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H.G. Wells’s novel Tono-Bungay is a ‘condition of England’ novel that reflects the concerns and preoccupations of its time, similar to those voiced by other writers of the era. In 1905, C.F.G. Masterman said that the age was balanced uneasily between two eras, ‘On the one hand is a past still showing faint survivals of vitality; on the other is the future but hardly coming to birth. The years as they pass still appear as years of preparation, a time of waiting rather than a time of action.’[footnoteRef:1] The novel conveys the sense of tension felt by many Edwardians: a present marred by anxious waiting for a change that seemed impending but overdue, a future regarded with either hope or despair, and a past either mourned or rejected. Wells’s choice of a young man as a protagonist is significant since, like a young adult, the nation was poised on the verge of twentieth-century ‘adulthood’ with all of youth’s idealism, hesitation, and trepidation. The narrator, George Ponderevo, like England, was adrift: [1:  C.F.G. Masterman quoted in Samuel Hynes, Edwardian Occasions (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972), 8.] 


The hero, jolted out of his place in the class structure, confesses he can find no existing means to present himself as a united identity. With the imminent and desirable loss of the structuring myth goes the loss of the possibility for coherent relations and motivations.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Anthea Trodd, A Readers’ Guide to Edwardian Literature (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 1991), 46.] 


The type of soul-searching George experiences is similar to the process that was the Edwardian English nation’s challenge.
Wells was aware of the magnitude and intractable nature of the economic, political, and social challenges of the time. His contribution to the social criticism of his day is the conceptualising of England’s social structure in architectural terms. He singles out the ‘country house’ as the pattern that defines both topography and people, in both city and country. For him, the system is represented by, originates in, and is as rooted in the national consciousness as the country house and park are integral to England’s geographic 

configuration. He treats the social structure as if it is an organism with suspect health. His diagnosis of England’s ills is that the system is the problem. Although the country house system had once had a civilizing influence, its nature had become degenerate. The aristocratic class was sapped of initiative and the entrepreneurial class, who emulated it, was unfit to replace it. The system shapes both England’s people and land, forming a bloc as solid and resistant to progress as any masonry. Since the pervasive ‘country house’ idea is such a formidable and immutable obstacle to progress, he wants to excise it. Wells suggests that science, technology, education, and a wider worldview may offer hope for the future.
England, in 1909, when the novel was published, was poised to begin a new life and there was a perception that everything ought to have changed, but outwardly, nothing had. Victoria’s reign and the nineteenth century had ended, but no suitably new policies or leaders had emerged with the statesmanship to guide and change the nation in a time of manifold challenges. Institutions seemed petrified, resistant to evolution, sterile. George Ponderevo, says that in 1688, ‘the broad lines of the English system set firmly.’[footnoteRef:3] Wealth based on land ownership had diminished since the fall of agricultural markets after 1870, but the aristocratic elite still clung tenaciously to privilege and power. Glaring disparities between the living conditions of the different social classes were disturbingly evident. In the perceived crisis, many English Modernist writers attempted to redefine what being ‘English’ meant, to acknowledge the original value of the old, while arguing for the acceptance of a new and radically masculine attitude of progress, science and technology that would re-fit the nation for the future. In 1906, after seeing New York, Wells described the energy he felt as ‘an immeasurably powerful forward movement of rapid, eager advance, a process of enlargement and increment in every material sense’ and, he said, ‘this is the way the future must inevitably go.’[footnoteRef:4] Tono-Bungay is part of his forward-driving initiative. [3:  H.G. Wells, Tono-Bungay (London: Dent, 1994), 86. All further references to this novel are contained parenthetically in the text.]  [4:  H.G. Wells quoted in Asa Briggs, Victorian Cities (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), 396.] 

