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Abstrnct

The celebrated inten'iews lenin and Stalin accorded H.G. Wells are a part or our

century's troubled politienl history, and as such well-à()C\lmentcd both on the

Soviet side and in th·e West. Il is less w1dely known that Wells's Interest in

Russia antedates the October Revolution, indCl.'lI, tha! he visited that country wlth

his russophile Criend Maurice Baring on the e'le of the First World War, at a Ume

when Wells had aIready acquircd a remarkable liternry reputation. There, he WlIS

admircd by writers as disparnte as Tolstoy, Zamyatin, Nabokov, and GorkJ' with

whom ne formed a close friendship, abette-:1 by their mutual love of the 8aroness

Budberg. These Russian connections of Wells's, as weIl l!S his three journeys to

Russia and the Soviet Vnie!! have not been previously explorcd agair.st the

background of his attitudes to socialism, wruch in turn playcd a crucial part

in Wells's own search for an ideal society. For Wells, this quest \,;;S inseparnble

from his idea of a federaI world state and his perception of the Russian

revolutions of 1917 as its harbinger. Although he had many doubts about the

Bolshevik regime, he attempted to persuade the English people that Lenin ­

whom he met in 1920 - and his party were the only possible option at a time

when few governmalts were preparcd to recognize the Bolsheviks. His own

doubts became genuine rnisgivings in 1934, aner rus disappointing encounter w1th

Stalin. Nevertheless, 'Yells's final disench:mtment with Russia did not mirror

that of other fellow trnvellers of the period, such as Arthur Koestler and George

Orwell. ~fore his death in 1946, Wells's profound and inconsistent feelings

towards the V.S.S.R. were further compliented by the Second World War and the

raIe the Red Arroy would play in the struggle against Hitler•

i
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Résumé

Sources d'une abondant\; documentation tant à l'Ouest Gu'en Union Soviétique,

les célèbres entrevues accordées par Lénine t:1 Staline r. H.G. Wells font partie

Intégrante oc notre histoire politique mouvementée. Fait peu connu cependant:

Wells s'intéressa il la Russie bien avant la Révolution d'octobre. Il visita eil effet

ce pays, en compagl'ie de son ami russophile Maurin Baring, peu avant !lI

Première Guerre Mondiale, époqm: à laquelle il jouissait déjà d'une remarquable

réputation au niveau littéraire. Il y fut admiré par des écrivains aussi disparates

que Tolstoï, Zamiatine, Nabokov, et Gorki, avec qui il se lia d'amitié - amitié

renforcée par leur commune passion pour la Baronne Budberg. P.:!rsonne ne

s'est encore penché sur l'inOuence jouée par ses liens avec la Russie et ses troi~

voyages dans ce pays, sur sa perception du socialisme - doctrine qui joua un

rôle majeur dans sa quête d'une société idéale. Wells considérait cette dernière

comme étant étroitement liée à sa vision d'un état fédéral mondial, et la

Révolution russe de 1917 comme un présage. Même si le régime bolchevique lui

inspira de nombreux doutes, il tenta de persuader la population anglaise que

Lénine, qu'il rencontra en 1920, et son parti, représentait le seul choix possible

au moment où rares étaient les gouvernements prêts à reconnaître les

bolchevique. Ses doutes s'amplifièrent en 1934 après son infructueuse rencontre

avec Staline. On ne peut cependant comparer le désenchantement ressenti par

Wells face à la Russie à celui d'anciens "compagnons de la route" de l'époque,

tels Arthur Koestler ou George Orwell. La Seconde Guerre Mondiale et le rôle

joué par l'Armée Rouge dans 1& lutte contre Hitler, contribueront à inOuencer les

sentiments complexes de Wells face il l'Union Soviétique jusqu'à sa mort en 1946•

ii
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INTRODUCTION

Acometer molinos de viento.

Cervantes, Don Quixote, Book 1•

I
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In 1917, in the Sherlock Holmes tale "His Last Bow," Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

wrote:

There is an cast wind coming, Watson _ such a wind as never ble~
on England yet. Il will be cold and bitter, and a good many of us
may wither before its blast. But it's God's own wind none the less,
and a c1caner, better, stronger land will lie in the sunshine when
the storm has c1cared.

Long before the creator of Sherlock Holmes had written these words, Herbert

George Wells (1856-1946) had been prophesying what discontents this cast wind

would bring about, as weil as expounding a belief, which parallelled Conan

Doyle's own, that the final outcome of the blast of war, or of revolutions and

other conOicts discussed in Wells's vast literary output, would indeed be a better

world. Wells's ceaseless attempts to foresee the future and to play an active part

in the shaping of this "c1caner, better, stronger land" led him to eventually travel

to the four corners of the globe. Il is not surprising to leam that Wells had

travelled to the United States, Australia, France, Germany, Switzerland, and

other European countries, but it does seem puzzling that a man who had once

described himself as the "antithesis of a Slav" should have felt the urge to visit

Russia three times. Indeed, it is even more curious that the first of these

pilgrimages should have taken place as eariy as January 1914, bcfore the

outbreak of the First World War, a period which Antonins Vallentin, Wells's

contemporary and a friend, described as the one in which
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British travellers seldom ventured into Russia. whose frontiers were
guarded by a figure ne\'er seen elsewhere in those days •• the
passport official. Russia was not onl)' Gff the beaten trock. il was
practically outside the European community.'

WhHe this statement is accurate to a grcat extent. Russia was not always

considered inaccessible to foreigners. There is. in facto a large body of Iiteroture

dealing with various journeys undertaken by Western trovellers to Russia. The

earliest and the Most infilJential of these accounts were Baron von Herberstein's

Rerum Moscovitù:arum Commentarii (15';9) and Adam Olearius' Ncwc Bcscllrcibung

der Moscowiliscllen und PersiscJren Reyse (1647). Depicting Russia as a despotic

state where common people Iived under the harshest of conditions and werc

brotally exploited by the nobles who themselves were Mere slaves to the tsar,

these two accounts set the tone for future foreign portroyals of this grcat

uncharted land. Of these, the British accounts were the Most numerous,

beginning with Richard Hakluyt's Principall Naviga/ions, Voiagcs, and Discovcrics

oftlle Englisll Na/ion (1589) and Giles Fletcher's Of tire Russe CommonwcalJlI

(1591). Even the great English poet Milton made a contribution to this body of

Iiterature with his Brief History ofMoscovia (published posthumously in 1682).

The names of writers, diplomats, mercenaries, merchants, exiles, physicians,

various experts, adventurers and the like, are too numerous to mention here.2

l Antonina Vallentin, H.G. We!ls Prop1let ofOur Day (New York, 1950) 222.

2Several of the Most useful sources exploring this theme are described in
Francesca Wilson's Muscovy Russia Tllrough Foreign Eycs 1553-1900 (London, 1970),
Peter Putnam's Seven Britons in Imperial Russia 1698·1812 (Princeton, NJ, 1952), J •
Hamel's England and Russia (New York, 1968, originally circa 1854), Lloyd E. Berry
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The relevant matter to bc raisl'<! here is that these travel1ers introduccd the

theme of Britain's romance with Russia, or with the mystery of Russia, to

English Iilerature. It is perhaps Winston Churchill's famous and somewhat

facile description of Russia as "a riddle wrnppcd in a mystery inside an enigma"

which encapsulates the attitudes of most foreign visitors to Russia. Through the

centuries, however, there were those among them who attemptcd to make the

transition from such a stance to a more balanccd and deeper understanding of

Russian people and culture.' Such writers onen succeedcd in distancing

themselves from the tcdious vein of condescension which permeates the written

accounts of Russi&. Their counterparts in modem scholarship are historians

who tend to revise conventional views of Russia as a primitive, despotic tyranny,

encrustcd with inferior political institutions and mircd in the apathy and sloth of

the Russian peasant, by emphasizing the civilizing expansion of Russia in Asia

and the Caucasus, and the continuity of wondrous periods of far-reaching

reforms under such rulers as Peter and Catherine the Great, Alexander 1 (in the

first half of his reign) and Aïexander II (the "Tsar Liberator").

H.G. Wells's sketches of Russia need to be considercd in this context.

and Rovert Crummey's Rude and Barbarous Kingdom Russia in the Accounts of
Sixteenlh-Century English Voyagers (Madison, WI, 1968), and Anthony Cross's Russia
Under Western Eyes 1517·1825 (London, 1971).

3Madame de Staël's account (Ten Years' Exile, London, 1821), for example, is one
of the most sympathetic and well·balanccd portrayals of the character of Russian
society, while Robert Pinkerton's depiction of Russian religious sects (Russia,
London, 1833) reveals an understanding of Russia uncommon to most such foreign
observers.
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Like much of his writing. WeIls's accounts of RlIssia wenl against the grain of

contemporary opinion. He was one of the first Western socialists to expound his

vision of Russia as a stirring giant about to play an important role in the

shaping of the future of Western ch·ilisation. Once Russia became the giant

awakened - in 1917 - it was visited by countless nfellow trave1!ersn (to use a

term of later coinage) and the like, whose written accounts 50metimes paraIlelt.-d

but onen rejected many of Wel1s's utterances on the subject. We know a great

desl about the disillusionment of ex-communists and fellow travellers (such as

George OlWeIl and Arthur Koestler) with the Soviet regime, but WeIls's journey

fol1owed quite a different path which, 50 far, has not been charted either by his

Western biographers or by his many admirers and critics in the Soviet Union

who were constrained by the prerequisites of ideology.

In Russia before 1914, Wel1s was already one of England's best known

writers, his fame resting largely on his seientific romances, which had been

transiated into Russian surprisingly esrly on, as far back as the 189O's.· Even

Toistoy, no admirer of Shakespeare or of Milton's Paradise Lost - he harshly

criticised both - was moved enough by one of these novels to write to Wells to

ask for a copy. At the time of his first visit, Wel1s was naturally aware of and

'According to the Umikian catalogues of the Saltykov-Shchedrin Library (now
the National Library) in St. Petersburg, there are more Russian translations and
editions of Wells than of any other prose authol' writing in English. Since the
compilation ofthis remarkable catalogue, there have been several editions orWel1s's
collected and seiected writings, which have a150 continued to be published separately.
A colltinuous favourite, The Invisible Man, came out in 1992 in a papemack edition
of 100,000 (see plate 1).
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delighted by the fact that the first edition of his collected works in any language

was published in Russia as early as 1909. Wells's popularity in prc-revolutionary

Russia was not cut short, as happened wilh so many othel" "bourgcois" western

writers aller 1917, by the prescriptions and contortions of Bolshevik cultural

policy. His transparent individualism should, as in the case of Balzac, Victor

Hugo, Shakespeare, or Milton, have marked him as a target for Soviet criticism

and censorship, which did in fact occur in the case of most of his remarknble

compatriots, socialist and non-socialist alike, such as Thomas Hardy, John

Galsworthy, Conan Doyle, Oscar Wilde, and Arnold Bennett. That this did not

happen may in part be explained by Wells's utopianism and his faith in science,

which had an understandable and major influence on first generation of post­

revolutionary Russian writers. Perhaps the most original of these, Yevgeny

Zamyatin, author of the dystopian novel We (which inspired 1984), was

commissioned 10 translate Wells as early as 1918. Later, Zamyatin would fall

into disgrace and he driven out of the Soviet Union for his ideological

nonconformity. In his critical essay on Wells, however, Zamyatin discusses the

English writer's work, the meaning of revolution and of what he looked upon as

the heretical role of the artist in society - the very same attitudes and

convictions that had originally prompted Zamyatin to support the Bolsheviks, in

bis ardent espousal of a radiant new Soviet literature, which the next generation

of "artists in uniform" would of course hetray.

But Wells a1so appealed to Russians with no ideological axe 10 grind. To
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Vladimir Nabokov, who is today in post-Perestroïka Russia regarded by ils

foremosl crilies as the greatest prose writer of the twentieth century, Wells wns

simply "a greal artisl," which to anyone familiar wilh Nabokov's Iilerary criticism

is the ullimale accolade. Nabokov's homage is lherefore worth citing. H.G.

WelIs, he wrote, wns

_ my favourile writer when 1 wns a boy. The PassioTUJle Friends,
Ann Veronica, The Time Machine, The Country of tire Blind, alI these
stories are far better than anything Bennett, or Conrad or, in fact,
any of Wells' contemporaries could produce. His sociological
cogitations can be safely ignored, of course, but his romances and
fantasias are superb.s

Praise such as this, from a pen 50 unlike his own, would have surprised WelIs,

but his own willingness to visit Russia in 1914 wns not unaffected by the esteem

in which he knew he was held there.

EqualIy curious was the timing of WelIs's second journey to what had

become the Soviet Union: September of 1920, exactly a year after the final

evacuation of A1lied troops which had taken part in the occupation of

Murmansk, Archangel, and other parts of the country in 1918-1919. At this

time, although there were many European intelIectuals who saw the Russian

revolution as a model of the future, thcre were probably more who shared

Winston Churchill's conviction that Russia was being devoured by the "cancer" of

communism and militarism, and as such not fit to join Europe and the rest of

the civilized world.

5Herbert Gold, "The Art Of Fiction XV Vladimir Nabokov An Interview," Paris
Review 41 (Summer-Fall 1967) 108.
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The last of these journeys took place in July of 1934. Again, the timing

was fortuitous in that the visit occurred four months before the assassination of

Kirov, the "darling" of the Communist Party, considered by some as a rival to

Stalin - including most probably by Stalin himself. Kirov's death is now

generally looked upon as the starting point of Stalin's Great Terror, which al50

mnrked the consolidation of his dictatorship over both country and Party.

Wells's meeting with Stalin prior to these events was probably the last instance in

which the Soviet vo::hd'" would aIlow himself to be drawn into a serious

theoreticnl discussion with a non-communist on the ~ate of socialism in the

Soviet Union and the West.

There are certain governing themes in the writings and utlerances of every

author which mny teIl us more about how the author·s mind works than the

recourse to more conventional methods. Rather than atlempting to compile

every sentence WeIls mny have utlered on the subject of Russia or 5Ocialism, and

thus having to trace what mny appear as obvious contradictions on WeIls's part,

identifying these ~or themes might prove a more profitable task, in the long

ron, to anyone wishing to answer the quest:'1n of how much of WeIls's work on

Russia still lives today and is worthy of scholarly consideration.

That Wells was onen a cnreless writer and that he disliked genuine

'This Russian term for Stalin aner the ouster of Trotsky, is to this day
mistakenly rendered as "leader," whereas Führer, with its particular associations,
would he more aceurate.
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research has been noted elsewhere; however, to

describe Wells as a "spluttering imaginative !ittle man in a harry,
bocncing from one contradiction to the next" is Iike describing
Shakespeare as a bald and verbose playwright, over.partial to puns
- true in itself but not exactly helpful.7

It is not sufficient, for example, to state that "Wells's advocacy of dictatorial

socialism and planning encouraged Hitler and gave credibility to the regime of

Stalin," as Michael Coren does," since it would be equally easy to cite instances

where Wells's words or actions made such assessments seem quite inaccurate.'

