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SPACE AND TIME IN WELLS AND JULES VERNE
BERNARD LOING

According to our regretted colleague Jean-Pierre Vernier in his thesis on ‘Wells and his time’ (Paris, Didier, 1971), ‘A comparison between Wells and Jules Verne has become commonplace in Wellsian criticism, but nobody can say for certain whether such an exercise can lead to very clear conclusions. Apart from a certain similarity of themes, the two writers were very far apart, in time as well as in the nature of their preoccupations.’ 
Indeed this comparison began very early, when both writers were alive. Wells complained from the beginning about being labelled as ‘a second Jules Verne’.[footnoteRef:1] In 1933, in his preface to the Scientific Romances of H. G. Wells, he again denounced the comparison, which he considered improper and probably rather derogatory, at some length:  [1:  H. G. Wells, Experiment in Autobiography: Discoveries and Conclusions of a Very Ordinary Brain (since 1866), 2 vols (London: Gollancz and the Cresset Press, 1934), II, p. 508. 
                                                                                                                               ] 


These tales have been compared with the work of Jules Verne and there was a disposition on the part of literary journalists at one time to call me the English Jules Verne. As a matter of fact there is no literary resemblance whatsoever between the anticipatory inventions of the great Frenchman and these fantasies. His work dealt almost always with actual possibilities of invention and discovery, and he made some remarkable forecasts. The interest he invoked was a practical one: he wrote and believed and told that this or that thing could be done, which was not at that time done [...] Most of his inventions have come true! But these stories of mine collected here do not pretend to deal with possible things; they are exercises of the imagination in a quite different field. They belong to a class of writing which includes The Golden Ass of Apuleus, The True Histories of Lucian, and the story of Frankenstein.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  See also a letter from Wells to Arnold Bennett, dated 8 February 1902, in which Wells complains that ‘The English Jules Verne is my utmost glory’ (quoted by Patrick Parrinder in H. G. Wells The Critical Heritage, Routledge & Kegan, 1972). 
] 


For his part, Jules Verne (speaking in 1903 about their respective stories of journeys to the moon) rejected the ‘unscientific’ approach of his young British colleague. 

It was inevitable as Jules Verne remarked, that I should speak to him about Wells: ‘Je pensais bien que vous alliez me demander cela’, he said. ‘His books were sent to me, and I have read them. It is very curious and, I will add, very English. But I do not see the possibility of comparison between his work and mine... It occurs to me that his stories do not repose on very scientific bases. No, there is no “rapport” between his work and mine. I make use of physics. He invents. I go to the moon in a cannon-ball, discharged from a cannon. Here there is no invention. He goes to Mars [sic] in an airship, which he constructs of a metal which does away with the law of gravitation.’ ‘ça c’est très joli’, cried Monsieur Verne in an animated way. ‘But show me this metal. Let him produce it!’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Jules Verne, interview in T. P’s. Weekly, 9 October 1903, reprinted in Parrinder, ed., H. G. Wells. ] 


In fact, a closer look will show us that Verne (1828-1905) and Wells (1866-1946) are not as far apart as all that in time – a gap of less than two generations – and that both of them are unquestionably great pioneers of science fiction. Thus a comparison between them is perfectly legitimate, even if it reveals a greater number of differences than of similarities. It has mostly been developed on the Anglo-Saxon side, by some eminent members of the H. G. Wells Society among others, and we still find it a highly enjoyable exercise. It is much less abundant on the French side, where it is less produced by academics than by some writers and essayists dealing in ‘poetical’ philosophy and in the sociology of knowledge – such as Michel Butor[footnoteRef:4] or Michel Serres[footnoteRef:5] – who have been instrumental in the rehabilitation of Jules Verne; appropriately pointing out that, in Verne, beyond the primary romantic trend of adventures for teenagers, there is a great visionary power, with vistas of mythical dimension and range, which were to provide some of the founding elements of future currents of science fiction. Although not yet firmly established in academic circles – but is that so desirable? – the rehabilitation of Verne as a ‘true’ writer is now seriously in train, thus answering posthumously the regret he expressed to the American journalist Robert Sherard: ‘The great regret of my life is that I have never been a figure in French literature’.[footnoteRef:6] Can we not find  [4:  This French contemporary novelist and essayist was one of the leading figures of ‘le Nouveau Roman’ generation in the sixties. ]  [5:  A French contemporary philosopher of sciences and epistemics. ]  [6:  From an interview in McClure’s Magazine, January 1894: ‘Jules Verne at home. His own account of his life and work’. ] 