George Ponderevo, like all persons (and by extension, all nations), needs to situate himself in a place. The novel follows George’s life from comfortable childhood assumptions, through the dawning realization and eventual horror that his cognitive map, 
his ‘place’, his England, had become unproductive, cheapened, and anachronistic. His first impulse is to escape: emotionally, in disengagement, and physically, by glider, aeroplane and balloon. His final, radical solution is the swift scalpel of an experimental destroyer that slices through the diseased carcass of England and leaves it behind for a realm of science, where (supposedly) pure, abstract truths are to be found.
In the novel, George asserts that Bladesover is key – his key at least – to understanding England. Bladesover is the country estate, the type of which has for centuries been the backbone of English topography, literally and psychologically. To his youthful eyes, it is permanent; the estates of the gentlefolk shaped England, provided its leadership, and exemplified all that was liberal, learned and humanistic. Its parks and gardens seem to be a distillation of all that is natural, lovely and healthy: ‘it was the first time that I knowingly met Beauty’ (18). The fine old library provides a surreptitious but rich education for young George, the housekeeper’s son. In school he learns that evolution’s culminating glory is the country house.
For George the shape he first discerned as basic to his world order is everywhere, imposing its form on all England. He finds ‘The whole wide country of Kent was made up of contiguous Bladesovers’ (38) The town of Chatham, as the antithesis of Bladesover, confirms for him the correctness of the determining nature of the system. The surplus of population not directly maintaining the estates ‘were necessarily thrust together, jostled out of sight, to fester as they might in this place that had the colours and even the smells of a well-packed dustbin’ (38).When he arrives in Wimblehurst, he quickly sees that it is arranged around and in relation to, its own great house. He finds the same pattern is also ‘the clue to the structure of London’ (86). London is ‘A City of Bladesovers, the capital of a country of Bladesovers, all much shaken and altogether in decay, parasitically occupied, insidiously replaced by alien, unsympathetic and irresponsible elements’ (89). George finds elements of the humanistic values he learned as a boy (significantly, for his point that such learning is now disregarded) in West End museums: ‘escaping parts from the seventeenth century system of Bladesover, of proliferating and overgrown elements from the Estates’ (87). Nothing changes, as George says, ‘The great houses stand in the parks still, the cottages cluster respectfully on their borders, touching their eaves with their creepers’ (9), 
much as villagers tugged their caps as the lord passed. The country-house defines England, and strangles it.
George may be appreciative of what Bladesover has to offer culturally and nostalgic for the values that Bladesover represents but it is no longer vital. It is beautiful, but doomed. He describes it in regretful terms thus:

It is like an early day in a fine October. The hand of change rests on it all, unfelt, unseen; resting for awhile, as it were half reluctantly, before it grips and ends the thing for ever. One frost and the whole face of things will be bare, links snap, patience ends, our fine foliage of pretences lie glowing in the mire (9).

It is significant that Lady Drew, the present incumbent, is past child-bearing age and has no direct heirs. She and her companion are described as ‘dried up kernels in the great shell of Bladesover House’ (10). The countryside, then, was, ‘never more beautiful or quiet, the great uncut hedges, abundant with flowers and small animals, arching over the empty lanes: the beauty of decay.’[footnoteRef:5] In the nearly contemporary Death of Venice, von Aschenbach eats overripe strawberries that carry the plague. For Wells, the loveliness and apparent solidity of the English country house epitomises the lushness that anticipates decay. [5:  Paul Thompson, The Edwardians: The Remaking of British Society (Frogmore: Paladin, 1977), 40.] 

Many Edwardians perceived their society as artificial and precariously based. In tune with his time, Wells exposes the country house culture as a façade with only the illusion of permanence. The inhabitants of the great estates seemed to be unaware that everything was about to change, and very shortly. As George says, ‘this ostensible order has even now passed away’ (8). The shell remains, still powerful, but hollow.
While the hero reveals a real nostalgia, it is as much for his youthful illusions as for all that was good and valuable in the old order. He says, ‘I had always had a sort of implicit belief that in our England there were somewhere people who understood what we were all, as a nation, about. That crumpled into a pit and vanished’ (96-97). He ‘began to question the final rightness of the gentlefolk, their primary necessity in the scheme of things’ (8). Everywhere he looks he sees the same pattern: aristocratic wealth and privilege is degenerate and overgrown, but still in place, hampering progress.
The aristocracy had deteriorated, but holds onto its privileges. Lady Drew reads only sensationalistic trash, and George finds ‘thrust away, neglected and despised, in an old room upstairs’ (18) her ancestor’s art treasures and books. Her putative heir, Archie Garvell, has, George realises, ‘this softness in him,’ that George sees as characteristic of the ‘modern upper class, that never goes to the quick, that hedges about rules and those petty points of honour that are the ultimate comminution of honour, that claims credit for things demonstrably half done’ (31). Lady Drew (and, by extension, Bladesover) occupies space disproportionate to her need. The windows of the house are like eyes that do not see the cramped and deferential villages and towns that crouch in the space allotted to them between and around the great landed aristocratic estates. The social inequality George sees is exactly related to the amount of space that each class is allowed to occupy.
The degeneration of values extends to objects associated with the aristocracy. Traditions are debased and adapted to sell products. Culture is sullied by advertisements. After George’s uncle achieves commercial success he buys Lady Grove house, lock, stock and barrel. The armour of the Crusader ancestors of the titled family (who, appropriately, ‘died off’) decorates the hall, takes up space, and oppresses the newly wealthy owner. To George, all that was fine and good is now devalued, besmirched, or ignored: ‘a loss of traditions and distinctions and assured reactions’ (297). The objects continue to exist, but in a debased and commercialised form, because ‘The final victory of modernity […] is not the disappearance of the non-modern world but its artificial preservation and reconstruction.’[footnoteRef:6] Julian Barnes portrayed the same process in England, England, when he imagined the Isle of Wight turned into a theme park. When the qualities that allow leadership its privileges are tarnished and the trappings of wealth become common, a system’s inequalities are more apparent. [6:  David Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference (Cambridge, Ma: Blackwell, 1996), 302.] 