Therefore, identifYing certain basic disciplinary themes cao help one to arrive at

a deeper understanding of the whole of an author's work: an author's mimi

generally changes less obviously from chapter to chapter, or from book to book.

Given the fact thllL Wells published as many as Cive hundred articles and some

hundred and ten books, and that he moved freely from one genre to another,

such an approach is especially suited to this prolific and versatile writer.

The major difficulty in writing about Wells lies in the fact that so much

has been written about him over the last one hundred years by admirers and

detractors alike. That he was one of the MOSt inOuential voices of bis age and

7Michael Draper, "Essays on Wells," Eng/ish LiJerature in TransiJion 1880-1920
35 (lm) 222. Draper is quoting A.J.P. Taylor's description ofWells.

'Michael Coren, "A Bastard," The 1dIer 27 (January·February 1990) 50.

'ADy scholar who bas rend Wells's writings on fascism will conclude that Wells
felt nothing but strong resentment and contempt for sncb an ideology. Fascism did,
sner all, stand against "progress" - sometbing Wells believed in profoundly; this ract
alone should have pointed Mr. Coren in the right direction. See, for example, Wells's
"The Spirit of Fascism: 15 There ADy Good in Il At AIl?" in A Year of Prophesying
(Toronto, 1924) 221-225.
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that his writings stimulated as many disciples as he had opponents is an eflsily

established fact. As is ollen the case with great public figures, Wells's Iife

engendered a mythology. For as long as he was successful and stuck to writillg

his "scientific romances" that mythology remained popular. But when Wells

turned toward being more of a political and social activist and utopian theorist,

the mythology changed. He was then increasingly thought of and described as a

"misguided utopian," failed prophet of world government, careless writer and

confused historian, shameless adventurer and irresponsible father, among other

things, by individual:; who seemed not to care that a writer's public and private

lives need not he reconciled in terms of their personal ethics. Wells's emotional

instability and philandering became an indispensable element used by his foes

even in discussing his views on issues completely removed from the subject.

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the mythology surrounding his treatment

of Rebecca West. It is important to brieDy mention this here because

inaccuracies supplied by Rebecca West herself and by such figures as Dorothy

Richardson have made their way into several studies of Wells. Without repeating

the oll-described details of the many controversies Wells's name became subject

10, suffice it to say that one of the most difficult aspects of writing historically

accurate studies of Wells lies in the fascinating and sometimes painful task of

wading through the extensive Iiterature on his Iife filled with remnants of

malicious portrayals of bis charaeter based on "faets" whlch were never seriously
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examined but increasingly put to use from the 1960'5 onwards.lO

It was with the publication of Anthony West's study in 1984, as weil as

several other shorter studies of Wells that some scholars began to revise their

interpretations of Wells's life and work." And yet, is it not curious that a man

who was once described by lsaiah Berlin as "the last preacher of the morality of

the Enlightenment,"12 should be the subject of the MOSt recent biography whose

author, Michael Coren, feels free to cali Wells a "bastard," a man whose

"personal baseness was merely the natural extension of a political and social

creed which could blithely accommodate both Soviet and Nazi diabolism?"13 If

such emotional, historically imprecise statements persist in scholarship even

after half a century of polemical exehanges on the topie of Wells's loyalties in the

last thirty years of his Iife, is it then surprising to find that sorne sueh

misunderstandings conceming his views on the Soviet Union have not yet become

defunct?l" Without fenring to eriticize Wells for what may have been serious

I°Some instructive e."<8mples of the sort of fabrications Wells scholars have to
denl with is provided in Anthony West's intriguing study of bis father H.G. Wells
Aspects ofa Life (New York, 1984). For example, see 11-14 as weil as 90-104.

llFor a résumé of some of the inaccuraeies rectified by West's book, see William
J. Scheiek's "Antidote for a Poisoned Wells," English Lilerature in Transition 1880­
1920 28 (l\985) 79-81.

Ulsaiah Berlin, 'The Bent Twig," in The Crooked Timber ofHumaniIy Chapters in
the History ofldeas, edited by Henry Hardy (London, 1990) 241.

13Miehael Coren, "A Bastard," 49.

l"ln Christine A. Rydel's "Russia in the S/uulows and Wells in the Dark," Michigan
ACIldemicùm 18 (Summer 1986) 393-410, the tille of wbieh is indicative of the
author's partisan slant, even the date of Wells's first visit to Russia is cited as



•

•

13

transgressions and lapses in judgement, historians should surely re-examine

Wells's attitude to Russia and the Soviet Union and respond to the past

inaccuracies of others. What did Wells think of Russia in 19!4, prior to the

Bolshevik revolution? Did he sec that revolution as a denr break with the past

and did it inOuence the way he saw his own world and how it was contrasted to

Russia? Did his impressions of Russia change in 1920? ln 1934': Was he, in

1934, aware of the famine in the Ukraine and of the collectivisation which had

brought about the denths and arrests of millions of ordinary people labelled by

Stalin and the NKVD "kulaks" and "enemies of the people"? Did his well-

publicised discussion with Stalin, as is casually inferred by Mr. Coren, lend

credibility to the Stalinist regime? What were Wells's final reOections upon

Russia?

One of the fundamental problems with Wells and Russia revolves around

establishing whether or not Wells saw the Russian experiment as the wave of the

future, as a real possibility of the world as it was about to becGme. Il is

therefore essential to assess Wells's views on Russia prior to 1917, in order to

understand whether or not it was ~he October Revolution - probably the greatest

turning point in Russian history, and perhaps in the history of Europe also -

which made Wells think of Russia as an inspiring alternative to the sort of

future he envisaged for the Western world.

having taken place in 1915. The journey look place a yenr earlier - before the
beginning of the war.
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ln his first article on Russia, Wells wrote the following:

ln Russia things are taken seriously. The Russian's soul, just as
much as his churches and bis pictures and his children's toys, is
done in stronger, simpler, more emphatic colours. His religion is
real, his monarchy is real, his Iife is a business of passionate self­
examination because he has faith. Rossia is full of faith,
overOowing with faith, the ointment runs down upon the beard; and
l, who am an Englishman and have thought much of England ail
my life, do not know whether England bas any faith at ail, or if
only it is very subtly and deeply hidden.15

Such were his ruminations upon Russia and England in the beginning of 1914.

At the time of this first visit to Russia, Wells's mind was preoeeupied, as always,

with the question of where civilisation was going and what part socialism might

have in the shape of things to come. Il would he a redundant task here to paint

yet another picture of the intellectual c1imate in England and Russia at the

beginning of the century.16 Nonetheless, it is important to reœember that this

was the world of Bernard Shaw, Maurice Baring, G.K. Chesterton, Bertrand

Russell, Sidney and Beatrice Webb, and many others in England, and that of

Toistoy, Chekhov, Gorky, A;..·:lreyev, Korolenko, Kovalevsky, Artsybashev, and so

forth, in Rossia. Most of these writers and thinkers were dE:8ling - some

directly, some through plays or novels - with topics such as imperialism,

nationalism, socialism, education, conditions of the working classes or of

peasants, and the rising demands for change on all levels of society. In England

ISWells, "Russia and England A Study in Colltrasts," The Daily News and Leader
(21 February, 1914). Pages in newspaper articles are omitted throughout; see
Bibliographie Note.

l'This has been done in many general studies 50ch as Samuel Hynes's The
Edwarditm Tum ofMmd (Princeton, 1968), Modris Ekstein's Rites ofSpring (Boston,
1989), and other works, or in detailed studies of specifie figures of this period, such
as, for example, Michael Holroyd's multi-volume biography ofGeorge Bernard Shaw.
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itself. Wel1s wrote in 1911.

Since [the Boer War] :he national spirit _ has been in an unCllSY
and ineffectual revoit against deadness. against stupidity and
slaclmess. against waste and h~'POCrisy in every department of life.

Furthennore,

we have come to see more and more clearly how little we can hope
for from the p:>liticians, societies and organized movements in
these essential thingsY

Wells's words here echo the writings and proJ.:ouncements of the thinkel'S

mentioned above. Il is therefore not entirely fair to them and to the multitude of

other writel'S in pre-1914 Europe to argue, as David C. Smith does in his

biography of Wells, that nit would take the hol"l"Ol'S of the Fil'St World War to

sharpen thinking and create a focus on these problems within a framework of

analysis" and that "Wells began to lay out a credo twenty yeal'S earlier."'! Upon

closer examination, it becomes obvious that it did not take the hol"l"Ol'S of the

Fil'St World War - another undeniably shattering turning point in twentieth

century life - for writel'S, thinkel'S, socialist theorists, and would-be refonnel'S to

realize that the world needed changing. Quite apart from the mnny vel'Sions of

utopian societies invented by numerous thinkel'S at this time, a multitude of

writel'S published plays, novels, pamphlets, articles, and tracts dealing with the

necessity to alter certain thinking habits and various political, social, and

cultural traditions.

l7Wells, "Or the New Reign," in An Eng/ishman Looks al the World (London, 1914)
23-24•

t!David C. Smith, H.G. Wells Desperately Morla1 (New Haven,cr, 1986) 90.
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On the other hand, although the Union for Democratie Control and many

membcrs of the Labour Party shared some of Wells's notions on the world

government, It was only Wells who never abandoned bis obsession w1th the

creation of a world state and Implementation of bis own peculiar brand of

soclalism. Is it therefore astonlsblng that a man whose Intellectual, emotional

and, as he wrote, even physical energies, were channelled towards finding a cure

for natlonalism and other evils of the twentieth œntury, shouId have bcen 50

Impressed by the Russian character? For Wells was a man with a mission: the

creation of a socialist utopia ruled by hls "Samurai,"" an élite of bcnevolent

scientific Intelligentsia, and It must have seemed to hlm, ln 1914, that Russla was

the ooly place where a few dedicsted "Samurai" were to bc recruited. Why

Russia, and not England, or Germany, or the United States? Quite simply

because, in Wells's mind, by comparison "the English seem to have no real

bcliefs _ no religion and no sims ln life.ll2I He disliked Germany,:n and as far

as the United States was concerned, It would be only ln 1934 that he would write

of bis dellght at finding Roosevelt surrounded by 50 many "Open Consplrators."

This falth ln the Russlan national character dld not disappear from Engllsh

literature with Wells's death. One of the most popuJar modern spy.fictlon

l'VarlousJy called the "New Republicans," or "Open Consplrators" ln other
wrltings by Wells.

~ells, "Russla and England."

21For confirmation of this, see bis articles ln 1914, reDecting Germanophobla
whIch was ooly strengthened durlng the war. Smith provides a Iist of several sncb
articles ln the extensive notes to DesperaJe1y Morta!; sec 549-551.
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authors, John Le Carré, revived this theme in a 1989 nove\, The Russia House,

which strock sorne Weilsian chords. The nove\'s protngonist. Barley Blair. a

hard-drinking, saxophone-playing, shabby, disillusioned publisher. echoed Wells's

feelings about Russia in the following passage:

Why did it alwnys drnw me? _ Why did 1 keep coming back
here? _

Becnuse of their making do, he decided. Becnuse they enn
rough it better than we enn. Becnuse of their love of anarchy and
their terror of chaos, and the tension in between __

Becnuse of their univel"SBl ignornnœ, and the brilliance that
bul'Sts through it. Becnuse of their sense of humour, as good as
OUI'S and better.

Becnuse they are the last grent frontier in an over-discovered
world. Because they try 50 hard to be like us and start from so far
back.

Becnuse of the huge heart beating inside the huge
shambles.12

Barley Blairs romantic anarchism and his nostalgia for Russia mirror

H.G. Wells's own. Like Le CaITé's fictional charncter, Wells also fell in love wilh

a beautiful Russian, the Baroness Maria von Benckendorff (Mourn Budberg).

This relationship - interropted in Dr. Z/ùvago-like fashion by the Soviet Union's

revolutionary upheavals - would always colour Wells's image of Russia.

Secondly, Iike Barley Blair, Wells has sometimes been looked upon as a type of

quixotic figure, futilely fighting against an intellcctual milieu not rendy to accepl

him, and SeBrching for answel'S in a renlm not his own. In 1914, however, the

world had no shortage of windmills to tilt at.

12John Le Carré, The Russia House (Markham, ON, 1989) 155.
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CHAPTERI

THE MAKlNG OF A RUSSOPHILE

Any person under the age of thil1y, who, having any knowledge of
the existing social oroer, is not a revolutionist, is an inferior.

Bernard Shaw, The Revo/utionist's Hcmdbook, 1903
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Wells's English biographers del'ote very Iitlle atlention to his first visit. '

Astonishingly, anyone interested in this episode of Wells's Iife must tum to

primary sources from Russia. Even Yuli Kagarlitskii's biography of Wells.

writlen in a marxist vein, devotes only Iwo sentences to this trip. The most

useful account, however, is to he found in a very short piece by I. M. Levidova,

"Pervyi priezd G.D. Uellsa v Rossiiu" ["R.G. Wells's First Visit to Russia"].'

Levidova quite rightly points out that it is during the author's JITSl contacl with

a new country that he acquires the brightest and the most solid impressions, in

relationship to which everything he sees and leams in the future develops.n.l

Wells arrived in St. Petersburg on 13 January, 1914. Although he wantt.'<1

to keep his trip secret, so as to avoid spending time with reporters - and

Levidova points out that "for the reading public of those days, the visit of Wells

'Some standard biographers omit it altogether: Vincent Brome and Richard
Rauer Costa, for example. Norman and Jeanne MacKenzie's Time Tr::tveJler Tire life
of H.G. weOs (London, 1973) contains one paragraph on the topic (301). James
Playsted Wood also devotes one paragraph to the first visit in his Damn You 1 ToUl
You So! The lijè of H.G. Wells (London, 1969), duplicating the most quoted
description of Wells's impressions in "Russia and England" (122}. AntO:lina
Vallentin's H.G. weOs Prophet of Our Day devotes two full pages to the visit in an
atlempt 10 orrer some clues to Wells's interest in Russia. While her book is not a
scholarly biography, il nevertheless contains several very sensitive remarks on Wells
and Russia (221·3). Even Smith's DesperaJdy MoT1al makes very hastY mention of
Wells's first contact with Russia, apart from introducing a short quote (233) from
a letler Wells sent from Russia 10 bis wife on 24 January, 1914.

