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Praise for First Men in the Moon

‘Wells occupies an honoured place in science fiction. Without him, indeed, I can’t see how any of it could have happened’

Kingsley Amis

‘The Prospero of all the brave new worlds of the mind, and the Shakespeare of science fiction’

Brian W. Aldiss

‘Wells’ scientific romances were works of art with unique relevance for our times’

Arthur C. Clarke
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‘Three thousand stadia from the earth to the moon . . . Marvel not, my comrade, if I appear talking to you on super-terrestrial and aerial topics. The long and the short of the matter is that I am running over the order of a Journey I have lately made.’

– Lucian’s ‘Icaromenippus.’
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INTRODUCTION

Long before the 1969 landing and centuries before the existence of anything called science fiction, the moon was already a destination favoured by the writers of satire and fantasy, a prime setting for social experiments and wild adventures: anything could happen on the moon.

Although years of observation and developments in scientific understanding led to the dispiriting realization that our moon was an arid, lifeless rock, still, its nearness made it an interesting challenge. If we could get off the earth at all, a trip to the moon should be possible. At the very least, it would be a stepping-stone to outer space, and it might hold hidden treasures, secrets not even the strongest telescopes could reveal. So the once fantastical notion of a voyage to the moon became a topic for scientific speculation as well as fantasy, and a few writers combined both those strands to create the scientific romance.

H.G. Wells (1866–1946) was a prolific, multi-talented writer and thinker, author of popular histories, novels and polemics, and an important public figure in his day, now remembered chiefly for a handful of short, brilliant novels produced at the beginning of his long and successful career. The Time Machine was the first, not only a big hit at the end of the nineteenth century, but, along with The Island of Doctor Moreau, The Invisible Man and – especially – The War of the Worlds – enduringly popular. They are classics, enjoyed by new generations of readers and inspiring many updated adaptations.

The First Men in the Moon was the last of that early crop (published in 1901, it just squeaks into the twentieth century) and is probably the least known. The old-fashioned title suggests why: wildly futuristic when written, it slipped into history long since. Although they are also of their time, Wells’ first four novels dealt with fears and fantasies still haunting the human psyche. The vividly depicted imagery of the vast sweep of time, as well as the still-urgent issues around change, progress, evolution and society keeps The Time Machine meaningful to readers of today, just as concerns about scientific research, genetic manipulation and animal welfare keeps The Island of Dr Moreau on the agenda. Fantasies about the power to become invisible will probably never vanish; and as for The War of the Worlds, that is now seen as having been ahead of its time, and remains the one to beat in the flourishing genre it launched.

Wells broke new ground in those earlier books, but with The First Men in the Moon he was writing in a tradition, but following in the extra-terrestrial footsteps of a writer who has often been called the father of science fiction: Jules Verne.

Verne was writing about lunar exploration before Wells was even born, and lived long enough to make sniffy remarks about The First Men in the Moon, claiming that his own fictional method of getting men to the moon (blasting them from a gigantic gun) was based on proper science, unlike Wells’ use of a ‘mythical substance’. In fact, neither guns nor anti-gravity, as described by the authors, would actually deliver a live human being safely to the moon; and Wells’ vision of space travel is certainly more appealing to the modern reader. But Verne’s criticism may have struck a nerve; years later, in 1934, Wells wrote that his science fiction stories ‘do not aim to project a serious possibility; they aim indeed only at the same amount of conviction as one gets in a good gripping dream. They have to hold the reader to the end by art and illusion and not by proof and argument . . .’

Wells was not only a wonderful dreamer, but a first-rate writer. Thus, although science fiction can seem the most perishable of genres, doomed to obsolescence by the arrival of a future different from the ones it imagined, his have lasted, and continue to convince and entertain. There is no need to make allowances for the age of this novel; the science may be proto-steam punk, but Wells’ imagination was lively, vivid and timeless. The only really old-fashioned element of this classic tale is the small-scale, hobbyist nature of its two-man space project; even the anti-gravity mixture is cooked up at home in a coal-fired furnace. This, while fun, and charmingly nostalgic, hardly prepares the reader for what follows: the vividly realized trip through space, and the amazing discoveries on the moon. As in the earlier books, many of the issues touched on remain highly relevant today, but the biggest thrill comes from Wells’ ability to bring an imaginary world to life, and invest fictional experiences with real emotions.

More than some notion of ‘prediction’, what draws readers to stories of space travel is the intangible element called ‘sense of wonder’. And there’s a great deal of wonder in Wells’ early work, not in the least diminished by time. As late as 2005, Arthur C. Clarke (another giant in the field) wrote of The First Men on the Moon that ‘few writers ever came near to matching its mood of extraterrestrial awe and wonder, and no one has surpassed it.’

Lisa Tuttle
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“The mast remarkable imagination
science fiction ever produced”
2 ADAM ROBERTS
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