similar echoes in H. G. Wells, who was long scorned by ‘serious’ criticism, even if it was for other reasons? 
I shall thus now try to bring my modest contribution to this comparative enterprise, laying out my comparison along the two main lines of space and time, and considering that those two great storytellers are also great witnesses and exponents of the scientific thought and culture of their times. Indeed all kinds of writers bear witness to the ideas of their time, whether social, cultural, scientific, political or philosophical. But the testimony of science- fiction writers may be stronger and more influential than that of other writers. For, being imaginative popularisers and educators, they manage to express and make understandable difficult scientific concepts, not yet currently applied, and usually conveyed only in terms of mathematical abstractions. 
My starting point, very simple not to say simplistic, will be to consider Jules Verne as a writer of space, and Wells as a writer of time. Then as we refine our analysis, we shall see how this initial definition can shed light on their respective positioning as ‘scientific’ writers and mirrors of their time. 


Jules Verne as a writer of space, or ‘the ultimate journey’ 


Jules Verne is a traveller through space; his life and works are almost exclusively placed under the sign of the Journey. Having settled down in Nantes as a solicitor in 1825, his father Pierre Verne married in 1827 Sophie Allotte de la Faye, the daughter of a large family of merchants, seafarers and ship-owners, who had formerly built their fortune by trading over the Atlantic with the West Indies, even if the grandfather, a traveller and an adventurer himself, seems to have been less successful in his business. Jules Verne was a direct inheritor of this tradition. As a child, according to Paul-Louis Rossi, he was already attracted by the open seas: ‘At that time Nantes was practically on the sea. Young Jules Verne was born on Feydau island, close to the wharf of La Petite Hollande, at the bottom of the harbour, between the bridge of the Stock Exchange and the bridge of Damnation. He noticed how the tide rose, twice a day, up along the river bank.’[footnoteRef:7]                                                                                                                                                               [7:  Jules Verne écrivain, ‘La Palais de Cristal’ (Bibliothèque Municipale & Coiffard et Joca éditeurs, 2000), p. 28. ] 


_I shall not insist on the story, often told – and quite as often contested – of his running away from home at the age of 11, to board a ship as a cabin boy, and sail to India to bring back a coral necklace as a gift to win the heart of his pretty cousin Caroline. Caught back at Paimboeuf and duly punished, he is supposed to have told his mother that ‘From now on I shall only travel in my dreams’, a sentence which is probably too good to be true. He would indeed travel mentally during all his life, thus remaining very close to his brother Paul, a Navy officer and therefore a professional traveller, who would help him, until his death in 1897, to collect the documentation he needed for his novels. Indeed both would often travel together, sailing on the three yachts owned by Jules Verne, from the modest Saint Michel I to the magnificent Saint Michel III with her crew of ten, marking the successive stages of his growing wealth. 
Everyone knows of course that the whole of his work bears the general title of ‘Extraordinary Voyages’, for which Hetzel, his publisher signed him up, from as early as 1863 after the lightning success of his first best seller Five Weeks in a Balloon, to a twenty- year agreement for two stories a year, at 10,000 francs each. From then on, in a frenzy of work, ever growing as he got older, Jules Verne wrote twice that number – excluding regular books on travel and geography – and the agreement was updated and the amount of payment raised several times. 
But this frenzy is also in Verne a frantic urge to reach what we might call ‘the end of travelling’, the urge to achieve the totality, the exhaustion, the final closure of travelling, as underlined by Michel Serres.[footnoteRef:8] According to Serres, Verne goes on and on, ‘exploring lands known and unknown, oceans, deserts, forests and rivers. At the end of all the journeys, of all the meetings, there is not one single place left which has not been visited, on earth, underground or above the earth, including the solar system which is the final orb of our domain, as we have known since Laplace, our fixed limit, circular, balanced, closed upon itself.’ And Serres insists on the circularity: ‘There is not one straight line in Verne, not a single one [...]. To go from Rome to Moscow, and back, all routes are curved, including the shortest one. Curled upon itself. Every journey, every pathway, every passage somehow corresponds to a circle. The Extraordinary Voyages thus end with a closed, fully explored space, in which all passages are closed and debarred. The Earth is then closed upon itself.’ Then, one might add, the curtain goes down.  [8:  Jouvences sur Jules Verne (Paris: les Editions de Minuit, 1974), p. 11. The translation is mine. ] 