'I.M. Levidova, "Pervyi priezd G.D. Uellsa v Rossiiu," in Gerbert IhJwrdzh ueOs
Bibliograjiia russkilch perevodov i krilicheskoi lileratury na russkom iaz;yke 1898-1965,
compiled by I.M. Levidova and BM. Parchevskaya (Moscow, 1966) 125·9•

~Levidova, "Pervyi priezd," 125.
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was indeed an event" - an interview with him appeared in Rech two days later.·

This interview, conduc1ed by a joumalist named Nabokov, offers a rare detail

regarding Wells's aims on this trip. Apart from visiting SL Petersburg and

Moscow, Wells was greatly interested in observing a Russian village aild pessant

life. In the interview, he emphasizes the faet that people and eustoms of Russia

are far more engaging topies than the monuments and historical relies. In

another interview, three days later, Zinaida Vengerova, a eritie and translator

who had followed Wells's career over the years, relates a similar story:

In Russia, Wells is interested largely in day to day problems. He
shies away from theoretical dialogues, he wanls to see and know
what makes people happy in Russia. When he is told that he will
hardly he able to see this, he simply does not helieve iL He
believes ail too powerfully in the instinct for happiness whieh
possesses all people on earth. From St. Petersburg to Moscow, he
is going to the Russian village - and that he will not see happy Iife
there, we cannot convince our guest from England.s

Il is self-evident from these remarks that Wells was determined to like Russia

from the stark A1though the first interviewer stated that Wells approaehed

Russian contemporary situation without any pi"C-COnceived notions or prejudices,

it is dear that in faet he was resolved to look for some of the more agreeable

aspects of Russian life. For confirmation of this, one need look no further than

at Wells's introduction to Denis Garstin's Friendly IWssia, written later that year:

Of ail that [Mr. Garstin] tells so briskJy and vividly 1 think 1 can

·V.N. Nabokov, "Uells," Rech 14 (15 January, 1914) 2.

sZinaida Vengerova, "Dzhordzh Uells evo prebyvanie v Peterburge" rGeorge
Wells His Stay In Petersburg"], Den' 17 (18 January, 1914) 3.



•

•

21

guess what will astonish the English reader. and that is the
workman from the sIums of Odessa who had becn in England and
who pitied the English poor. "They are so poor; he said. "50
tenibly poor!" My own experienec of Russia has becn of the
briefest. but that tallies very closely with my own impression. 1
went into one or two villages of the Government of Novgorod and
into several peasants' houses. They are roomier than English
labourers' cottages; tlley look more prosperous; the people seem
more free and friendly in their manners, less suspicious of
intenerence, and in ail the essential things of Iife better off__•

One can debate the trothfulness of such statements, but it can be argued that

Wells's convictions were accurate to a great extent, given the :act that Novgorod

had always becn a most prosperous province. One al50 tends to forget nearly a

century later just how dreadful and squalid were the sIums of London and other

industrialized European cities nt that time. It is fascinating to note, however,

that the Russian Iiberals Wells met on this trip held exactly the opposite view.

Levidova relates the story of F.D. Batyushkov's (the Chairman of the AIl Russian

Literary Society) giving Wells the text of the welcoming address, in which

the liberally inclineè intelligentsia had unambiguously expressed its
attitude to Russian reality: "You appear to us unexpectedly, like
sorne of YOlir Martians, but let's hope, without the intention to
invade us. Yet nonetheless, you do conquer us with the strength of
your talent, acting irresistibly on us. Let us hope that in travelling
through Russia, in getting to know me positive and negative
aspects of Russian Iife, you will not fall victim to sorne Russian
microbe and that you will retum safely and in good health, to your
great free England from which we have received so many examples
of wise social strocturing, such examples of wondenul cultcre and
civilisation, which so far have not becn surpassed in any other
country."'

'Wells, "Introduction" to Denis Garstin's Friendly IWssÙl (London, 1914) 12­

'Levidova, "Pervyi priezd," 127.
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England was still the p3l'Ugon of virtue and model of democracy for much of

Russian intelligentsia.

Following this, Wells spent the day in the Vergezha village, in the

company of one such member of the intelligentsia, the well·known revolutionary

from the 1870'5, Arkady VIadimirovich Tyrkov. Levidova reports that when

Novgorodslulia Pravda published a piece devoted to Tyrkov in 1965, some readers,

who still remembered Wells's visit, wrote letters to the newspaper. Several

unknown photographs were uncovered in the family album of the local

(zemskaia) school teacher, Nina A1exeevna Andreeva, to whom Wells had

apparently "paid much attention." An idyllic portrait of Wells's sojourn begins to

emerge from one of those photographs: the visitor is sitting in a sledge,

surrounded by the Tyrkov family and the local villagers. T.M. Iakovleva reports

that Tyrkov and Wells "frequented together the houses of poor peasants, and

were interested in tbeir lives.... Anyone acquainted with Russian hospitality,

especially in those days, can easily imagine that the villagers went out of their

way to make Wells feel welcome. Furthermore, the fact that he visited the

countryside in the middle of the winter means that the snow concealed ooy

obvious squalidness that may have been more easily noticed in Englood. Wells

describes the joumey from the train station to the village, in a scene which could

have been transposed from Russian folk art:

Il thawed on Sunday, and the surface of the ice was covered with

"Letter from Iakovleva is quoted in Levidova's "Pervyi priezd," 127.
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inch-deep lakes of water and 50 rotten with sno~y slush that always
we seemed near upsetting, and once we upset altogether. This
water rippled a Iittle under a chilly breeze, and except for that, it
might have been an under-sky; the sledges that followed us hung
low between c1ear sky and c1ear water, they were black against the
serene levels of sunset colour, pink and gold and mauve. and their
high arched yokes nodded over the heads of the horses._·

The same theme plays a notable part in Joan and Peter, which Wells wrote four

years later. Il retums time and again as a haunting motif. The novel abounds

in descriptions of Russian people and landscape, with scenes which must have

stimulated Wells's customary ruminations upon humanity. Oswald Sydenham,

the character in the novel, relates how

the picturesqucness of Russia had a great effect upon him_ The
wild wintry landscape of the land with its swamps and wild
unkempt thickets of silver birch, the crouching timber viUages with
their cupolaed churches, the unmade roads, the unfamiliar lettering
of the stations, contributed to his impression of barbarie
greatness_ In Petrograd, he said, "away from here to the North
Pole is Russia and the Outside, the famine-stricken north, the
frozen fen and wilderness, the limits of mankind."'·

Once he arrived in Moscow, Wells revealed the same sort of interest in the

people. rather than in sightseeing. The newspaper VtTO Rossü reported that he

"categorically rejected an invitation of acquaintances to visit monuments of

antiquity."11 Aller spending the entire first day in the streets of Moscow, Wells

devoted a whole day to visiting the Sergeev's Trinity monastery, seeing at one

point a "dirty, evil-smelling Iittle tramp with his bundle and kettle. worshipping

'Wells, "Russia and England."

l"Wells, Joan and Pet", T1uI StOTJ ofan Education (Toronto, 1918) 381•

llcited in Levidova, "Pervyi priezd," 127-8.
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unabashed ••. in the cathedral."12 ln his pursuit to learn as rnueh as possible

about Russian Iife, Wells also spent sorne time at the Khitrov market and in an

all-night "tea-house."

There is one more cpisode in Wells's Moscow visit worthy of notice. Wells

went to sec the perfonnance of The Three Sisters and Hamlet at the Moscow Art

Theatre. He described his passionate response to these spectacles in Joan and

PeterJ and added:

_ far more interesting than the play to him was the audience.
They were mostly young people, and some of them were very young
people; students in uniform, bright-fa~ girls, c1erks, young
officers and soldiers, a sprinkling of intelligent-looking older people
of the commercial and professional classes; eaeh evening showed a
similar gathering, a very full house, intensely eritical and
appreciative. Il was rather Iike the sort of gathering one might see
in the London Fabian Society, but there were scarcely any carnest
spinsters and Many more young men. The Art Theatre, Iike a
magnet, had drawn its own together out of the vast barbarie medley
of Western and Asiatie, of pessant, merchant, priest, official and
professional, that thronged the Moscow stree1s. And they secmed
very delightful young people.t<

Wells was not the only Westerner thus impr~sed by the Russian people

and the Russian "national character" - a notion difficult 10 pin down in any sort

of meaningful fashion because of its self-defining and contradictory elements.

Without falling into the trap of expounding upon some vague, emotional

generalisations concerning the essential goodness of Russians (something that

12Wells, Joan and Peter, 380.

UWells's reaction to the performances was a1so reported in the newspaper RJmyee
Utro, 21 January 1914•

t'Wells, Joan and Peter, 389.
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Wells is indeed guilty of in the article cited above), one can nonetheless outline

WeUs's idea of Russian national character in order to arrive at an understanding

of what it was that drew him to Russia in 1914 und afterwurds, as weil as fuellt..d

his articles on the subject of helping Russian war efforts.

One helpful clue in this pursuit is offered by the fact that Maurice Baring,

"the shrewd and perceptive russophile,"15 was Wells's companion and guide

during this first visit. Baring cao be credited with having almost single-handedly

introduced Russian Iiterature to the English readers, with the publication of his

Landmarks in Russian LiJerature (1914),16 TIre Outline of Russian LiJerature (1914),

and The Oxford Book of Russian Verse (1924). Baring's far more intricate

descriptions of Russian national character nevertheless match in essence those of

Wells's self-admittedly primitive and as yet half-baked views of 1914,1' For

example, Baring affirms that it is the Russians' "Christian charity, their

sympathy, which is by far their most pleasing and attractive state."10 Similarly,

Wells describes feeling that "in Russ:a _ for the first time in my Iife 1 am in a

15thus described by Anthony West, H.G. WeUs Aspects ofa Lije, 71.

t'This book is still in print.

t'Wells wrote in "Russia and England" that aner spending Iwo weeks in Russia,
he round his "mental arms full of such a jumble of impressions as no other country
has ever thrust into them," and \hat it would take him "months of reDection before
[he] could begin to sort out this indiscriminate loot, this magnificent confusion of
gins."

t°Maurice Baring, Maurice Baring Restored Selections from His Work (London,
1970) 237.
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country where Christianity is alive."1' Why should this detail be of any

importance to Wells? The answer is to be found in Tire Out/ine ofHistory (1920),

in a revealing statement on how Christianity fits into Wells's world view:

Through ail its variations and corruptions, Christianity has never
completely lost the suggestion of a devotion to God's commonweal
that makes the personal pomps of monarchs and rulers seem Iike
the insolence of an overdressed servant. and the splendours and
gratifications of wealth like a waste of robbers. No man living in a
coumunity which such a religion as Christianity or Islam has
touched can be altogether a slave, there is an ineradicable quality
in these religions that compels men to judge their masters and to
realize their own responsibility for the world.2•

Russians, in Wells's eyes, were merely members of one of those communities he

deemed Most likely to rebel against the existing "ev!:S- ar d inadequacies of

various govemments.

Both Wells and Baring write of the physical beauty of Russian landscape,

"Kremlin's c1ustering domes and cupolas" (Wells), and of its mysterious power:

in the twilight. continents of dove-coloured c10uds Doat in the east.
the west is tinged with the dusty afterglow of the sunset; and the
half-reaped corn and the spaces of stubble are bumished and g10w
in the heat; and smouldering fires of weed bum here and there;
and as you reach a homestead, you will perhaps see _ a crowd of
dark men and women still at their work; and in the glow from the
Dame of a wooden fire, in the shadow of the dusk, the smoke of the
engine and the dust of the chaff, they have a Rembrandt-Iike
power, the feeling of space, breadth, and air and immensity grows
upon one; the earth seems to grow larger, the sky to grow deeper,
and the spirit is Iifted, stretched, and magnified.21

l'Wells, "Russia and England."

2OH.G. Wells, The Out/ine ofHisJory, vol. 2 (New York, 1967) 770•

2lBaring, Restored SekctùJns, 267.
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Wells naturnlly wznted aIl of mankind to he thus affected, to feel affinity with

their sUITOundings as a necessary prelude to the acceptance of the notion that they

indeed helonged to a world community, a vast utopian brotherhood. This idea is

absolutely crucial to an understanding of Wells's interest in Russia: in the

introduction to Denis Garstin's Friendly RUSSÙl, published in the same year, Wells

writes that the author is

engaged here upon one of the MOSt necessary and heneficilll tasks
of our time, the explanation of a people much maligned, the
increase of sympathy and understanding across spaces and
ignorances that have separated menfrom men.:J. [myemphasis]

Jn Wells's mind, narrowing this distance was of utmost importance if humanity

was ever going to he able to win "the race hetween education and catastrophe," to

repeat his oft-quoted expression. This notion of a race hetween enlightened

individuals and the uneducated masses becomes the MOSt important clue to the

puzzle of Wells's attraction to Russia. 80th he and Baring wrote about the level

of education and culture in Russia. Baring points out that

An aIl-round development of faculties is much more common in
Russia than in other countrles. It is much rarer to find in Russia
a man who has certain qualities strongly developed and others
utterly non-existent, than a man who is developed at aIl points and
on ail sides to a certain extenL:t3

Wells too, makes the striking statement that

the audiences at the performance of the "Three sisters" and
"Ramlet" _ at the Moscow art Theatre, might have been the

UWells, Introduction to Friendly RusSÙl, 9•

:t3Baring, Restored Selections, 236.
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younger and brighter haU of the London Fabian Society.1<l

In an article written in August of 1914, at the start of the war, Wells adds that

against the business enterprise of better educated races, [Russia]
has no weapon but the peasant's poor cunning. ft is, indeed, a
helpless, unawakened mass. Above these peasants come Il few
millions of fairly weil educated and actively intelligent people. They
are ail that corresponds in any way to a Western community such
asours.2S

ft is interesting to note that the fact that Wells's unquestionably being a

Russophile (something not stated c1early by numerous biographers) did not

prevent him from dwelling upon the less pleasant aspects of Iife in Russia. He is

certainly aware that Russia is (Wells's emphasis), "in bulk, barbarie," that

between "eighty and ninety per cent of her population" is "an iIliterate population

_ superstitious in a primitive way, conservative and religious in a primitive

way.n26 But it was Wells's conviction at the time that the élite mentioned above,

the Russian intelligentsia, would play the role of his Samurai, who would, if

roused to action by some external events, bring about an "educated Russia." ln

Wells's theories of the revolution, this élite group plays a crucial role, for,

according to him,

it is still only very curious and exceptional minds, or minds that
have by example or good education acquired the scientific habit of
wanting to Imow why, or minds shocked and distressed by some
public catastrophe and roused to wide apprehensions of danger,

~ells, "Russia and England."