Wells felt strongly about the effect of the wretched living conditions of many English people and, in Tono-Bungay, describes the effect of the Bladesover system, which gives much to a few, and little to most. George is likewise convinced that society shapes individuals: ‘I did not understand then, as I do now, that life was to consist largely in the world’s doing things to me’ (63). For example, in the squalid town of Chatham, the meanness of the inhabitants’ lives is consistent with their living conditions. The dreary, 
endless, tasteless suburban dwellings that the system ‘allows’ the London middle class to occupy determine the characters of the occupants. Since physical distance implies social distance, the inherited Bladesover ‘system’ is one of drastic social, economic, and political inequality. Since George, too, is formed by his society and part of it, he concludes: ‘It may be that I see decay all about me because I am, in a sense, decay’ (346). The system poisons the lives of its members.
The entrepreneurs who make their wealth in trade emulate the habits and social pretensions, and aspire to the houses of the ‘old’ aristocracy, perpetuating the system of values, while undermining and diluting the aristocratic assertion of precedence. Architecture was no longer a distinctive and reliable guide to the social class and breeding of the owner. Everyone, high and low, was less certain of what constituted class, and more certain that it was not simple possession or time-honoured tradition. Under the new owners of Bladesover, the Lichtensteins, ‘everything had shivered and shrivelled a little’ (54). The new owners represent the ‘broad slow decay of the great social organism of England,’ since, as he says, ‘They could not have made Bladesover, they cannot replace it; they just happen to break out over it – saprophytically’ (55). George is disgusted by pretension: ‘Nothing can make an aristocrat but pride, knowledge, training, and the sword’ (55). Wells, using the persona of George, exposes the hollowness of the idea that possession of a country house confers gentility. In Lady Grove house, Edward Ponderevo is expected, and attempts, to play the part of the squire. He apes the manners of his betters, trying to fit in. Each step up on his ascent to commercial success is marked by an improved dwelling-place. The pinnacle of his personal ambition is Crest Hill mansion which, despite its grand aspirations and lavish facilities. is unfinished, shoddy, and empty, like its owner and the commercial enterprise that funded it. If Bladesover represents an inert past, Crest Hill is a vacuous future.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Patrick Dunae, who offered comments on an earlier draft of this article, helped me to reach this insight.] 

The conservative influence and importance of the Bladesover system impeded progress. The nation cannot succeed in a competitive international market that is technologically based if the highest aspiration of its most energetic young people is a country estate. One theory is that an aristocratic  lifestyle stifled initiative, since former industrialists became ‘geared to maintenance of a status quo rather than innovation, comfort 


rather than attainment, the civilized enjoyment, rather than the creation, of wealth.’[footnoteRef:8] Wells believed that the continued existence of a myth exemplified by the physical presence of the various permutations of Bladesover precludes the sweeping reorientation that Britain needs. To the young George, Bladesover and its park were all ‘that mattered supremely in the world, and […] all other things had significance only in relation to them’ (7). They form a barrier to progress: ‘all that is modern and different has come in as a thing intruded or as a gloss upon this predominant formula, either impertinently or apologetically’ (13). The country-house culture turns its back on the modern world. [8:  Martin J. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit, 1850-1980 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 159.] 

Wells resisted the panacea of a possible return to what was perceived as a rural English ‘Golden Age’. In 1905, one writer despaired: ‘Here is a civilisation becoming ever more divorced from Nature and the ancient sanities, protesting through its literature a kind of cosmic weariness.’[footnoteRef:9] He felt that modern life was devoid of spiritual value: ‘Society which had started on its mechanical advance and the aggrandisement of material goods with the buoyancy of an impetuous life confronts a poverty which it can neither ameliorate or destroy, and an organized discontent which may yet prove the end of Western civilisation.’[footnoteRef:10] E.M. Forster, in Howards End, seems to advocate a return to rural values, which Wells may have considered wrong-headed. In contrast to some of his contemporaries, Wells espoused modernity, industry, and urban development. George Ponderevo disdained the country types he knew in Wimblehurst: ‘To my mind, the English townsman even in the slums is infinitely better spiritually, more courageous, more imaginative and cleaner, than his agricultural cousin’ (60). Salvation might be possible through socialism, education, science, and technology, most of which thrived in urban conditions. Wells denied his contemporary readers the luxury of regarding George’s reaction to his times an ideal to be emulated. [9:  C.F.G. Masterman quoted in Hynes, Edwardian Occasions, 8.]  [10:  C.F.G. Masterman quoted in Hynes, Edwardian Occasions, 8-9.] 

