The Wellsian, 27 (2004) 

Book Review: The Wellsian: Selected Essays on H. G. Wells, ed. by John S. Partington. ([Oss]: Equlibris Publishing, 2003). 239 pp. ISBN 90-5976-001-8 (hb) €86 / 90-5976-002-6 (pb) €56. [By Elmar Schenkel] 

For more than a generation now, The Wellsian has been a rich store of astute observations and in-depth studies of Wells and his works. Back issues are not always easily found and hence it makes a lot of sense to collect some of the finer specimens in this garden of learning. John S. Partington, the present head gardener, has culled some 14 essays from among 130 published between 1976 and 2003. A good dozen of these articles are dedicated to Wells’s science fiction and fantasy, including its labyrinthine editorial history, while two others discuss his utopianism. 
The reader’s first impression is that this collection strives to be both cosmopolitan and interdisciplinary. Hungarian, American, British and Australian authors bring out new aspects in the work of Wells and show to what extent it is alive today. Wells’s freshness is, among other things, due to the fact that his writing was so open to different scientific discourses and became a touchstone of interdisciplinarity before this term came into existence. There is hardly any aspect of our present life on which Wells did not write, nor hardly any science-fiction idea that he did not develop or invent. People pondering about the abysses between the Two Cultures should immediately go and read H. G. Wells to inspire them with new perspectives on how science and the imagination interact. Wells’s interdisciplinary fertility is borne out by such articles as Katalin Csala-Gati and Janos I. Tóth’s study of socio-biological and ecological elements in The Time Machine. I am not sure, however, how the description of the time machine reflects, as they claim, ‘Jules Verne’s direct influence’. Charles de Paolo sets Wells’s The Food of the Gods in a contemporary context of hormone research and points out that this book anticipated discoveries of the 1960s (Li’s synthesization of ‘somatrem’). Another cross-disciplinary article turns out to be (for me) a real find. Laura Scuriatti compares Wells’s collection of short stories The Door in the Wall and Alvin Langdon Coburn’s photographs illustrating them in a special edition of 1911. It is interesting that Wells chose these mysterious photographs by an artist who was a Freemason and Roscicrucian and had a Taoist and 


Swedenborgian background to boot. Scuriatti points out that this affinity is based on a non-realistic view of the city, on some kind of ‘architectural dream structures of history’. One might even expand this view into the neural realm, and to some extent Patrick Parrinder does this in his all but classical essay on ‘H. G. Wells’s Journey Through Death’. Parrinder frees Wells from the pigeonhole of ‘mere science fiction’ to which he has been condemned by both academia and the public. This genre is still seen as an obsession of immature male adults with their fixation on machines, gadgets and outer space. We should recognise, however, that Wells’s science fiction has established a great deal of the reality which is now shaping us, and this has little to do with space and machines. What Wells did in much of his fiction is to explore the modern mind in its making and unmaking. In other words, Wells rather wrote what I would call neuro-science-fiction than science fiction proper. Particularly the short stories center around questions of the mind. (This is incidentally why they play an interesting role in some of Oliver Sacks’s case studies.) 
In a sense, neuroscience cannot be detached from empire science since both reflect mind-body-patterns. Patricia Kerslake compares Wells’ The War of the Worlds to Kurd (alas, always misspelt as Kurt[footnoteRef:1]) Lasswitz’s Martian novel Auf zwei Planeten (Two Planets) published the same year. Lasswitz is characterised in a way that reminds us of the problems of a contemporary empire: the Martians have arrived ‘with only the best intent, with only the highest motives. It is in the ultimate collapse and defeat of these higher purposes that the true tragedy of Lasswitz’s text comes to light.’ Heart of darkness, indeed. Kerslake ends on a note of disillusion when she claims that the genre of science fiction depends upon an endless expansion of the human Centre and thus always accompanies empires. Brett Davidson’s article on The War of the Worlds exemplifies these possibilities by focussing on the neglected character of the Artilleryman and his protofascist visions. Wells never merely indulged in such fantasies, he simply saw the seeds of an age to come in which extreme and non-democratic forms of order were to be expected. As the articles on his utopian thought demonstrate, he remained ambivalent throughout his life about the outcome. He was rather a sceptic, like Swift, as John Hammond points out in his  [1:  Note from the editor: I take full responsibility for this misspelling of Kurd Lasswitz’s forename. Although Patricia Kerslake’s original manuscript had the name spelt correctly, my spell-checker seems to have undone her precision. I apologise to her for any undeserved blame she receives for this slip in the future. J. S. P. ] 


much quoted essay on The Island of Doctor Moreau as a Swiftian parable. Illuminating as many of his interpretations are, I would be more cautious about symbolical derivations. ‘“Moreau”’, Hammond claims, ‘is clearly derived from “morrow”’ and ‘“M’ling” is clearly a pun on “malign”’ (p. 51). These layers of meaning may well resonate under the acoustic surface but there are other equally interesting solutions as well: Moreau might, for example, refer to a famous French psychiatrist / neurologist and M’ling to either ‘manling’ or ‘missing link’. It is the richness of Wells’s imagination that will keep us guessing for a long time to come. 
In all of these essays, Wells emerges as a more than modern thinker and writer. His imagination seems to have grappled with the very phenomena we are now engaged with on a global level. His texts may serve as optical instruments to decode and describe what is happening now when new patterns of organization are emerging on this planet. Let us hope that more selections will come from this rich garden of The Wellsian; for instance articles on his non-fictional and essayistic work, on his politics, the realistic novels or on his later fiction. 
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