Consequently, Jules Verne’s heroes are also bound for the limits; they have to reach the frontiers, the most extreme points, the South Pole for Nemo and Robur, the North Pole for Hatteras, the centre of the Earth for Axel and Lidenbrock; their task is to empty the map of the world of any ‘terra incognita’. For that matter, Jules Verne stands as a true representative of the nineteenth century, as the exponent of a scientific thought that is grounded in taxonomy and a kind of encyclopaedic totalitarianism. But the exhaustive topology of the Vernean universe, with its circles and ellipses, its meridians and parallels, remains within the Euclidian framework, a three-dimensional world where, indeed, the main axis can sometimes be vertical: ‘going upwards, Michel Ardan (but downwards Nadar) or Hector Servadac (but downwards cadavers) leave for the moon or the planets of the solar system. Symmetrically, one plunges down towards the centre of the Earth or into submarine abysses.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Serres, p. 21. Nadar, the famous French pioneer of photography, a great friend of Jules Verne – here an anagram for Ardan, as ‘cadavers’ is for Servadac – was the founder of the ‘Society for the Development of aerial locomotion with systems heavier than the air’, the model being Robur’s flying machine The Albatross in Robur le Conquérant (Clipper of the Clouds in the English translation). ] 

This strict geometry of travel is paralleled by a no less strict narrative structure, which also proves to be Euclidian and three-dimensional. I shall again refer to Michel Serres, who speaks of ‘a canonical Vernean structure’, identifiable in a large number of ‘Extraordinary Voyages’: ‘Each “voyage” works as a triple entry mechanism. It is first a movement in ordinary space, directed either horizontally or vertically as we have seen: a voyage of appropriation, a visit, an exploration, a tour. Then it is a scientific investigation, slowly working its way through the encyclopaedia of knowledge: this is the reason why the traveller himself (or a close companion) is a scientist, an engineer, a geologist, an entomologist etc.’ But as he is getting on, the traveller is confronted with increasing troubles. ‘Then some event happens which transfers the hero into a different world where he starts upon a new journey, of a religious kind this time, in which the previous obstacles are revealed as the first steps of an initiation.’[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Serres, pp. 22-23. ] 

As long as it does not impede the flow of poetic inspiration, vibrant in numerous grandiose descriptions celebrating the beauty of the world, in the air, on the ground, under the earth or under the sea, a world literally in the process of dreaming itself, such stringency in the narrative structure is no obstacle but rather an asset in holding the reader’s attention to the end, as is the case in the archetypal scheme of the folktale described by Vladimir Propp.[footnoteRef:11] Yet  [11:  Vladimir Ja. Propp, Morfologija skaski (Leningrad, 1928). First translated into English by Laurence Scott as Morphology of the Folktale (Bloomington, 1958). Showing how Russian folktales were built on a common structure, Propp provided the first major study in structural linguistics and literature. ] 


the analysis we have briefly sketched shows the universe of Jules Verne as remarkably fixed and even rigid both in its structure and in its literary contents – a fixity which can be seen as reflecting the author’s intense social and political conservatism. 
But this does not mean that Jules Verne does not believe in progress. In spite of growing pessimism at the end of his life, he is, on the whole, deeply attached to the idea of progress and celebrates it chapter after chapter. He believes indeed in the progress of machinery and technology with the positive and final certainty of an honest middle-class citizen of the nineteenth century. Yet, despite the wealth of information gathered for each of his stories, he remains an amateur, and will always lack that kind of genuine scientific literacy which will provide the indispensable background to the work of his best successors in twentieth-century science-fiction. 
In the end, Jules Verne appears as a representative of an older kind of science, the science and technology of the industrial era, mostly built on steel and coal. He explores it to the bottom – without ever going beyond– in the encyclopaedic cycle of his ‘Voyages’; an old science whose ultimate ludicrous expression was to appear in some of the mad inventions of ‘Soviet science’ a century later, imagining for instance that electricity might be produced directly from steam obtained by hurling masses of water from large rivers down to the bottom of volcanoes. We cannot find in Verne any anticipation of a ‘new’ science about to be born; he has reached the end of a cycle and come to a dead end, and the voyage of exploration has no other possible outcome than a regression into a kind of initiatory mysticism. 