2SWells, "The LiberaI Fear of Russia," The Nation (22 August, 1914)•

16Wells, "The LiberaI Fear of Russia."
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that l'till not aecept governments and institutions.••.:7

Il is somewhat ironie that Wells had put sueh faith in the Russian intelligentsia

at the very time when an article entitled "The Passing of the Intelligentsia"

appeared in The NaJion (7 March, 1914). The article was a review of Harrold

Willillms's Russia ofthe Russians, where the author convincingly argued that the

Russian intelligentsia was a "phenomenon of a bygone age," that these "highly

educated people, in many cases endowed with fine imaginative and artistie

powers, or with seholarship, science, and philosophie speculation," who had

"given ail they had to the one and undivided purpose of Iiberating the Russian

people" had iII-fatedly become enslaved to their theoretical polemics, so mueh so,

that the various factions had become their own worst enemies. The tsarist

officiais were thus able to annul the concessions given in the Oetober Manifesto

of 1905, following which "the devoted, lovable, impraetical old Intelligentsia

departed into history."Ul Il is difficult not to agree with the essence of those

remarks, if one keeps in mind the faet that the Social Democrats of Russia split

into Boisheviks and Mensheviks as far baek as 1903, and that the Octobrist

party branehed off from the Constitutional Democrats in 1905, precisely on

theoreticaI grounds.

And yet, it seems to be a trademark or all Russophiles that their raith in

the Russian genius is never completely lost; Williams ends his book with the

17Wells, The Oudine ofHistory, vol. 2, 664•

-rhe Passing or the Intelligentsia," The NaJion, 7 March 1914.
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following description:

The days when Tolstoy la)' dying were days of national exaltation
such as only those who lived in the midst of it can realize. lt was
as though a wave ofpuribing and uplifting enwtion [myemphasis]
had swept scross the country revealing the best thst was in every
man. And this high and solemn emotion lingered on for many
weeks aner Tolstoy was at rest."

lt can be safely argued that Wells expected thst some such tremendous

"resurrection of spirit" would take place in Russia in the very near future.

Dow was Russia to accomplish this? Wells offers one possibility in

"Russia and England," when he argues that Russia must mise

its own average of education and initiative _ by liberali:ing [Wells's
emphasis] upon the West European mode!. That is to say, it will
hsve to teach its population to read, to multiply its schools, and
increase its Universities; and thst will make an entirely different
Russia from this one we fear. Il involves a relaxation of the grip of
orthodoxy, an alteration of the intellectual outiook of the
officialdom, an abandonment of quasi-religious autocracy_

Il is relevant at this point to remember thst the great Russian writer,

Maxim Gorky, whom Wells first met in 1906 in New York, saon aner the 1905

Revolution,JO held almost identical views on Russia during and aner the First

World War. In the hundreds of articles Gorky wrote for bis Journal Novaia

Z/ùm', under the heading of "Untimely Thoughts" (or "Thoughts Out of Season")

between May of 1917 and July of 1918, the Russian writer demonstrates bis

belief in the Wellsian cries for the necessity of a different kind of revolution: Iike

""The Passing of the Intelligentsia."

JOOn this occasion, the two men discussed the events of 1905 in Russia at length.
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Bernard Shaw's Superman, like Wells and hls many fictional alteN~20s, Gorky

was essentlally calling for a change in the human psyche:

The Revolution, the only one whlch Is capable of frccing and
ennobling man, must take place withln hlm, and Il will be
accomplishcd only by clcanslng hlm of the mould and dust of
obsolete Idcas.Jl

Furthermore, the two friends betray the same ambivalent attitude toWlU"lb

humanity. In Gorky's case, his oby-rvations on the brutality and backwardness

of the Russian pcasantry are in constant clash with what Alexandar Kaun (and

other Gorky's biographers) has describcd as his burning faith in the essential

goodness of man. Wells, on the other hand, wavers betwecn his observations on

Russia being "substantially barbarie _ [a] wilderness of wolves, Imouts, serfdom

and cruelty,1I31 a " foi! to our dazzling liberties, the darlmess to accentuate our

Enlightenment,lI33 and his faith in Russians' not belng "evil." Perhaps the best

encapsulation of the latter attitude is to be found ln "The Liberal Fear of

Russia." Wells's statements here parallel those of GOI'ky and necd to be

reproduced in their entirety:

The existing Russlan idca will have to give place to an entirely
more democratic, tolerant, and cosmopolilan Idea of Russla as a
whole, if Russia Is to emerge from Its barbarism and remaln
united. There is no cheap "Deutschland, Deutschland über alles"
sentiment rcady made to band. National quality Is against Il.

31Maxim Gorky, Novaia Zhim' 107 (4 June, 1918). Quotatlons from Gorky's
articles are taken from UnJimel] 11IOughls Essays on Revolution, CulJure, and tlle
Bolsheviks 1917-1918, translatcd by Hennan Ermolaev (New York, 1968).

31Wells, "Liberal Fears of Russia."

33Wells, Introduction to FriendIy Russia, 9-10.
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Patience under patriotism is a German weakness. Russians could
no more go on singing and singing "Russia, Russia ove!" ail," than
Englishmen could go on singing "Rule, Britannia." Il woulà bore
them. The temperament of none of the Russian peQple justilies the
belief that tl!ey will repent on a larger scale evenas much docility a~

the Germans have shown under the Prussians. No one who has
seen the Russians, who has had opportunities of comparing Berlin
with SL Petersburg or Moscow, or who knows anything of Russian
art or Russian literature, will imagine this naturally wise,
humorous, and impatient peQple reduplicating the self-conscious,
drill-dulled, 5Oul-less culture of Germany, or the political
vulgarities of Potsdam. This is a terrible world, 1 admit, but
Prussianism is the sort of thing tbat does not happen twice.'"

Il is important, however, to distinguish between Wells's and Gorky's parallel

views on human nature and the Russian "national character" and their disparate

views on Germany. Gorky did not malte any such bellicose statements upon the

subject of Germans, not even in the third year of the war:

Clearly, in sending [Russia's] talents to the slaughter, the country
is exhausting her heart, and the peQple are tearing out the best
pieccs of their n~h. And what for? Perhaps only 50 that a
talented Russian sl,lould kill a talented German artisL Just think,
what an absurdity this is, what a terrible mockery of peQple!_ Can
it be that this accursed slaughter must tum even artists, who are
dear to us, into murderers and COrpses?3S

Il was indeed Wells's initial bellicosity of 1914 which created several

controversies among the English intellectuals and other public figures during

the war. Even longtime friends such as Vernon Lee, who used to address Wells

as "My Dear Fellow Utopian," were not fond of bis antî-German propaganda. In

a letter to the New York Nation, in response to an earlier "Appeal 10 the

"'Wells, "The Liberal Fear of Russia."

lSGorky, Novaia Zhizn' 2 (20 April, 1917).
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American People," by Wells," Vernon Lee expressed her hope that the American

president would he!p end the war by

staying the hand of eovetousness, of race enmity, and of fear: the
hand also, 1 am sorry to say, of such idealistic, utopistie,
mythopoeic self-righteousness as has led Mr. Wells to ask America
to :leprive Germany of food for the speedier eoming of the kingdom
of pesce and good will upon earth.37

Much of Vernon Lee's past admiration for Wells as a humanist faded with lime,

50 much 50, that by the twenties, her biographer argues, she not only did no

longer have the time ~or Wellsian utopias, but she came to look upon him as a

type of a pro-Fascist thinker.311

Bernard Shaw never went as far in his many polemies with Wells,

a1though he did assume Vernon Lee's pacifist stance in 1914. Shaw and Wells

entered into one of their famous verbal duels aner Wells wrote 'The Future of

the North of Europe," in December of 1914. In this article, Wells made a passing

remark on the "irresponsible, muddleheaded, anti-Russian talk of that

lamentable pattern Mr. Shaw has 50 obligingly set our antagonisls.nJ9 Mer

dismissing Wells's remark with his customary witticisms, Shaw elucidated his

position on Russia:

1 stm earnestly beg my Iiterary eolleagues not to Daunt their

36Published in the Daily CilTonicle on 24 August, 1914.

37Cited in Peter Gunn's Vernon Lee Vwlet Paget, 1856-1935 (London, 1964) 204-5.

3l>peter Gunn, Vernon Lee, 221.

39WeIls, 'The Future of the North of Europe," The Daüy Chronicle (18 December,
1914).
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admiration of the Moscow Art Theatre (which i share) too much in
the face of the north, nor to let it cany them to the cxtremity of
hinting that the Ooggings and hangings and Siberian
transportation of people Iike Mr. Wells, which are part of the daily
routine of government in Russia, and which have not been checked
in the least by the war, arc mere false reports sprcad about an
unenlightened and ardently Liberal regime by pro-Germans."

Furthermore, Shaw aeeused Wells of whitewashing the tsarist regime:

the attempt now being made to reprcscnt [the Russian tsardom] to
the French and English peoples as the liberator of humanity is like
an attempt to white out the night sky with a whitewash brush.·1

Lastly, Shaw attempted to completely demolish Wells's idea of Russians' being a

type of latter-day "bon sauvage";

We must not, when the Germans remind the neutrals of the
abominations of the Cossack rule, lom around and say, "Oh, you
do not lmow the soul of the Russian people. They arc seething with
Liberalism, they aJone have preserved the tradition of Village
Communism; and Mr. H.G. Wells is the most popular author in
Moscow." The practical man in the neutral countries still replies,
Oh, that he blowed! These enlightened 11UJujiks of yours are singing
hymns to their tsar, and shooting down whoever he tells them to
shoot down, just as they Dog and hang and drag to Siheria whoever
he tells them to; and it is jolly lucky for Mr. H.G. Wells that he is
an Englishman and not a Russian, and equally lucky for any
German that he is a subject of the Kaiser and not of the Tsar_'1

In ail fairness to Wells, it must he pointed out that he did share some of Shaw's

views on tsarism. In St. Petersburg, Wells had gone to a session of the Duma -

a detail Levidova chooses to omit. H Wells's fictional rccreation of that episode

"Bernard Shaw, "Mf. Bernard Shaw and Mr. Wells," letter to tbe Daily GuonicIe,
23 Decemher 1914•

•IShaw, "Mr. Bernard Shaw."

O%Shaw, "Mr. Bernard Shaw."
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is to he trosted, it would seem that

the thing that most gripped his attention was the huge portrait of
the Tsar that hung over the gathering. He couId not keep his eyes
orr il. There the figure of the autocrat stoOO, with its side-Iong,
unintelligent visage, four times as large as life, dressed up in
military guise and with its big cavalry boots right over the head of
the president of the DuJDa. That portrait was as obvious an insult.
as outrageous a challenge to the self·respect of Russian men as a
gross noise or a fouI gesture would have been.

'You and ail the empire exist for ME," said that foolish·
faced portrait. with its busby a Iittle on one side and its weak band
on its sword hilL..

It was to that figure they asked young Russia to he loyal.
That dull·faced Tsar and the golden crosses of Moscow presented
themselves as Russia to tite young. A heavy.handed and very
corropt system of repression sustained their absurd pretensions.
They had no sanction at ail but that they existed - through the
aCQuiescences of less intelligent generations.43

Why then, did Wells seem to contradict himself in 1914? Why did he enter into

a vehement exchange of letters and articles in the English press with Bernard

Shaw?

There may be many answers to tbis question. In the first place, he was

part of the war propaganda machine, headed by Charles Masterman, along with

other Iiterati." Moreover, he saw in the blast of war an opportunity to change

the existing complacent society of contemporary England, as weil as a possibility

to abolish the nation-states of the world. Furthermore, as D.G. Wright points

43Wells, Joan and Peter, 388.

"A short account of Wells's involvement in the anti-German propaganda is 10
be found in D.G. Wright's "The Great War, Government Propaganda and English
'Men of Letters' 1914-16," Lilerature and History A New JounuJlfor the HIIl1Ill1Iilies 7
(Spring 1978) 70-100.
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out, "by Elt6, he wns regretting his earlier jingolsm,ft4$ stating later ln hls

&periment in Alltobiography that his "mlnd did not get an effective and consistent

grlp on the wnr until 1916."" Lastly, Wells never dld ron awny !rom a good

argument with Shaw, and each new altercation seemed to renew thelr long

frlendshlp.

Il is evident that Wells's joumalistic discussion~ of Russia were coloured

by the fact that England wns at wnr and Russia was i15 ally. Il is therefore

understandable that Wells's moderate defenee of the tsarist government at the

beginning of 1914 - inspired by hls patriotism - seemed to be in direct

contradiction to his vitriolic utteranees on the "unlntelligent and dull-faced"

Uoan and Peter) tsar Nicholas fi made both before and aner the Great War.

Wells had never been fond of the monarchy in so far as he considered the

monarchs to br: at the top of the caste wbich he disliked Immensely; the lords

and aristocra15 were indeed a "doomed c1ass," to repeat a marxist cliché, slnce, ln

Wells's eyes, they belonged to the past, 10 an old, outdated, rotting, useless social

order. However, as the war gathered momentum, and Wells's jingoism began 10

fade, he reverted to bis customm:Y criticisms of the social order in England and

elsewhere.

~right, 'The Great War," 89•

""Mr. BriJling Sees 1t Through remains, however, an important document on the
war.
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As was pointed out, Wells was detennined to Iike Russia even before he

visited it in 1914. lt was also established that his companion during this visit,

Maurice Bnring, infected him with enthusiasm and love for the Russian people,

and particularly for the Russian intelligentsia. lt is also c1ear that Wells's

attraction to Russia had everything to do with his belief that the Russian

intelligentsia would succeed where the Western one, so he thought, was failing at

the time: in winning the "race between education and catastrophe" b~' estnblishing

a (Wellsian version of the) "New World Order."" One can legitimntely argue

that Wells held the belief that somehow those who were in a more "primitive"

state would have a better opportunity to remake the world - that Siavs (this was

also a theme in later National-Socialist propaganda in Germnny) who had been

isolated from the "decndent" Western culture were resdy and able to creste this

new order.

Indeed, as early as 1916, Wells had written to Lord Northcliffe"

concerning the necessity for a type of revolution to replace the war. ln fact, when

the first (February) revolut:cD broke out in Russia, Wells created a small furore

by inducing Lord Northcliffe to print a letter in The Times which suggested that

the time is now ripe, and that it would be a thing agreeable to our
friends and Allies, the Republican democracies of France. Russia,
the United States, and Portugal, to give sorne c1ear expression to
the great volume of Republican feeling that has always existed in

<7The New World Order is the title of Wells's 1940 bookleL

40wjth whom he became involved in anti·Gennan propaganda work, under the
Advisory Committee to the Director of Propaganda (Nortbcllffe himselr).
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the British community

and that

these ancient trappings of throne and sceptre-are at most a mere
historical inheritance of ours, and that our spirit is warmly and
entirel) against the dynastie system that has so long divided,
embittered, and wasted the spiriJ ofmankind." [myemphasis]

The Febroary revolution was an indisputable proor to R.G. Wells tht his

expectations of Russia - formed in 1914 - were being fulfilled. Nay, more than

that,

the news of the Russian revolution, of the giant stride from
autocracy to republie-democracy, astounded Western Europe. This
great change in Russia, this banner of fiery hope that has been
rDised over Europe, was no farce or spectacle. It comes, indeed, as
the cali of God, too, to every Iiberal thinking man throughout the
world. We had not dured 10 hope il. Even men who, Iike myselr,
have been mo~~ energetie in pleading the cause of Russia in
Western Europe and America, who have been saying ever since the
WB!" began: "You are wrong in your fear of Russia: Russians are by
nature 8 Iiberal-spirited people. and their autocracy is a weakrless
that they will overcome" - even we who said that counted on
nothing so swin and splendidly complete as this revolution.so

Other prominent Englishmen joined Wells in welcoming the new regime in

Russia. Bernard Shaw expressed bis belief that a German revolution was now

"made inevitable by the Russian example.nSl Re also reiterated some of the

earlier arguments used in his discussion with Wells regarding the abhorrent

"H.G. Wells, "A Republican Society for Great Britain," letter to The Tunes (21
April, 1917). Notice the same expl"'.ssion - "spirit of mankind" - whieh Wells used
ln the "Introduction" to Denis Ga.-stin's FriendIy Russïa.

soR.G. Wells, as quoted in "Assure New Russia of British Regard," The New York
Times (1 April, 1917)•

51Bernard Shaw, as quoted in "Assure New Russia of British Regard."
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tsarist regime. Viscount Bryce, the Marquis of Crewe (fonner acting Foreign

Secretnry), G.N. Barnes (Minister for Pensions), Arn·)lè Bennett, T.P. O'Connor,

and others also expressed their sympathies for the Russian people and the new

Russian government.

