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Book Review: Human Prehistory in Fiction, by Charles De Paolo (Jefferson, NC, and London: McFarland, 2003). xii, 160 pp. ISBN 0-7864-1417-0 (pb). US$32. [By John S. Partington] 

Wellsians ought not to be deceived by the title of this book; although it purports to be a general study of Human Prehistory in Fiction, in fact four of the thirteen chapters are specifically about Wells’s work (‘1. Heterogony and H. G. Wells’s The Island of Doctor Moreau’, ‘5. H. G. Wells’s “The Grisly Folk”: The Struggle for Legitimacy’, ‘9. H. G. Wells’s “The Lord of the Dynamos” and Related Works: “a god among the heathen”’ and ‘12. H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine: The Days of Triumph’), and most of the rest make Wellsian connections. De Paolo’s aim in this study is to test fiction set in the prehistoric past for its authenticity in relation to contemporary ‘known’ science. As he demonstrates, interpretations of prehistory have altered radically over the past 150 years, and fiction, as he declares in his concluding chapter, acts as a useful indicator of cultural assumptions regarding not only the origins of the human race, but also more generally about the ‘other’ in society, be they foreigners, children or the mentally ill. 

Wells’s writings regarding prehistoric humans receive a mixed reception from De Paolo. On the one hand, in The Island of Doctor Moreau ‘Wells effectively achieves his purpose: to assert the physiological affinity of man and ape (as Huxley did in 1863) and their taxonomic affiliation in the superfamily Hominoidea (which comprises man and both the lesser and greater apes [...]),’ while, on the other, ‘In Wells’s “The Grisly Folk”, Homo sapiens neaderthalensis is a man-eating beast, and the Cro-Magnon people are heroic pioneers who, in their Western European migration, are thought to have annihilated indigenous people ca. 30,000 years ago.’ De Paolo says of Wells’s miscomprehension of the Neanderthals and Cro-Magnons, ‘His license in this regard, I attribute to misinterpretation of the fossil evidence (on the part of the experts), to outright fraud [i.e., the ‘Piltdown hoax’], to cultural and ethnic chauvinism, and to obdurate resistance to the idea of modern man’s descent from earlier creatures. These factors transform “The Grisly Folk” into an ideological document. Whereas in The Island of Doctor Moreau Wells criticizes received doctrine, in “The Grisly Folk” he indiscriminately embraces conservative ideology and incorrect interpretations.’ 

One might think that, given its fantastic aspects and its setting in the late- nineteenth century, The Island of Doctor Moreau would have less to say about human ancestral origins than the overtly prehistoric ‘The Grisly Folk’, but De Paolo does not agree. Instead, he claims that ‘its aim is to demonstrate the myth of the great chain of being, and notions of species fixity.’ When discussing The Island of Doctor Moreau, he provides a solid historicisation of that novel through a discussion of Wells’s writings on science in the 1890s and especially through contextualising it in relation to contemporary professional theories of evolution. De Paolo disagrees with Roslynn Haynes’s contention that Prendick is ‘relatively objective.’ Rather, Prendick’s ignorance of the island folk’s past makes his analysis of their ‘humanity’ or ‘animalism’ skewed and unscientific. A point not clearly explained with regard to his otherwise excellent discussion of The Island of Doctor Moreau is why Moreau’s experiments on mammals, according to De Paolo, ‘manifests a new relationship between man and the higher apes’ (my italics). Wells clearly chooses not to portray simply the transformation of apes into humans, but uses dogs, cats, swine and other mammals as well as the ape which was Moreau’s first relatively successful victim of ‘humanisation’. This would suggest to me that Wells’s consideration of the evolutionary process in the story was intended to be broader than simply the descent of humankind. 