H. G. Wells as a writer of time, or ‘through the mirror’ 

Forty years later, Wells rises like an opposite star. As much as Jules Verne, he is a writer of his time, but he is also a writer ‘of time’, and of a breakthrough towards new scientific horizons. The short period separating the two men marks in fact a deep epistemological gulf, and Wells’s stories perfectly illustrate, and even herald, the birth of a ‘new science’. Two major events opened up this new era and, although he does it in a different manner each time, Wells places his early work of scientific fiction and fantasy in the wake of those two events. The first is the publication of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species in 1859 with its numerous consequences, and the second is the experiment of Michelson and Morley who, in 
1887, discovered the absolute nature of the speed of light, thus opening the way to the idea of space-time and to the theory of relativity. 
We know the importance for Wells’s writing of his scientific studies – even if they were left unfinished – at the Normal School of Science, where he discovered biology and the theory of evolution under the direction and powerful influence of Thomas Huxley. It is interesting to note, for instance, that a large number of his early fantasies – including, above all, The Island of Doctor Moreau where the frontiers are blurred between man and beast – are directly drawn from his biological training and his familiarity with evolutionary theory. As for Jules Verne, although he knew Darwin’s work and was interested in palaeontology – as is shown for instance in the theatrical scene, towards the end of Journey to the Centre of the Earth, where the narrator glimpses a herd of mastodons kept by a colossal shepherd – he was dubious about the theory of evolution[footnoteRef:12] and remained attached, by a sort of patriotic conservatism, to the old taxonomy of Cuvier.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  The Wagddi tribe discovered in central Africa, in Le Village Aérien (1901), are somehow too human to be a fair example of the ‘missing link’ between man and ape. ]  [13:  As Paul-Louis Rossi writes in Jules Verne écrivain, p. 25: ‘There is another figure of his time who should have captivated him: it is Charles Darwin. But Jules Verne, so it seems, remained patriotically faithful to Cuvier, not daring to follow the logic of the author of The Origin of Species.’ ] 

In fact, the great ‘inventions’ of Jules Verne are huge machines precisely described in minute details, to the point that exact models of a few of them are now exhibited at the Jules Verne museum in Nantes: the Nautilus, the Albatross of Robur the Conqueror, the Propeller Island, the Steam House, the Floating City (the Great Eastern) and some others. Wells also occasionally deals with machines, but they tend to be suggested rather than actually described. They will suddenly appear, briefly sketched with a few adjectives acting as so many strokes of the brush, or characterised by some important accessory. 
For example, we remember the short and highly effective description of the Time Machine, patiently built word by word in the successive manuscripts[footnoteRef:14] and becoming each time at once more real and more fantastic: ‘There in the flickering light of the lamp was the machine sure enough, squat, ugly, and askew, a thing of brass, ebony, ivory, and translucent glimmering quartz. Solid to the touch – for I put my hand and felt the rail of it.’ But its massive motionlessness hides a fearful instability at the slightest contact with the starting lever, as the narrator experiences himself: ‘The squat substantial-looking mass swayed like a bough shaken by the wind.’ In contrast to the solidity of Verne’s machines and their world,                             one enters with Wells the domain of the uncertain, the evolutionary, the ambiguous, a world where time itself is relative, seen in the light of a science where certainties dissolve at the frontiers of chaos: the world of complexity and unpredictability.  [14:  For a detailed analysis of this creative process, see Bernard Loing, H. G. Wells à l’oeuvre, les débuts d’un écrivain (1894-1900) (Paris: Didier Erudition, 1984), p. 25. 
] 

