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Book Review: Man Who Could Work Miracles: A Critical Text of the 1936 New York First Edition, with an Introduction and Appendices, by H. G. Wells, ed. by Leon Stover (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2003). x, 142 pp. ISBN 0-7864-1237-2. £49.50 hb. [John S. Partington] 


Man Who Could Work Miracles is the eighth (and final) volume of Leon Stover’s ‘Annotated H. G. Wells’ (1996-2003). Although, in a series that consists otherwise of Wells’s science fiction of 1895-1901, this film treatment of 1936 may appear something of an anomaly, Stover’s latest critical edition actually acts as a bridge between his eight annotated volumes, and his earlier The Prophetic Soul (1987), which analysed in detail Wells’s other major film treatment, Things to Come (1935). 
There is not much that can be said about this latest volume, as it is thin and comparatively lightly annotated. Where Stover’s ideological reading of Wells remains consistent is in his recognition of the same tripartite power-relations in Man Who Could Work Miracles as in all the other Wells works which he has considered; thus, the Hindu hierarchy and the Platonic hierarchy are represented in the film-treatment by the three Immortals who frame the film and Mr Fotheringay’s miraculous antics: 

Hindu model model 			Platonic model 			Wellsian
model

Brahma – creation 			Perfect Guardians – teachers		Observer
Siva – destruction, force 		Auxiliary Guardians – soldiers	Power Giver


Vishnu – possession, sexual lust 	Producers – desire 			Indifference 

What is interesting in this volume, however, is that Stover does not repeatedly present Wells as a Saint-Simonian socialist; indeed, Saint-Simon is not once mentioned in the book, and only on one occasion does Stover discuss Wells in the context of socialist ideology: 

Wells embraced a pre-Marxist school of socialism that was not communalistic but statist. He advocated ‘autocratic state capitalism’ [...], the marriage of big business and government under State management. This idea had its actualization under the two fascist dictatorships of Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany. It first obtained, from 1917, in the Soviet Union under the dictatorships of Lenin and then Stalin, save that all private property was confiscated by the State and managed directly by it. Wells approved, although he objected to a Marxist cover story for unadulterated state capitalism [...]. The State has to be the ultimate monopolist of monopolies, as in his world state. 

Whether one agrees with this reading of Wells’s political model or not, to receive this view in one footnote is palatable for the reader interested in Wells’s wider social and artistic concerns in the film treatment. 

As with the other volumes in Stover’s annotated series, this one contains a number of appendices which Stover believes will assist the reader in understanding Wells’s aims and objectives in scripting the central text. As well as reprinting the obvious source-short story, ‘The Man Who Could Work Miracles’ (1898), Stover includes two other Wells shorts, ‘A Vision of Judgment’ [sic] (1899) and ‘Under the Knife’ (1896). In addition to these easily accessible stories, however, Wells’s essay (the printed version of a BBC radio broadcast from September 1931), ‘What I Would Do With the World’, is also included, though retitled by Stover ‘[If I Were Dictator of the World]’. It is always welcome to see a piece of relatively obscure Wellsiana reprinted (this essay was previously published in book-form in W ells’ s After Democracy of 1932), and on this occasion Stover has actually discovered a piece that 


really complements Man Who Could Work Miracles, though the reason for its complementarity is apparently overlooked by Stover. 
In his introduction and annotations to Man Who Could Work Miracles, Stover rightly makes the case that Fotheringay is an example of a man with ultimate power who bungles his opportunity to solve the world’s ills. Stover concludes that Wells’s moral in the story is that the incompetent ‘common man’ is unable to do anything for ‘himself’; however, in ‘What I Would Do With the World’ we have Wells playing the very part of Fotheringay towards the end of the film where he assembles all the world’s leaders and dictates his wishes to them. Rather than endow himself with miraculous powers, in the radio broadcast, Wells chooses the slightly more plausible role (especially in the epoch in which he was speaking) of world dictator. It is easy to envisage Wells, as one reads his speech, stood upon Fotheringay’s stage putting the world to rights, only this time (and, in fact, five years before Fotheringay’s filmic creation) doing the job right. This is not Wells the elitist, the believer in specialists and technocrats, prescribing a formula for future happiness for the ‘common man’ – this is Wells as the ‘common man’ presenting a common-sense solution for the world’s ills. This, indeed, is the important point about Wells, whether one accepts or rejects his political views; when he spoke from the imagined vantage-point of leader, he spoke as the ‘common man’ placed in the position of leader. Graham in When the Sleeper Wakes, Cabal in Things to Come, Mr Parham in The Autocracy of Mr Parham, that horrible anti-hero, Rud Whitlow in The Holy Terror, are not the privileged, highly-trained scientific efficients that some say Wells’s world state would consist of (indeed, the privileged scientists, such as Dr Moreau, Griffin and the Time Traveller, made little positive impact on their ‘worlds’), but are the ‘common man’ (of lower-middle class origins) flung into positions of power by circumstance. When Wells envisaged catastrophic events as agencies for change, this was not, as John Carey, in his The Intellectuals and the Masses (1992), would have us believe, because he wanted to ‘get rid of people’ – but rather because he was aware that opportunities for the ‘common man’ to rise to positions of power were not generally available in ‘normal’ circumstances. As much as his biographers like to point out that Wells struggled out of the ‘commonalty’ through his own efforts, it seems clear, from looking at Wells’s larger prescriptions for human salvation, that he did not rate his ascent so highly but felt that, as a species, humanity’s struggle had still to begin. 

It is through this reading of Wells’s vision of agencies of change, and the people who will step into the breach when the ultimate social collapse occurs, that Stover’s portrayal of Wells as a statist autocrat can be deflected. As seems to be the case with most of Stover’s critical texts, the key to arguing against Stover’s position is provided in the very appendices Stover inserts in the books. For these appendices, we ought to be especially grateful. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Incidentally, if anyone would like to hear what Wells, the ‘common man’, sounded like when he was dictating to the world, one need simply consult the new British Library compact disk, The Spoken Word: Writers (£9.95; ISBN 0-71231516- 5). Thereon is contained a two-minute extract of a Wells broadcast from 19 November 1932 entitled ‘Communications 1922-1932’ in which he calls for the endowment of ‘professors of foresight’. It is classic Wells and demonstrates not only the common sense of his ideas, but also just how ‘common’ (to use the hopefully now defunct 1930s disparaging sense of that word) Wells’s speaking voice was. The recording helps us to bring Wells down from the pedestal of ‘otherness’ often granted to latter- day social, political and artistic leaders, and to position him where he intended to be and where he belongs – amongst us, the ‘common people’. 
Stover is to be thanked for his years of Wellsian scholarship, and it is to be hoped that more thought-provoking works will emerge from his pen. For all of his analysis of Wells’s political vision, Stover has thus far shied away from a detailed analysis of Wells’s most overtly political work of ‘fiction’ – A Modern Utopia. Perhaps a study of that landmark text could be Stover’s next project in his efforts at producing a Wellsian revision. 
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