However, the British Foreign Office did not share qui~e the same

enthusiasm for the change of government of their main ally in the midst of a

war. The Russian leaders were quick to orrer assurances to Britain and France

that Russia would indeed remain in the war. Even aner Guchkov and Miliukov

were replaced, Kerensky made the same pledge to the West. Nevertheless,

recriminations, accusations, and mistrust of Russia ran rampant both in the

British government and among the public. Even though individuals such as

Maurice Baring had done much to acquaint the English men of letters with

Russia, very few ordinary citizens knew anything about il, heyond the fact that

Russia ltad a large army and was Britain's ally. Hence, the knowledge and

opinion of men who had visited the country and were able to make some

perceptive observations about its people, were highly sought aner. Wells seems

to have anticipated ail of this when, aner the first visit, he told Frederick

Macmillan that English readers would have "a great need to know about Russia

soon.nS2 Wells was even asked by the British press to lead what would today he

called by journalists a "fact.finding" mission to Russia, but declined due 10 other

warwork.

52Wells, as cited in Smith, Desperatdy Mortal, 233.
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There was anolher aspect of Wells', feelJl1& abo:d Russla

ln Febroary 1917. As Is usually mentloned by Wells's blographers, he sent a

letter to Maxim Gorky ln May of 1917, ln whlch he welcomed

thls stroggl~ to llberate manklnd, the German people Included,
from the net of aggresslve monarchy and to establlsh Internatlonw
goodwill on the basls of International justice and respect.SJ

Wells was renewlng hls calls for a world state, or at least a "New Republlc," as Is

also made evident by "Mr. H.G. Wells and the Labour Programme," a short

manifesto-like document publlshed ln the MancileStU GUIU'Ilitm on 22 June, 1917.

This "manifesto" consis15 ofeleven points, the firsttwo of whleh provide valuable

clues to Wells's state of m1nd at the tIme. Wells sugges15

(1) The ultimate abolition of ail hereditary prlvilege and the
establishment of Democratie Republlcanism throughout the'
Empire.
(2) The conversion of the Empire Into a League 0/ the Pree Halions
[Wells's emphasis).5(

This statement, when taken ln conJunction with Wells's persistent houndlng

(slnce 1915) of C.F.G. Masterman and Lord Northclifre to cleariy outllne

Brltaln's war alms, leads one to conclude that Wells had come to sec the war and

then the first and the second Russlan Revolution of 1917 as mereJy dlfrerent

stages ln the process which would uItimately resuJt ln the creation of sorne sort

of a world organisation, whlch ln 115 turn would brlng about lasting world peaœ

S3Exœrp15 from the letter are quoted both ln Anthony West's B.G. Wells Aspecta
0/a Lq'e, 72, as well as Norman and JeaDDe MacKenzle's 77Je 'lime TraPel1er, 313.

5(H.G. Wells, "Mr. Wells and the Labour Programme," Manchester GruutIlan (22
June, 1917).
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and order. Wells once said that he "Iaunched the phrase 'the war to end wa!"' -

and that was not the lcast oC my crimes." He also reprimanded himselC Cor not

having offered to the young men who suffered in the :renches anything better

than this catchy phrase. Nonetheless. it is entirely legitimate to argue that in

spite oC Wells's wavering on some war issues and his side joumeys into religion

and propaganda work during the war. the phrase"WBr to end war" best

encapsulates what he thought was going to be the ultimate result oC the "New

Republic," or the "League oC Free Nations" - a world state by any other name.

War was. naturally enough. one oC the two greatest evils oC modem times. The

other great evil. iD Wells's eyes. was nationalism.

AIl through 1917 Wells campaignOO Cor this League. He explainOO that he

put in that word Cree because [he] hoped then Cor republics in
Russia and Germany and possibly Britain. [He] did not believe in
world peaee without revolution and [his] efforts to keep the
revolutionary impulse in touch with the peace-making movement
were very persistent.55

The idealism and passion that were rekindlOO in Wells's mind by the February

Revolution 100 him to continue to support the Russian govemment even aner the

Boisheviks took over. Il is important here 10 establish how Wells greetOO the

Boishevik putsch in order to arrive at an understanding or what bis expectations

were when he wt:nt to Russia in 1920.

Astonisbingly, Wells's biographers devote very Iittle attention to this

55H.G. Wells, Experimenl in AIIJobiography, vol. 2 (London, 1934) 695.
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episode in his lire. They offer unsatisfactory explanations, omit discussion of the

1917 situation in Russia altogether, or merely mention it as a brier preamble to

describing Wells's 1920 journey. Even D.C. Smith, in his standard 1986 work

devotes only a paragraph to this event and concludes that

by the spring of 1918, Wells knew that if the war was to he a war to
end war, it would take strong action, planning, and idealism. That
was why he welcomed the Russian Revolution and continued to
endorse it no matter what form it took.5O

How, then, did Wells go about "endorsing" the Boisheviks? In order to answer

this question, one must turn to "Mr. Wells and the Boisheviks Some Disregarded

Aspects," a long article Wells wrote for the Daily Mail on January 15, 1918, a

Mere two weeks before Russia broke off the neg9tiations at Brest·Litovsk. In this

article, Wells blames the western diplomacy, especially the British Foreign Office

for having been "caught napping" at the time of the Russian revolution:

Our diplomacy has Ooundered pitifully in regard to Russia ever
since, struggling with a situation for which its traditions and
organisation and ideas fit it about as weil as a cow is fitted for
catching foxes, and the appeal that the de facto Russian
governments make is directed so manifestly not to other
governments but to peoples that it bas become our duty and an
urgent necessity that such common people as the reader ~rl 1
should ourselves try and get some grip upon this situation_ We
Mere common persons who have sons 10 he killed and lives 10 he
spoiIL by silly secret treaties, Court intrigues, and antiquated
international muddling, have perforee to get on to this business
ourselves.57

5OSmlth, Desperate1y Mortal, 235.

51Wells, "Mr. Wells and the Bolsheviks Some Disregarded Aspects," The Daily
Mail (15 January, 1918).
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Aller this appeal to the reader, in the best tradition or c1assical rhetoric, Wells

centres his discussion on three great "misconceptions" held by the British about

the Boisheviks. Hindsight pennits us to point out that in the first instance. It

VIBS Wells himselr who was mistaken, not the British politicians, diplomats, and

public. Aller accusing the British navy or not having done anything to save Riga

and Kerensky, Wells continues to affinn that the Boisheviks were not "traitors in

Gennan pay," as the "Tory Press" had accused them or being, and that there is

"not a tithe or evidence that the Boisheviks are aided or bought by the Gennan

government."58

And yet, Wells was not wrong when he conduded in this part or the

argument \hat Lenin appeared to be completely innocent or "German imperialist

sympathies." The simple truth was that Lenin and company took the German

mor.ey but had no intention or siding with the Germans once inside Russia.

Solzhenitsyn, who can certainly not be accused of being ln any way partial to the

Bolshevik leader, described Lenin's state of mind in his 1975 novel, Lenin in

Zurich:

The whole problem has come down to this: there is no point in
reconnoitering the route through France and England - Germany
is the only way to go, of course, but it must look as though the idea
originates not with US, but with somebody e1se.

If anyone doubts il, we must argue along these Iines: Your
misgivings would make a cat laugh! Cao you see the Russian
workers believing for a minute that old and tried revolutionaries
are on the side or the Gennan imperialists? Are you afraid they'll
say that we've "sold ourselves to the Gennans?" People have a1ways

58Wells, "Mr. Wells and the Bolsheviks."
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said this sort of thing about us internationalists anyway, simply
because we don't support the war. We shall prove by our deeds
that we are not Gennan agents. In the meantime, ail we must
think about is going home, if necessary, with the help of the devil
himself!s,

Solzhenitsyn's fictional account of the musings of Lenin's feverish brain is

indeed based on fact and can he accepted as an historically accurate description

of how Lenin came to go along with the so-called "Martov Flan" - the journey ta

Russia through Switzerland and Gennany.

Lenin did eventually proceed to prove that another point Wells made

about the Boisheviks in this article was not inaccurate. ft was Wells's contention

that the British public was wrong in thinking about the Bolsheviks as not heing

"straight." Basing bis argument on the Brest-Litovsk negotiations - at this point

they were about to he broken off - Wells states that the Boisheviks

have never wave!ed from their c1aim to he doing what is in the end
the same thing that we are doing on the Western front and
everywhere - that is to say, appealing against German imperialism
to the intelligence, fears, and feelings of the Gennan people. They
are trying, as we are trying. to revolutionize Central Europe and so
end aggressive militarism in the world for ever_ They helieve that
they can do tbis by mental work, by propaganda.60

To Wells, this "mental and moral method," as he describes il, if used

against Germans, had the potential ta do what the military were only to

accomplish in November or that year - end the war. Again, the connecting

threads which ron through this notion and Wells's love or things Russian is the

"Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Lenin in Zurich (New York, 1976) 237•

'"Wells, "Mr. Wells and the Boisheviks."
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belief that the reyolution must take place in the mimis and hearts of people. as

weIl as his single-minded willingness to obse;ye historiesl eyents and see in them

a world reyolution or a world state or a world republic by any other nome.

ln the second place. Wells confirms Leyidoya's statement that is the firsl

contact with a new country which creates the most solid impressions in

relationship to which everything the writer later sees and learns develops: Wells's

respect and passion for education, as was established earlier, lay at the heart of

bis attraction to Russia. According to him, the greatest misconception about the

BoIshe~iks was that they were thought of as

ignorant. ilIiterate, inexperienced men of no account. When a
Bolshevik leader meets a Junker, one might imagine Bottom was
meeting Theseus."1

Basing his assertions on his experiences of 1914 and on his correspondence with

Gorky and others, Wells contends that the Bolsheviks, contrary to what the

British press writes, are

much better educated than our diplomatists. Our public has to
realize this fact. These Bolshevik leaders are men who have been
about the world; a1most ail of them know English and German as
weil as they do Russian, and are intimately acquainted with the
Labour movement. with social and economic questions, and indeed
with almost everything that really matters in real politics. But our
late Ambassador, 1 learn, never mastered Russia. Just tbink what
that means. Hardly any of our Foreign Office people know
anything of Russian, of the Russian Press, or Russian thought or
literature- It is they who are ignorant and limited men, and not
these Bolshevik people":

"Wells, "Mr. Wells and the Bolsheviks."

6:Wells, "Mr. Wells and the Bolsheviks."
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In this remarkably plain and eommon-sensical statement, Wells did not only

point out what, it can he argued, May have been the MOst immediate cause of

Britain's and Allies' ultimate failure in their diplomatie relations with Russia -

their lack of language skiIls. Wells al50 unknowingly anticipated the sort of

eriticism that Russian scholars of the post-Gorbaehev era would he aiming at the

so-called "Kremlinologists" or "Sovietologists." Il is sad to realize in these post-

Cold War times that throughout the 1960'5 and 1970'!>, the sc~olars who spoke

Russian ",ere somehow looked upon, especially by the American academe, as not

heing entirely reliable, because they had mastered Russian. Today, Wells himself

would have been greatl~' amused to see these annies of Soviet "think-tanks"

scrambling for jobs and feverishly learnim; Russian.

The third great misconception about the Boisheviks, according to Wells,

was the notion that they were "tl'ling to c1imb down to some shabby Iittle patch-

up of this war," rather than making sure that a far more "fundamental and final

pence" was the ultimate outcome of the war and negotiations at Brest-Litovsk.

Wells's ruminations upon this matter proved to he prophetie in many respects,

and deserve tG he reproduced here at length:

The Boisheviks appeaJ straight to the Gennan people; the
cry of "No pence with the Hilhenzollerns," the cry that brought the
common men of Great Britain, you and 1 among them, heart and
soul into the war, is the Boishevik cry. Mr. Philip Snowden and
Lord Landsdowne and our pacifists of the lefl and right, the
conscientious objector and the frightened Tory, may welcome Mr.
Lloyd George's statement that we do not want to change the
internai constitution of Gennany, but to me that admission is the
admission of defeat. It implies the abandonment of the idea of the
League of Nations in which a free Germany can he included.-
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Peace without a German revolution cannot he a pence. lt is
impossible to consider any League of Nations in which the German
Imperialists can take a share. Such a League of Nations would he
Iike keeping open house with a notorious k1eptomaniac as the
principal guest. 50 long as the German Imperial monarchy
remains, so long will it dominate the universities, the schools. and
the press of Germany, and so long will the Gennan mind he
poisoned by the poison of nationalist aggression. What is the good
of telling fairy tales about the world heing tire<! of war and saying
that if we patch up this war with a sort of pence with the Kaiser
"Germany will have learnt her lesson?" War will go on for ail our
weariness unless we set up a new way of government in the earth_
No pence we œn make with the Hohenzollern can ever he a real
pence; it will he merely a cessation of military :>perations for five or
ten or twenty years. "The war aner the war" will begin straight
away_

The world is nearer exhaustion than most people seem to
realise. Famine, social breakdown, pestilence, and world-wide
disorganisation are quite near at hand unless we have the wit to
arrest the degenerative process. We have to stand up to the task of
vast political and economic reconstructions if we are not to he
overtaken. But if we seek a mean Immediate pence, instead of
supporting the Boisheliks in their bold but profoumlly wise
insistence upon a pence of the peoples, we shall not achieve that
reconstruction because the Hohenzollern tradition will prevent it.
We cannot reconstruct the world except in good faith. A cunning,
scheming monarchy at the heart or Eurcpe will cripple ail our good
intentions. We shall not dare to disarm; we shall not dare to have
free discussion; the Balkans, ail Asia and Arrica will he kept in a
fever of intrigues and conDict until the Hohenzollern dream is as
dead and destroyed as the will of Peter the Great.63

A1lowing for Wells'~ obvious anti-German bias, one can legitimately argue that

his woros here encapsulate, alheit in a sketchy and incomplete fashion, sorne of

the major occurrences in the period leading up to the second world war: the

military operations did cea~e for twenty years (sorne historians rerer to this

63Wells, "Mr. Wells and the Boisheviks."
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period as "The Twenty Year Armistice"); a "mean, immediate pesce" was indeed

brought about only to be made into a farcical struggle for supremacy among the

victors, ultimately resulting in what sorne called the "Versailles DiktaL" Finally,

as Wells pointed out, there was to be no disannament, and no free discussion, or

very !iUle of it, once such figures as Hitler and Mussolini gained power.