George Ponderevo is rootless, restless, and remote from human contact. He feels detached from ordinary life. He says, ‘One gets hit by some unusual transverse force, one is jerked out of one’s stratum and lives crosswise for the rest of the time’ (1). To him, anything else but Bladesover is exile and banishment: ‘I felt there existed no place for me’ 
(43). He describes his mother having fit him to grow up to a world of Bladesovers, and instead, he finds ‘Limbo’. His friend Ewart says ‘Nobody knows where we are – because, as a matter of fact, we aren’t anywhere’ (153). George disassociates himself from his uncle’s business affairs. His marriage fails. He seems emotionally stunted and says that in science ‘you are free from the exasperating conflict with your fellow creatures altogether’ (249). George’s alienation and subsequent withdrawal from society is both a rejection of his time and an almost despairing search for security. The sterility of George’s life and work shows that science and modernity can be mixed blessings.
A feeling of alienation from society might well result in a retreat into impersonal technology and a desire for a utopian solution. George works amongst ‘the clang and thunder of machines, on a table littered with working drawings, amid fragments of models and notes about velocities and air and water pressures and trajectories’ (5). He, who as a boy escaped into books, fulfils his urge as an adult with scientific experimentation in the physics of flight. He lifts free from the Bladesover world in gliders, balloons and an aeroplane. Few people are close to him. George’s immaturity and drive to assign fixity and surety to technological advancement reflects Wells’s determination to provide an accurate picture of the choices facing the nation, and a refusal to assign happy endings.
As George heads out to sea on his experimental destroyer, the X2, he imagines that he controls it, but is ‘like a black hound going through reeds – on what trail even I who made her cannot tell’ (349). He says ‘We are all things that make and pass, striving upon a hidden mission, out to the open sea’ (353). The future is flux; the only constant is change. The elements of air and water in which George functions are the reality of the twentieth century world. By ending George’s story in an unfixed way, Wells suggests that the nation can adapt to an uncertain future too. Wells offers no sure remedy for the ailing English psyche, but he suggests that narrow views are counter-productive. On the voyage that ends the book, George sees the lights of warships on exercises and leaves them behind like ‘mere summer lightning over the watery edge of the globe’ (353). The journalists portray George’s achievement ‘in turgid degenerate Kiplingese, as a modest button on the complacent stomach of the Empire,’ but he says, ‘X2 isn’t intended for the empire, or indeed for the hands of any European power’ (353). For George, nationalism, militarism 
and imperialism are relics. The nation must leave behind its parochialism, its insularity, its illusions, and face the new world trusting in itself.
Wells resisted the urge to be prescriptive about what he perceived to be the deteriorated condition of England; instead he used nuance to provoke a thinking response to his novel. While the country-house pattern that shaped and continued to influence England had become a degenerate relic that retarded progress, it was also admired for its civility, its beauty, and its ideals of education, order, and honour. Radical change was needed, but not revolution. The values of benevolence, humanist enterprise, and the cultivation of taste were worthy of reverence, if sadly neglected, and less applicable to a modern situation. Instead of cheapening what had been beautiful, it was better to find new beauty grounded in confidence, if not assurance. George’s dilemma mirrored that of the nation. He was immature, seeking after solutions, choosing abstractions, avoiding and failing in his relationships and he had not learned a way to combine the best of both the old and the new. The challenge was to embrace the new without resorting to imitation, sterility or nihilism.
H.G. Wells found, in Tono-Bungay, a new way to examine the severe challenges facing England during the Edwardian era. By asserting that the country-house culture was integral to the nation and influenced, not just the topography, but its people’s health and lives (both moral and physical), he found a comprehensive organic metaphor for the entire social, economic, political and cultural system of England. He claimed the system had become dysfunctional, crippling and blighting the nation. Values had become skewed and initiative was turned to unproductive ends. Wells suggested that the best way to try to escape its effects was to energetically pursue education, science and technology as a corrective to a degenerate and debilitating social system that defiantly resisted change. Even then, there was no panacea, no assurance that the future would be anything but fluid and uncertain. Wells’s Tono-Bungay portrays England as it was then, poised for change, clinging to the old, fearful of the new, and uncertain of its direction. 
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