In ‘The Grisly Folk’, De Paolo considers Wells’s handling of his prehistoric material, as well as his choice of scientific interpretation about the lives of Neanderthals and Cro-Magnons, as culturally conservative. Indeed, De Paolo maintains that Wells’s depiction of Neanderthals in the story is at odds with the fossil record. Wells makes the Neanderthals cannibals and lone hunters who scramble on all-fours and menace the Cro-Magnons until they become their enemies. This has subsequently been disproved, and was a debatable portrayal even as Wells wrote. Wells sided, in his interpretation, with the theories of the paleoanthropologists William King and D. Schaaffhausen, and against that of T. H. Huxley. As his references in The Outline of History suggest, Wells appears to have been influenced by the Piltdown hoax when portraying Neanderthals in ‘The Grisly Folk’. Interestingly, Wells decided to mention the Piltdown findings in The Outline of History against the advice of one of his scientific advisors, E. Ray Lankester, who thought it should be omitted due to the fact that professional opinion was divided over 


its authenticity. Despite this, and the fact that Wells followed conservative scientific opinion regarding the nature of Neanderthals, De Paolo argues that Wells’s ideas did follow professional opinion between 1899 and 1930; however, after 1930, De Paolo maintains that Wells reverted to prejudices privileging Homo sapiens and its predecessors over Neanderthals, as evidenced by later editions of The Outline of History and the 1945 revised version of A Short History of the World. I think possibly De Paolo is being unfair on Wells here, however, as it would appear that Wells simply did not keep up with current scientific thought on the question of humanity’s ancestry following his research for The Science of Life, and hence his repetition of ideas current in 1930 but outdated between 1930 and his death in 1946. 

In chapter ten, De Paolo focuses on ‘The Lord of the Dynamos’, ‘Jimmy Goggles the God’ and others of Wells’s stories which address the question of primitive religion, and seek for the origins of contemporary religions. However, this chapter, while interesting in itself, appears slightly out of place in the book as it seems less about prehistory and more about early civilisations, and more recent primitive peoples. Chapter 12 re-engages the question of human descent, this time through looking at Wells’s futuristic novella, The Time Machine. Regarding that story, De Paolo asserts that ‘The extrapolation of the natural history of man along a plausible evolutionary path, then, is the source of the novels inventiveness.’ De Paolo considers questions of degeneration in evolution, and rejects the Time Traveller’s notion that the Morlocks are necessarily lesser humans than the Eloi based simply upon their cannibalism and their slighter resemblance to the Time Traveller himself. De Paolo spends some time speculating about the intermediate forms of the Morlocks between the 120th  century (when the National Observer version of The Time Machine is set) and the 8027th  century (when the final book-version of the novella is set). Here, I think De Paolo speculates too far, considering the possibility of extinct pre- Morlockian species and the evolution of characteristics by the Morlocks to suit them to their subterranean habitats. Such a close study of the chronology of The Time Machine is bound to break down, as the timeframe involved is not long enough for such drastic physical evolution as is depicted to have occurred in ‘real life’. De Paolo considers the Morlocks having to evolve to adjust to climate change, for example, seeing species adapting or perishing due to the cold, though this ignores the presence of machinery in the underworld (or does De Paolo believe the machinery was 
invented by a late strain of Homo morlockian, rather than being inherited from the nineteenth century?) This aside, De Paolo’s discussion of The Time Machine within the context of theories on human prehistory is enlightening, and seems to be something ‘new under the sun’ in that burgeoning field of Time-Machine studies. 
On the whole, De Paolo’s study is a fascinating read, demonstrating a detailed knowledge of fictions dealing with human prehistory (by the likes of Boulle, Verne, Burroughs, Del Rey, Golding, Clarke, Auel and Rosny-Aîné, as well as Wells). Despite its generalised title, however, it should be considered an important contribution to Wells studies, and one which focuses on that neglected aspect of Wells’s work: human prehistory. By considering both Wells’s fiction and non-fiction on the subject, and contextualising his ideas within the contemporary scientific discourse, De Paolo captures Wells’s importance as a thinker as well as his skill and commitment as a storyteller. It is both De Paolo’s choice of subject as well as his handling of the material that makes this book thoroughly readable and highly recommended. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
To order, contact McFarland & Company, Inc., Box 611, Jefferson, North Carolina 28640, USA. Phone (in the USA) 1-800-253-2187. 
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