There is an overwhelming sense of pending catastrophe at the end of

Wells's article. His aUempts here to forewarn the public of the coming "world­

wide famine, world-wide brigandage, the cessation of education, the ending of

trade and tramc," echoes the themes of some of his most successful "scientific

romances," such as The Time Machine, The War ofthe Worlds, and The lsUmd of

Dr. Moreau. One can easily argue that the whole of Wells's work is held together

through the introduction of such governing themes as the fragility of human

achievement, as the empire succeeds empire, the shadowing of despair implied in

the sense that human affairs are never stable. lt is perhaps the presence of

thcse haunting themes, remembered and reiterated by Wells throughout his

works, which lends a tremendous narrative dignity to even the most poli!icized of

his writings.

There has been a great deal of discussion among Wellsians as 10 whether

or not he was a mere pessimist or a well.meaning but naive optimist in bis

political writings and endeavours. The relevant issue to he pointed out here is

that whatever the final verdict on bis mental state may he, Wells never gave up

his search for a passage in10 Namia for ail or mankind, not even in the face of



•

•

49

ail the disnppointing events that were to take place in the next quarter of a

century. To dismiss Wells as a misguided utopian who pllrsued Russian

revolutionary phantoms l>rings one no c10ser to an understanding of the

contempornry thinking on this subject.

It has been demonstrnted that Wells W8S convinced that his e~..pectations

of Russia, formed bath before and during his first joumey there, were fulfilled in

the period leading up to his second visit. In the light of his musings on the

February and October revolutions, one can now attempt to address the

fondamental issue conceming Wells's links to Russia: did he continue to see the

Russian e:<periment as a harbinger of a new intemationalism after his 1920

pilgrimmage to the "New Jerusalem?" What did he see in Russia this time?
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CHAPfER Il

WELLS, THE PARLOR BOLSHEVIK?

_better to bum in the Oames of the revolution than to rot slowly in
the garbage pit of the monarchy_

Maxim Gorky, Novaya Zhim', 1917

Better to reign in heU than serve in heaven.

John Milton, Par.uIise Lost, Book One

50
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Our dominant impression of things Russian is an impression of a
vast irreparable breakdown. The great monarchy that was here in
1914 ••• has fallen down and smashed entirely. Never in ail history
has there been so great a débacle hefore. The faet of the Revolution
is, to our minds, altogether dwarr..'lI by the faet of this downfall.'

Wells found it profoundly depressing that the beautiful golden-enpped city

of 1914, St. Petersburg, had become at the time of his visit in Septemher 1920,

dreary, grey, mn down, and devoid of the busy Hltle shops he delighted in only

six years ago. AlI the great markets were c10sed too; trading was called

"speculation" and proclaimed iIIegal - "the detected profiteer, the genuine

profiteer _ gets short shrifl; he is ShOt."2 A few streetcars passed by every now

and then, with passengers hanging on the outside; a handful of official motorcars,

left over [rom the tsarist times, rolled along wretehed-looking roads full of holes

two or three feet deep. Everyone looked shabby:

Everyone seems to he carrying bundles in both St.Petersburg and
Moscow. To walk into some side street in the twilight and see
nothing but iII-elad figures, ail hurrying and carrying loads, gives
one an impression as though the entire population was setting out
in Oight.3

Sadly enough, Wells's statement here deseribes equally accurately the Russia of

the Napoleonie wars or the Soviet Union of 1940's - the great migration of people

whieh took place every time a foreign invader threatened Russia.

IH.G. Wells, Russia in the S1uuIows, (London, 1920) 11.

2Russia in the S1uuIows, 19•

3Russia in the S1uuIows, 17.
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There were no drugs or medicines. The hospltals lacked even the Most

basic materials; operations were perrormed onl,)" once a week, and halC the beds

were unoccupled "through the sheer Imposslbility to denl with more patients IC

they came ln." Rntionlng had becn Introduced as the only means oC dlslrlbutlng

some Cood to an undernourished, wenk population:

The Soviet Government rations on principle, but any Government ln
Russla now would have to ration. Ir the war ln the West lasted up
to the present time London would be rationlng too - Cood, clothing,
and houslng.S

Wells's Iirst chapter oC Russia in the Shadows gives myriad other details oC

daily existence in Russla, whlch, at this time, quite apart from being blockaded by

the Allies and suffering from six years oC continuous Iighting with various Coreign

enemies, was still in the midst oC a (jerce and bloody civil war. In lts essence,

Wells's account oC Russia's physical hardships does DOt differ from the stories

brought back by such other Western visitors at the time as Bertrand Russell,

D'aden Guest, P~lip Snowden, and George Lansbury. But what had become oC

the men oC letters, men oC science, the artists and writers whom Wells enVÎsaged

as the MOst lIkely instrument oC change in Russia? What had become oC the

Russlan lntelllgentsla?

The answer to this question was hinted at in Harold WlIliams's contention

that during the Stolypin era (1906·1911), "the devoted, lovable, lmpractical old

4Russia in the SluuüJws, 23•

sRussia in the S1uufows, 19.
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Intelligentsia departed into history.n6 However. some ligures of the pre-

revolutionary em were still there in the new Bolshevik society: Gorky and his

entourage, Shalyapin, the great singer ~ho refused to sing cxcept for pay ("and

when the market gets tl'O tight, he insists upon payment in Dour or eggs"). In a

stirring vignette, Wells describes his meeting with the great composer Glazounov.

ending with these words:

1 could see that he was consumed by an almost intoh:rable longing
for some great city full of crowds, a city that would give him stirring
audiences in warm, brightly-Iit places. While 1 was there, 1 was a
sort of living token to him that such things could still he. He
turned his back on the window which gave on the cold grey Neva,
deserted in the twilight, and the low Iines of the fortress prison of
st. Peter and St. Paul. "In England there will be no revolution, no?
1 had many good friends in England_" 1 was loth to leave him,
and he was very loth to let me go!

Wells also visited the so-called "House of Science" in Petersburg:

Il was to one of the strangest of my Russian cxperiences to go to
this institution and to meet there, as careworn and unprosperous­
looking ligures, some of the great survivors of the Russian scientilic
world. Here were such men as Oldenburg the orientalist, Karpinsky
the geologist, Pavlolr the nobel prizeman, Radlolr, Bielopolsky, and
the like, names of world-wide celebrity.s

Wells's heart sank at this spectacle cf misery and hardship. These woeful

remnants of Russia's best minds were ail that remained of his woald-be

"Samurai" elite, of the learned, culture<!, vibrant men and women he came to

know and admire in 1914.

'"The Passing of the Intelligentsia."

7Russia in the Shadows, 44•

sRussia in the Shadows, 39-40.
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There was, however, one pe.-son who made an indelible impression on him.

This was Marie von Benckendorlf, now Maria Zakrevskaya, whom Wells had first

met in 1914. This glamorous countess now owned only the clothes she wore and

was under the protection of Gorky, her husband having been shot by the

Boisheviks. The descendant of an old aristocratic famiJy, she spent a yenr at

Cambridge and spoke English, French, and German; she ,vas therefore useful to

Gorky in his colossal project of translating the world's great classics into

Russian. Anthony West makes it clenr that Wells had fallen in love with

"Moura.... She acted as his guide, along ,,;th Wells's son Gip who hsd ienme'J

Russian enrlier at Oundle. She also served as an interpreter for Gorky's long

evening talks with Wells. Il is important to mention Moura's presence since she

had a great influence on Wells. Because of her, Wells would always look back

upon his joumeys to Russia with a sense of profound nostalgia. Tbe relevant faet

to be mentioned here, however, is that Wells makes the following JXlint at the very

beginning of Russia in the Sluufows:

._ she has been imprisoned five times by the Boishevist govemment,
she is not allowed to lenve Petersburg because of an attempt to
cross the frontier to her children in Esthonia, and she was,
therefore, the last person to lend herself to any attempt to hoodwink
me. 1 mention this because on every hand at home and in Russia 1
hsd been told that the most elaborate camouflage of realities would

'"Moura," as she was a1so Imown, had been involved with Bruce Lockhart, the
British spy. This is what led to her imprisonment. Anthony West writes that in spite
of her precarious situation, "her irrepressible wit and bubbling good humour, and
the coolness with which she hanclled herself under this pressure, made an
inefTaceable impression on [Wells]. His Jilong for herwas powerfully re-enforced by
the fact thst she was an extremely attractive woman, with few inhibitions, a
passlonate nature and great intelligence." H.G. Wells Aspects ala Li/e, 74.
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go on, and that 1 should be kept in blinkers throughout m)" visit. 1O

The fact that H.G. Wells, regarded in Russia as a distinguisht.-d

representative of the British intelligentsia, decided to write about Boisheviks was

enough for politicall)' committed writers both in England and Russia to take

notice of and offer comments on Russia in the SluuJows." Each of these

commentators inevitsbl)" introduced their own "slight amendments" to what Wells

had written. As was the (;lise in 1930'5, when politically committed individuals

could choose only between two camps - the fascists and the communists - 50 it

seemed that in 1920 the world was polarized between pro-Bolsheviks and their

opponents. No discussion of this period in Wells's life would be complete without

an account of the manner in which Russia in the Sluulows was received in Britain

and elsewhere.

It is a virtually ur:ending task to track down ail the comments regarding

Russia in the Shadows, ail the more 50 because not only were there numerous

reviews of it ~n periodicals and weekJy magazines, but because even the daily

papers printed countless responses and letters on this topic.12 The reviews

IORussia in the Shadows, 10.

lllt has been reported in several of Wells's biographies that the rive articles
which constitute Russia in the Shadows, published separately in the Sunday Express,
increased the circulation of that paper by eighty thousand copies between the time
the first and the last article appeared.

"Tbere is an extensive list of such items in William J. Scheick and J. Randolph
Cox's colossal work, H.G. Wells A Reference Guide (Boston, 1988). For years 1920
and 1921, see the following items: 956, 873, 978, 985, 998, 999, 1003, 1096, 1007,
1012, 1017, 1019, 1027, 1028, 1031, 1035, 1036, 1039, 1042, 1050, 1051, 1058, 1068,
and 1070.
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usually fall into two categories. On the one hand, Wells is said to be giving an

impartial and accurate account of the Soviet Russia WTÏtten by an iJeal obsen'el".

As the New StaJesman reviewer put it, Wells

had every qualification; the faculty of keen and curious obsen'ation,
the sense of the value of big movements, the RaturaI sympathy with
anything that was recognisably a genuine human effort, and that
profound yet tolerant disillusionment which comes of long
association with the Socialist movement of Europe.IJ

On the other hand, Wells is presented as a wrong-headed, misguided, and

"hoodwinked" outsider who presumed that a fifieen day visit to Russia was

sufficient for him to become fuUy acquainted with reah~ies and evils of

Bolshevism. NaturaUy, Henry Arthur Jones was the first to join the fray, having

appointed himself Wells's official "napper." Jones borrowed this title from

Gulliver's Trave/s, where "nappers" were attendants who wamed the absent·minded

Lllputan philosophers of obstacles in their path by slapping them in the face with

a blown bladder. Jones WTÏtes:

Being impressed with your striking resemblance to the Laputan
Philosophers 1 resolved that 1 would put aside less urgent business
and const1tute myself your napper, in the Laputan sense."

Jones had previously attacked Wells on the basis of his 1918 Daily Mail article.

Jones suggested that WeUs's "Iaudation of ils [Bolshevik] leaders as far seeïng

statesmen," who were "shining c1ear" and "profoundly wise" made him a

IJ"Russia As It Is," New StaJesTnan, 11 December 1920•

"Cited in Vincent Brome, Six Studies in Qruurelüng (London, 1958) 58.
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dangerous figure.'s Wells had replied thst Jones's letter was

much too silly to notice in any matter except one. Vou put "shining
c1ear" alld "profoundly wise" in inverted commas as if 1 had used
them for the Boishevik leaders. This is not the case.'"

Further exchanges followed. Wells again feU compelled to return to the topie and

explain that he wrote that the Boisheviks were "shining c1ear" on one issue only

("No pesce with the Hohenzollerns!"), and that they were "profoundly wise" in one

matter only, that is, in the way in which they treated the "cancer of German

monarchy."

Ali such qualifying and Iimiting clauses slip past your hasty, iII­
trained mind. Vou want to rant and nothing will prevent you from
ranting

concluded Wells.17 However, Wells's self.appointed "napper" would not he

silenced. He persevered in his criticism of Wells upon publication of the Russian

articles; Wells relates that "a special thud in the mornings always represented

another bomb from Jones.n On the whole, Jones's arguments centred around

Wells's love of Boisheviks and the faet that, as Jones perceived things, Wells's

own "international theories were being translated into Cacts" in Russia. Wells

also carried on with his rejoinders to Jones's remarkably long and vehement

letters. In one of his final responses, Wells observed that

heing written at by HA Jones is like living near sorne sen channel
with a foghorn. Vou never Imow when the damned thing won't he

15Brome, Six Studies, 50.

16Brome, Six Studies, 51,

"Brome, Six Studies, 52.
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hooting again.... The jester can always invent a quotation. It is his
waggish privilege. He says [ called Lenin "the beloved Lenin": a lie,
out and Oll" but who is going to trouble about that?_. he must have
repented his lie that 1 called the Bolshevists "shining c1ear" about a
dozen times; he must have said that 1 am the enemy of no country
but my own two or three score times; and he must have called me
"my Dear Wells" severnl hundred times-_'s

Eventually, Wells censed to pay heed to Jones's attacks, but Jones went on and

on, shrilly, relentle~sly, not caring that Wells remained silent. For Wells's

attention had now shined towards a more formidable and, in his eyes, a more

worthy opponent - Winston Churchill, at that time a member of the Parliament

and British Cabinet Minister. Wells's acquaintance with Churchill had begun

some time early in the century. Churchill read everything Wells wrote and on

occasion sent him a letter commenting upon Wells's treatment of issues which

interested both men." As was the case with Bernard Shaw, Churchill too

remained a life-Iong admirer of Wells, a fact which may easily escape historians

who focus their attention on the heated debates and controversies the two

sometimes engaged in. Wells had even klublicly supported Churchill in a 1908 by-

elcction in Manchester, although one of Churchill's rival was a socialist. Wells's

intervention (which reportedly angered Ramsay MacDonald) took the form of a

letter published in the DaUy News of 21 April, 1908: "Mr. 8.G. Wells on the Issue

at Manchester Why the Socialists Should Vote for Mr. Churchill: An Open LeUer

IIBrome, Six Studies, 56-57.

l'For a short account of thl~ir friendship, see D.C. Smith's informative article
"Winston Churchill and 8.G. Wt.Hs: Edwardians in the Twentieth Century," Cahiers
vidoriens et etÜJuardiens 30 (1989) 93-116.
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to an Elector in N-W Manchester." On the other hand. Churchill had b<~n

instrumental during the war in proposing Wells's idea on "land dreadnoughts" to

military experts: the ultimate result was the tank. Severnl years later. Churchill

was to serve as a witness in a suit brought against Wells by a person c1aiming

tbat Wells was not the inventor of the new war machine. Thanks in part to

Churchill's testimony, the court upheld the genernl belief that it was indeed Wells

who devised the idea to build tanks.

