how much scientific background he has or how adept he is at ‘balancing probabilities’. The unnamed narrator could be inventing the story from beginning to end, or he could be indulging in wishful thinking – he calls the story ‘very suggestive’ (244) so he seems to have an investment in it being true. 

In the end, nothing conclusive can be determined from examining the motives of the narrator, Wace, and Cave. Though none of them seem prone to deliberate falsehood, with each remove from the reader, the story becomes more tenuous, less possible to verify. When all is said and done, we lack the evidence to determine the accuracy of its events and the reliability of its testimony even within the world of the story. 

To Conclude or Not to Conclude
Using the Podmore review and Pearson’s tests to provide context makes it possible to tease out a subtle commentary on the science of spiritualism in ‘The Plattner Story’ and ‘The Crystal Egg’. In its fictional form, Wells’s view of psychic research morphs from straightforward critique to oblique thought experiment. Both narratives highlight the problems with unrepeatable events, missing evidence, unreliable witnesses, and slippery rhetoric. Both narratives ask readers to balance probabilities in evaluating claims that contradict common experience. At the same time, neither story gives a pat answer. The stories leave readers in a state of suspense, simulating the open-endedness of the scientific method, which can draw (provisional) conclusions only when the evidence warrants it. Perhaps most significantly, ‘The Plattner Story’ and ‘The Crystal Egg’ demonstrate the extent to which spiritualism was a live issue at the turn of the twentieth century. Scientists took it seriously enough to argue seriously about it, and readers were familiar enough with its claims to be intrigued and engaged by Wells’s fanciful, yet pointed, portrayals.
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