This new management of time in Wells corresponds with a much more uncertain status of the narrative structure. To the long, fixed, rigid shape of the Vernean novel can be opposed the much more variable format of the Wellsian story. It seems relevant to note here that Wells triumphs in the short story, often of the shortest kind, whereas Jules Verne practically never writes short stories, for they are incompatible with his narrative and imaginative mode based on exhaustivity. Seen from that angle, the most achieved model of a Wellsian story as an icon of modern times seems to be ‘The New Accelerator’, a fifteen-page parable on the uncertainty of the flow of time, and on the exploitation – perfectly useless and ludicrous altogether – of the brevity of the shortest moment. Underlining Wells’s superiority over Jules Verne, J. L. Borges insists on the virtues of narrative brevity: ‘Before resigning himself to be only a writer of sociological speculations, Wells was a wonderful storyteller, the inheritor of the brevities of Swift and Edgar Allan Poe: Verne remained a heavy, smiling drudge.’[footnoteRef:15]   [15:  Translated from Enquêtes (Otras Inquisiciones) 1937-1952, ‘Le premier Wells’ (Paris: Gallimard, 1957). ] 

Yet it would be a mistake to say that time is not a component of Jules Verne’s work, whether it is gambling or record time as in Around the World in Eighty Days, geological time as in A Journey to the Centre of the Earth, or cosmological time as in Hector Servadac. But, whereas space is resilient and able to stretch infinitely according to the fantasies of travel and dream in his books, time is absolute, static and unalterable in its nature: it is the time of the clock, of the calendar, of the almanac. In Wells, on the contrary, time is infinitely flexible and relative, it can move and change, shrink and accelerate. It is the time of biology, the time of the fourth dimension. 
In Experiment in Autobiography Wells tells how he came upon the idea of time as the fourth dimension of space, logically followed by that of Time Travel, during his student years at the Normal School of Science: ‘In the students’ Debating Society [...], I heard and laid hold of the idea of a four dimensional frame for a fresh apprehension of physical phenomena, which afterwards led me to send a paper, “The Universe Rigid”, to the Fortnightly Review (a paper which was rejected by Frank Harris as incomprehensible), and gave me a frame for my first scientific fantasia, The Time Machine.’[footnoteRef:16] Although he dates the event back to the year  [16:  Experiment in Autobiography, I, p. 214. ] 


1884, it was probably on 14 January 1887 that the idea came to Wells for the first time. That evening, a student named E. A. Hamilton-Gordon presented a paper on the Fourth Dimension, which was later published in the April 1887 issue of the Science Schools Journal. 
Being a regular member of the Debating Society, Wells most probably attended that session. Hamilton-Gordon was reviewing the potentialities of non-Euclidian geometries, explaining that it was theoretically possible to conceive a four-dimensional space where objects would have to a cube the same relation as a cube has to a flat square. As previously mentioned, the idea had been afloat for some time in scientific circles, with the birth of non- Euclidian geometries as early as the middle of the century,[footnoteRef:17] and more recently with the experiments of Michelson and Morley. The idea also cropped up in a few contemporary stories such as the Scientific Romances of C. H. Hinton,[footnoteRef:18] and Flatland, a ‘scientific novel’ by Edwin Abbott.[footnoteRef:19] One can feel here the extreme sensitivity and responsiveness of the young H. G. Wells to the new intellectual milieu, and his ability, during his first productive years, to give a narrative shape and coherence to the new data and the new ideas appearing in scientific thought.  [17:  It was on 10 June 1854 that Riemann gave in Göttingen his famous lecture on ‘The Hypothetical Foundations of Geometry’, in which he was questioning the old Euclidian geometry and discussing the hypothesis of n- dimensional universes. ]  [18:  Swann Sonnenschein, London, 1884. ]  [19:  Flatland, a Romance of Many Dimensions by the Author, a Square, London, 1884. ] 