Il is c1ear that the two men respected as weil as admired sorne aspects of

each other's work. H3wever, on the question of 8olshevism, there was no doubt

in tbeir minds that they stood on opposite sides of the scale. Churchill was anti·

Boishevik through and through:

There bas never bœn any work more diabolical in the whole history
of the world than that which the 80lsheviks have wrought in Russia.
Consciously, deliberntely, conlidently, ruthlessly - honestly, if you
will, in the sense that their wickedness has been the true expression
of their nature - they have enforced their theory upon the Russian
towns and cities; and these are going to die.2•

In his famous analogy, Churchill Iikened 80lsheviks to a cancerous growth:

We sœ the 80lshevist cancer eating into tne Oesh of the wretched
being; we see the monstrous growth swelling and thriving upon the
emaciated body of its victim.21

Lastly, in what proved to be something of a prophecy, Churchill suggested the

immediate cure for this diseuse:

20Cited in "Churchill and Merejkovsky Reply to Wells," Currem Opinion 70
(February 1921) 216•

21"Churc!;i11 and Merezhkovsky," 217
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Let the Boisheviki drop communism. Let them leave off enforcing
this unnatural system which paralyses human effort and dries up
the springs of enterprise and wealth. lnstalitly, the recovery will
begin. But then they would cease to be Boisheviki. They would
cease to be communists. They would become only commonplace
criminals who had pillaged an empire and installed themselves
amid the ruins of its towns.%2

Lenin was indt-ed to abandon "communism" the very next year, by introducing the

New Economie Policy in an attempt to encourage the peasants to produce more

food for the starving city popu.ations. Looked upon by some as the "Golden Age"

of the Boishevik em, this period between 1921 and 1928 was indeed a partial

return to capitalist economy. lt was also a period of the growth of new labour

camps.

Wells's response was in Many respects a reiteration of the arguments made

in his book, along with sorne colourful and stinging remarks l1imed at Churchill

himself:

A1though 1 am zn older man than Mr. Churchill, and have spent
most of my Iife watching and thinking about a world in which he
has been rushing vehemently from one excitement to another, he
has the impudence to OOt me with superficiality_ He believes
quite naively that he belongs to a peculiarly gined and privileged
c1ass of beings to whom the lives and affairs of common men are
given over, the raw material for brilliant careers.2J

Furthermore, Wells complained that it was his lot

to hear and read much anti-Bolshevism during the last two weeks,
because the Mere attempt to give even 50 unOattering a portrait of

%2"Churchill and M~rezhkovsky,"217.

2JCited in "Churchill and Merezhkovsky Reply to Wells," 218, as weil as Smith's
Desperate1y Monal, 272. See Smith, 563, note 5 for a list of rejoinders by Wells.
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the Bols!levik as 1 have done. without the customary expressions of
abuse. is enough to raise the typical followers of Mr. Churchill to a
frenzy. They write post cards and letters; they produce copions
incoherent articles; the] address muddled letters to "My dear
Wells"; they send me propaganda Iiterature wondenully scrawled
upon and marked in blue and red. Ali this stuff has one
charact::ristic in common with Mr. Churchill's reply: it betrays lIO

trace of a creath'e purpose; it holds out no hope of any beUer or
finer life for mankind. Il is "anti," through and through."

Dazzling as these exchanges between Wells and Churchill may he for students of

great English essayists and polemical writers, the relevant issue to he pointed out

here is whether or not Wells was indeed a radical pro-Bolshevik, as Churchill,

Jones, Merezhkovsky, as weil as sorne modem comrnentators have maintained.

Was this the case indeed? Sorne scholars persist to this day in perpetuating the

helief lhat Wells tumed out to he a mere apologist for the Boishevik regimc.

Christine A. Rydel obviously thougbt "Wells in the Dark" where his views on

Boishevik Russia were concemed. Her article is preceded by a caption which

reads "None so blind as those that will not see." Even the most recent

publication on this subject is a variation on the same theme: Mary Mayer's 1992

article is entitled "Russia in the Shadows and Wells Under a Cloud."2S Rydel's

contention is that Wells's conclusions regarding Russia of 1920 were coloured by

"rosy optimism," whereas Mayer insists that Wells's statements lent legitimacy to

Lenin:

2oIWells, as cited in "Churchill and Merezhkovsky," 218.

2SMary Meyer, "Russia in the Shadows and Wells Under a Cloud," The Wel/sian
15 (1992) 16-24.
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the fact that as Soviet writers describcd it, the great prop~let

[Wellsl had not bcen able to foresce the electrification of Ru~sia
and the fact that what he had written about Lenin, of whom he
c1cnrly thought highly, could, sometlme~ with slight amendments, he
uscd as part o>f the Lenin cul1."

Mayer Wlis referring here to a flood of short articles written about Wells by Soviet

writers and scholars in the 1950's and 196O's, some ridiculing Wells for having

callcd Lenin a dreamer where his pl:ms f3r electrification of Russia were

concerncd. One of these items contains a photogrnph of an electrical plant with

the following caption: "VOT TAM, GERBERT!" ["Take that, Herbert!"]."

However, where Mayer's stntement above is concerncd, it would surely be wise to

observe that almost any stntement by any writer can he uscd as part of 50mething

it was never intended for. For example, YuIii Kagarlitskii's "slight amendments"

includcd reproducing a famous picture of Wells at seventy-nine shaking his fist at

an unscen enemy. K'JgarIitskii quite unabash~!y describes this photograph as

"H.G. Wells demonstrating his hatrcd of capitnlis:n."'" Wells was, in fact,

shaking his fist at a neighbour's sycamore trce whose roots were apparently

impeding the growth of his own garden!

The relevant task at this time would he t(J answer the following questions:

What did Wells really think of Bolshevism? What was his assessment of Lenin?

In order to do 50, one must tum to Russia in the Shadows. Wells had already

:l6Mayer, "Wells in the Dark," 22.

17Iulii Kurganov, "Oshibka Gerberta Uellsa," LeninsTuzia Smena (Gorkii) 19
August 1958•

"'·Iulii Kagarlitskii, TIre Life and Tlwught ofH.G. Wells. (London, 1966) 130.
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sketched a part of the Bolshe\'ik portrait in the article quoted extensively

above.'9 He had stated that the Bolsheviks were well-educated. competent.

skillC':l revolutionaries who spoke severa' !~!lguages and were weil acquainted with

the realities of European politienl mOVl'ments,. Wells had of coul"Se written that

article in 1918. when his knowledge of RII~,sia was several yenl"S out date. ln what

manner did his opinion regarding the Bo!lsheviks change during hi~ 1920 visit?

For change it did.

The c1earest statements upon this issue are to be found in "TI:e

Quintessence of Bolshevism...... the third chapter of Russia in the Shadows. ln the

fil"St place, Wells points out that the Bolsheviks embody an "idea; as oppose<! to

such men as Denikin, Kolchak, or Wrangel, whom he deseribes as Mere

"brigands." This "idea" consisted of giving the land back to the pensants and

making peace with Germany. Gliding Iightly over "the end justifies tlte means"

ethic, Wells continues his narration by asserting that in order to remain in power

the Bolsheviks established the Cheka; in Wells's estimate, this organisation's

killings were done "for a reason and to an ~nd" ("apart from the individual

ntrocities"), unlike the killings of the Denikin regime, charaderised as "silly

aimless butcheries.nJl Asking himself"Who are these Bolsheviki?", Wells

dismisses "the crazier section of the British Press [which describes Bolsheviks as]

l'Wells, "Mr. Wells and the Bolsheviks."

~as Wells purposely parodying Shaw's title, 17Ie Quintessence oflbsenism?

31Russia in the Sluu:lows, 64.
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Frecmasons, and Gennans are ail jumbled together in the maddest rashion.""

Bolsheviks, declares Wells, are exactly who they say they are - Marxist Socislists.

He adds that he "docs not agree Wiill either their views or their methods but that

il> another question."

Elsewhere in the book, Wells indulges in what can only be described as the

debunking or Marxism and, by association, or Bolshevism. He relates that tltere

are bundr~s or people in Russia working on the translation of the world's

c1assics, but book:lelling is iIIegal, as is ail trading:

In titis matter or book distribution the Bolshevik autltorities are
clearly at a 1055. They are at a 1055 upon very many such matters.
In regard to the intellectual lire or the community one discovers that
Marxist Communism is witltout plans and ideas. Marxist
ComulUnism has always been a tlteory of revolution, a lbeory not
merely lacking in creative and constructive ideas, but hostile ~~

l:reativl; and construclive ideas_. The Russian Communisl
Governmenl now finds itself race 10 face _ wilh the problem or
sustaining scientific lire, or sustaining tltought and discussion, of
promoling artislic creation. Marx tlte Prophel and his Sacred Book
supply il witb no lead al ail in tlte matter. Bolshevism, having no
Sl:hemes, musl improvise thererore - c1umsily, and is reduced to
these palhelic attempls to salvage the wreckage of tlte intelieclual
life of lhe old order. And lbal life ~5 very sick and unhappy and
seems Iikely 10 die on its hands.3J

Il is a malter of historical record tltal tlte Bolsheviks were indeed improvising

during the first years of their regime. Wells makes it c1ear lbal he bas many

doubts about their ability to build a new world. The Bolsheviks, he argues, never

J1Russùz in the Sluufows, 65•

3JRussia in the Sluufows, 48-49.
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anticipated having to deal with ail the empt)" shops, and buildings, and markets,

once they abolished ail trading and ~llited for the withering a~y of the state und

the coming of earthl)" paradise. They never anticipated ail the practical duily

obstacles and problems of running a huge country such as Russia. Il is a

generally accepted historical fact that Lenin himself~s uUerly surprised when

the Bolsh::viks took over. He had no real plan of action, as is confirmed by his

citing Napoleon - "On s'engage, puis on voit" - just prior to seizing power. Once

the initial shock wore off - "it is enough to make one's head spin" is anotbl:r

famous quote from Lenin at the time - the Bolshevik leader decided to take ovcr

the Socialist Revr;lutionaries' program on land reforms, since he had no illusions

about whom the pensants supported - it ~s indeed the SR's. Lenin's next

decision wus to proclaim a dictatorship.

Il is in part the result of these decisions that Wells describes in "The

Creative Effort in Russia" and "The Petersburg Soviet" in the second half of the

book. Wells observes that

these Bolsheviks are, as 1 have explained, cxtremely incxperienced
men, intellectual exiles from Geneva and Hampstead, or
comparatively iIIiterate manual workers from the United States.
Never wus there 50 amateurisli a government since the early Moslim
found themselves in control of Cairo, Damascus, and
Me5Opotamia.34

For example, after addressing the Petersburg Soviet, Wells wus able to observe

the running of this parliament's daily business:

34Russia in the Sluulows, 91.
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Here speakers rose in the body of the hall, discharging brief
utternnces for a minute or 50 and subsiding again. There were
shouts and interruptions. The debate was much more Iike a big
labour mass meeting in the Queen's hall than anything tbat a
Western European would recognise as a legislature.... Il was in fact
a mass meet incapable of any real legislative activities; capable at
the utmost of endorsing or not endorsing tbe Government in control
of tbe platrorm. Compared witb the British Parliament it has about
as much organisation, structure, and working emci~ncY as a big
bagful of miscellaneous wheels might bave, compared to an old·
fasbioned Rnd inaceurnte but still going c1ock.JS

One can surely argue then, that whatever Wells thought of these well-educated,

experienced revolutionaries in 1918, he found their lack of experience in

governing tbe country appalling and entirely inadequate in 1920. The simple

truth, which Wells recognised, was tbat Lenin and his followers had no prnctice

and no experience in running a govemment wben the dictatorship was proclaimed

and the Constituent Assembly dissolved. They were to acquire this through their

bitter and bloody descent into tbe Civil War.

Why tben did the controversy over Russia in tire Shadows arise? If Wells's

opinion of the &Isheviks was sc low, why did Churchill, Jones, Merezhkovsky,

and others bernte him for "supporting" the Bolsbeviks? Why did he support tbem

in his balf·hearted fashion? Tbe answers to tbese questions are provided in part

by Wells himself. In the final analysis, after reDecting upon bis experiences in

Soviet Russia, Wells came to the conclusion that there was no viable alternative

to L'te Bolshevik govemment in 1920:

J5Russia in the Shadows, 119·120.
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There are of course a multitude of antagonlsts - adventurers and
the like - rcDdy, ~ith European assistance, to attempt the
overthrow of that Boishevik Government. but there are no slgns of
any common purpose and moral unity capable of replacln~ Il. And
moreover there in no tlme now for another revolutlon ln Russla. A
year more of civil war will make the fina! slnldng of Russla out If
civilisation Inevitable. Wc have to make what wc can, therefore of
the Boishevik Government, whether wc like Il or not?'"

Again, the notion of the "raee between education and catastrophe" cnme back to

haunt Wells; the sense of urgency which permentes so much of his fiction, as weil

as non.fictlon, was again colouring his judgment. At the very beglnnlng of the

book, Wells made the point that

the dominant fact for the Western render, the threatening and
disconeerting fact. is that a social system very Iike our own and
intimately connected with our own has crashed:7

There was absolutely no doubt in Wells's mind that if Russia were not brought

back into the community of nation, or rather the "common European house," to

borrow Gorbachev's later expression, this collapse would sprend and ultlmately

~.sult in the collapse of Western civilisation itselt The West should therefore help

Russia, even if it mennt helping :he Boisheviks. Instead of prenehing hostility,

sending troops, supporting the Whites, and 50 on, Wells rensoned, the West ought

to either keep out of Russia or recognise the Boishevik government and send

humanitarian aid, as weil as establish diplomatie and economle tles with Il.