It is also true that later, when he was trying to achieve a new reputation as a ‘serious’ writer, Wells could not – or did not want to – preserve the creative freshness of his first scientific fiction – the miraculous inspiration that Borges recalls, writing towards the end of Wells’s career when The Croquet Player (1936) and Star Begotten (1937) were published and regretting ‘the former narrator of atrocious miracles: the traveller who brings back from the future a withered flower, the beast-men whining into the night their litany of slavery, the traitor who deserted the moon.’[footnoteRef:20] But in our quest for relevant allusions to space and time, we must also notice that, in his new role as essayist and polymath after the First World War, Wells remained attached to the dimension of time. While Jules Verne had tried to become a ‘universal geographer’ under the decisive influence of his publisher Pierre Jules Hetzel, Wells tried to become a ‘universal historian’ with the publication of The Outline of History (1920) followed by A Short History of the World (1922). Thus Verne and Wells meet again in a similar capacity as universal educators, the former wanting to reveal systematically all the wonders of the world in a continuous journey that is both educational and encyclopaedic, the  [20:  In Discussions, 1952, a note on ‘H. G. Wells and his Parables’. 
] 

latter wishing to provide a newly objective and global prospect of world history in order to 
prevent future wars. 
Yet even in their capacity as teachers for the world, there is again a difference, between the amateur and the professional. Jules Verne had become a teller of travel stories through an agreement with Hetzel, in which the pedagogic function of storytelling was stipulated from the start. The aim was to give ‘a summary of all knowledge made available by modern science in geography, geology, physics and astronomy’ as Hetzel himself writes in a foreword to Captain Hatteras.[footnoteRef:21]
                                                                                                                                But as a transmitter of knowledge Jules Verne remains an amateur... a great amateur indeed, a pedagogue sometimes reaching to the fantastic and the sublime in his vision of the world, but an amateur all the same. And the deliberate didactic purpose can also sometimes be felt as an obstacle when the story becomes cluttered up with too much information taken directly from dictionaries and school-books.  [21:  Avertissement de l’Editeur’, Voyages et Aventures du Capitaine Hatteras (Paris, 1867). ] 

Wells, however, was a professional teacher from the start. It was, indeed, his first great achievement in life, opening the ‘door in the wall’ in order to escape from the drudgery of the draper’s shop. As a Bachelor of Science, he taught at the University Correspondence College from 1890 to 1893, a period in which he managed to publish two text-books[footnoteRef:22] and quite a number of scientific articles,[footnoteRef:23] while delivering as many as fifty hours of regular teaching a week. The remarkable thing is that some of those didactic articles would provide the early drafts of his best scientific fantasies, precisely by reversing the Vernean process: whereas Jules Verne added (sometimes too much) pedagogic information to his travel tales, Wells converts his genuine teaching materials into fantastic stories, by a systematic conversion of the text from the didactic to the narrative mode. The most notable example of such metamorphosis is the transformation of the seven articles published from March to June 1894 in The National Observer into The Time Machine published a year later.[footnoteRef:24] Such an approach, in which all the useless ballast of didactic speech is thrown overboard – an approach that is the linguistically opposite of that of Jules Verne – is probably the best key to understanding the superiority of the early Wellsian narrative style to that of his French predecessor.  [22:  A Text-book of Biology and Honours Physiography. ]  [23:  Mostly in The Educational Times and The University Correspondent. ]  [24:  For a detailed analysis of this creative process, see Loing, H. G. Wells à l’oeuvre, ‘Première Partie’, pp. 33-40. 
] 



[bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusion 

The comparative study of the two authors could be developed on other lines. Were Wells and Verne reliable prophets? What similarities or differences are there between their respective mythologies? How far do they trust science as a source of progress, and, in that regard, how should we compare the ‘mad scientists’ that both of them depict as characters? The game is probably inexhaustible, and one can imagine several other pleasant and enriching papers on the same theme. 
But to come back to space and time, my final statement is simply to repeat that, in their different and complementary ways, Verne and Wells are unquestionably the forefathers of science fiction as it would develop in the twentieth century – even if the genre seems to be slightly ‘at the end of its tether’ nowadays. They stand at the entrance to the modern period facing at right angles to one another like two ‘orthogonal’ fathers, who will provide the structural and imaginative framework for most of their followers, the one for space on the X- axis – Jules Verne – and the other for time on the Y-axis – Herbert George Wells. 
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