Sueh was Wells's assessment of what he regarded as the only intelligent

J6Russia in the SluuIows, 147·148•

37Russia in the SluuIows, 12.
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course of action in 1920, confirmed both in The OuJUne of History (1920) and An

&periment in AuJobiograplly (1934), as weil as numerous short pieces of

joumalism. Wells never would change his mind on this matter. Yeurs later, he

would write that the AIlied invasion 0' Russia was a great error, that it only

strengthened Lenin's position, since he could daim to defending the country from

foreign invaders. Whatever he thought of sorne of the "narrJw and doctrinaire"

members of the Bolshevik govemment, Wells was certain that Lenin and other

"men of imagination and intellectual Oexibility"

would have been forced to link their system on to the slowly evolved
:radition of monetary system, and to come to deulings with the
incurable individualism of the pensant cultivator.38

And so they did, a year later, with the setting in motion of the New Economic

Policy. Wells's argument, however, went further; he maintained that one of the

consequences of the AIlied invasion was not only that the bolsheviks became more

entrenched in their niche of power, but also that they resorted to ever more

ruthless and inhuman means to strengtl::en their position. Il was Wells's belief

that had normal ties been established with Bolshevik Russia as early as 1918, the

contact with the outside world would have greatly softened their tyranniesl

methods. Thus, Wells argues,

the new Soviet Russia was the best moral and politica\ investment
that had ever been offered to Britain. And our Foreign Office
tumed it down - Iike a virtuous spinster of a certain age refllsing a

38Wells, The 0utJine ofHistory, vol. 2, 890.
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proposai to elope and bear ten children:"

The truth, the only historical truth. is that we simply do not know what would

have happened if the West had supported Lenin. How does onc assess such

hypothetical statements on Wells's part'? The fact remains that Lenin. Trotsky.

and others did use brutal tactics to suppress evelj' type of rebellion against thcir

regime. Lenin himself authorized execution and the use of the Cheka in

suppressing not on!y the monarchists, but al50 his own fellow "marxists" -

particularly the SR's and Mensheviks, rnany of whom he described as "petty

bourgeois socialists" in his remarkable booklet Stale and Revolution. One of

Wells's early crities, John Spargo, who had been writing extensively on thll

Russian Revolution, immediately challenged Wel!s's version of events in Russia:

My quarrel is no~ with H.G. Wells, the keen and conseientious
reporter, but with H.G. Wells the muddled social theorist, thc
misguided philosopher_ 1 submit to H.G. Wells and to his and my
rearlers that by their destrudion of the Russian peoples' organs of
self-government the Boisheviki made inevitable a whole series of
disasters. They made inevitable the reign of anarchy and looting
which Mr. Wells cites as the apparent justification of the terror.
They made inevitable, too, the civil strife, the revolts and
insurrections which now figure in Mr. Wells's account as
independent causes of the present miselj'. Just as the Boisheviki
brought the revolution of 1905 to disaster, 50 they sabotaged the
democratic forces of the nation which were creatÏi'ig a truly popular
government...,

While Spargo's contention that the Bolsheviks were responsible for the failure of

J'Wells, &periment in AulobÙJgTtlphy, 771.

"'Cited in "H.G. Wells's Views on Boishevik Russia Challenged," Crurent Opinion
70 (Janualj' 1921) 69·70.
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1905 is not quite accurate, it is truc that the polarisation which was there in 1905

betwccn difTerent marxist factions existed also in 1917. The Civil War itself

started betwccn the len - Bolsheviks - and the other len - SR's, Mensheviks,

and others -, not so much betwecn the "Ien" and the "right," that is, betwccn the

Reds and the Whites. Even in the camps, later on, the Bolsheviks were concerned

less with the monarchists than with other groups which resisted their takeover -

of these, the SR's had been the most numerous. Il is indeed to Wells's discredit

that in Russia in tire Sizadows he lashed out at the émigres, calling them

"politically contemptible" for rehearsing "endless stories of "Bolshevik outrages"

and not being capable of any creative political reflection.<' It may very weil be

that this lapse of judgment on Wells's part, more than any other statement,

angered Dmitry Merezhkovsky, one of the most famous Russian refugees at the

time. Merezhkovsky felt compelled to write a famous "Lettre ouverte à Wells." A

long-time admirer of Wells, he wrote this letter while living as an exile in Paris,

having spent two years in a Bolshevik jail. His bitter reply to Wells includes a

long harangue of Maxim Gorky, as weil as of Lenin and his "Bol hevik

barbarians." Il ends w.1th an ardent appeal to Wells to reconsider carefully his

attitude towards Bolsheviks:

Et pour tenniner, Mr. Wells, pennettez-moi de vous citez vous­
mêmes.

Savez vous ce que c'est que les bolcheviks? Ce ne sont ni des
hommes, ni des bêtes, pas même des diables, mais bien vos
Marsiens. D se passe aujourd'hui, et non seulement en Russie, mais

"Russia in the ~nadows, 89.
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partout dans le monde, ce que vous avez si génialement pn.'<!it dans
la Guerre des Mondes. Les Marsiens sont descendus sur la Russie
ouvertement, mais on sent déjà qu'ils fourmillent de toutes part
d'une façon souterrnine.

Ce qu'il y a de plus elTroyallle chez les bolcheviks ._ c'est qu'ils
sont des êtres appartenant a un monde difiërent; leurs corps ne
sont pas les nôtres; leurs âmes, pas les nôtres. Us neus sont
étrangers, a nous enfants de la terre, de tout~ la transcendance
étrange de leur nature.

Vous les connaissez, MI'. Wells. mieux que personne. Vous
savez que le triomphe des Marsiens signifie non seulement la perte
de ma patrie et de la votre, mais de toute cette planète.

Seriez-vous donc avec eux contre vous-mêmes?"

It is not surprising that Wells does not seem to have ever written a reply to

Merezhkovsky, although he did not hesitate to respond in bis customary energetic

fashion to Churchill and Jones.4J For in spite of his constant attempts to

influence Western governments to recognise Lenin and the Bolsheviks, Wells's

personal feelings in this matter were far from clcaT and his support of the

Bolsheviks was of a half-hcarted nature, partly induced, as was already

mentioned, by his fcar of the pending world wiùe catastrophe. This fcar on

Wells's part is the most important clue in understanding his attitude to Russian

events following the First World War. Where his ties to Bolsheviks are

concerned, there are two more elements which need to he mentioned here in order

to solve the puzzling question of his initial support for them.

In the first place, it is casily conceivable that given the self-made man's

41Dmitrii Merezhkovsky, "Lettre ouverte à Wells," Révue hébdonuuIaire, n.s. 1
(January 1921) 132.

43To the best of my knowledge, Wells did not respond publicly to Merezhkovsky,
although he may have done so in a private letter.
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conlempt for the ruling classes and the self-educated man's impatience and lack

of sympathy for certain types of intellectuals, Wells would have dismissed such a

crucial event as the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly as a necessary and

not entirely unjustified act on Lenin's part. lt is plausible that Wells saw sorne

similarities between this event and Cromwell's dissolution oC the Rump

Parliament, as did sorne other westemers, such as ISlIl!c Deutscher and E.H.

Carr." Cromwe!l's Camous words to the memhers of this Parliament are echoed

in Wells's cal! Cor a "New Republic" in England when the news oC the February

revolution first reached him. However, although Wells selC.admittedly admired

Cromwell as one of the great Englishmen, he did not advocate violent overthrow

oC the British governmenl. ln tbis sense, Wells can he looked upon as a type of

"parlour Boishevik," thus described in 1921 by Herbert Croly.cs

In the seœnd place, it was Wells's meeting with Lenin, the "Dreamer in

the Kremlin," which cemented his helief that there ma~' yet he a possibility to

build a brave new world in Russia. Prior to this meeting, Wells's estimate of

Lenin was not entirely flattering. ln a letter to an American author, Wells wrote

the following:

Lenin, 1 assure you is a Iittle beast, Iike this (Collowed a drawing oC
the Iittle beast). He just wants power and when he gets it he bas no
use for il. He doesn't cat weil, or live prettily, or get cbildren, or

"Cromwell was one oCWells's heroes, described by him as a "grest Englishman."

csCroly writes that "parlour Bolsheviks" differed Crom "plain Bolsheviks" in their
"conviction oC the impotence oC violence as an ager.cy oC radical social amelioration."
Croly, "Hope, History and H.G. Wells," The New Republic 29 (Noveroher 30,1921) 10.
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care for beautiful things... Lenin is just a Russian Sidney Webb. a
rotten little incessant intriguer.._ He (Lenin not Sidney Webb)
ought to be killcd by sOlDe moral sanitary authority......

What was it in Wells's meeting the Russian leader which changl-d his opinion

about the "IiUle intriguer?" Wells informs his readers that he had come to the

meeting expecting to struggle with a doctrinaire Marxist, but he "found nothing of

the SOrt."47 Instead, the two men engagcd in an all-out debate on the future of

Russia and w!tat course of action was needcd to save the country from complete

ruin. Wells wantcd to know specifically ;Ilhat sort of state Lenin was trying to

builà; Lenin, on the other hand, was curious to know why there were no attempts

in England to establish a communist state through revolution. The talk turncd to

what both men considered to he a necessary task at the time: the "defeat of the

Russian peasant en masse," and along with it all those forces of inertia creatcd by

what they considered to be the illiterate, static elements of society. Neither man

displaycd much patience with the g.-eat mass of uncducatcd "moujiks," for they

were responsibie for slowing down the growth of a new society.

Lenin also discusscd the electrification of Russia - Wells was quite cynical

about the Russian leader's chances of success in tbis endeavour, but be praised

sorne of the cducational efforts he had seen. It was Lenin's command of English,

frankness, quickness, and intensity which dazzlcd Wells, even if he did not agree

in theory with the Boishevik leader's convictions: Wells statcd that the essential

~is letter is citcd in Brome, Six Studies in QuarreUing, 66•

47Russia i,~ the 51uu:lows, 129-130.
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difTerence betwccn them was that he was an "Evolutionary Collectivist" where

Lenin was a Marxist, although a more accurate tenn to describe Lenin - and this

is indccd what Wells mennt to say - would he to borrow Rosa Luxemburg's

tenn - "volontarist." Wells's encounter with Lenin is an event of utmost

importance, since it helped to persuade him that a new socialist state could

indccd come into heing on the soil of Russia:

In him 1 realized that Communism could aner aIl, in spite of Marx,
be enonnously creative. After the tiresome c1ass-war fanaties 1 had
becn encountering among the Communists, men of formulae as
steril~ as flints, after numerous experiences of the trained and
empty conceit of the common Marxist devotee, this amazing little
man, with his frank admission of the immensity and complication of
the project of Communism and his simple concentration upon ils
realisation, was very refreshing. He at lenst has a vision of a world
changed over and planned and built afresh.48

So, of COt~rse, did Wells.

Was this a lapse in judgment on Wells's part? Or is the only proper

manner to view Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin as Vladimir Nabokov did - common

criminals distinguishable only by their facial hair? Sorne crities condemn Wells

to this day as a man who accepted and supported both Lenin and Stalin." Such

commentators also tend to share the he!ief that Stalinism was a direct

continuation of Leninism - a matter upon which there is as yet no consensus at

ail. Thus, Wells's ruminations upon Russia are onen dismissed as helonging to

the dustbin of history, along with such "fumbles" as, for example, Neville

48Russia in the SluuIows, 137-138•

"Michael Coren, )1ary Meyer, and Christine Rydel, for example.
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Chamberlain's supposedly naiye acceptance of HitIer's Iittle pk'Ce of papcr.

It is not only a historian's intellectual but also an cthical duiy to refrain

from passing such historically naiYc judgments on past generations. Noncthelcss,

from time to time, a new book or an article is published about H.G. Wells,

reiterating ad nauseam that Wells was a silly character who had no morals and

was almost single-handedly responsible for endowing u:mn's and Stalin's nogimes

with lei:itimacy. Does such scholarship add anything new to our u.làci"Stand:ng of

not ..:mly Wells but of "what actually happened," to borrow Ranke's old tenet?

Surely it is time now, in this post-Cold War era to lay the ghosts of Henry Arthur

Jones and his disciples to rest, and ronsider Wells for what he was - an intensely

passionate man with a fervent and profound interest in world affaÎ1s and the

future of mankind. The controversy surrounding Michael Coren's new biography

of Wells may very weil serve to sell more copies of this book, but there is not a

single utterance in it whieh adds something new to scholarship or is not coloured

by Coren's peculiarly strong bias regarding Wells. In an overly politicised age

where such pseudo-historians seem to be looking for an "angle" on their topies,

one might do weil to remember Ranke's other p~pt, that "every generation is

equidistant from God." If this is indeed so, passing definitive moral judgments

on dead writers and dead generations is at best unhistorical acd belongs to the

dornain of moral philosophy.

There is one last issue worthy of mention here. In one of the most

humorous passages ever written by a serious author upon a serious subjed, Wells
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built a case against Marx and Marxism in RUSSÙl in the Shtuiows:

1 have always rcgarded Marx as a Bore of the extremest sort. His
va~t unCinished work, Das KapiJal, a cadence of wcarl50me volumes
about such phantom unrealltles as the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat, a book forever maundering away Into tedlous sccondary
discussions, impresses me as a monument of pretentious pedantry._
ln Russia, 1 must confess, my passive objection to Marx h,!::
changed to a very active hostility. Wherever we wcnt we
encountered busts, portraits, and statues of Marx. About two-thirds
of the face of Marx is bcard, a vast solemn woolly uneventful bcard
that must have made ail normal exercise impossible. Il is not the
sort of bcara that happens to a man, it is a bcard cultivated,
cherished, and thnJst patriarchally upon the world. I1 is e:œctly
Iike Das KapiJaI in its inane atoundance, and the human part of the
face looks over it owlishly as if it looked to sec how the growth
impressed mankind. 1 found the omnipresent images of that bcard
more and more irritating. A gnawing desire grew upon me to sec
Karl Marx shaved. Some day, if 1 am spared, 1 will take up shcars
and a razor against Des KapiJaI; 1 will ~Tite The Shaving ofKarl
Marx.5O

Il is noteworthy that some Soviet writers of the Cold War period used Wells's

words here in fictitious re-enactments of the Wells-Lenin encounter. In a scene

which resembles a non-sequitur Marx brothers routine, Nikolai Pogodin uses

several elements from Russia in the Shadows to paint an unflattering picture of

Wells:

Lenin: 1 am Iistening.
The Englishman: I, of course, do not !:>elieve the rumours about

your being a freema5On.
Lenin: 50, there are still freemasons around in London? My God,

such rubbishl
The Englishman: (unrumed) 1 am told that you arc poorly

acquaintcd with Russian daily Iife. Il ls very hard to get 10
you. There arc 50 many guards and sentries here. How can
you have any real contact with your people?

50Russia in the Shadows, 69.70.
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Lenin: My ~:ontact with the Russian people does not depend on the
guards.

The Englishman: 1 plan to WTite a long book against Marx.
Lenin: (smiling) That's interesting.
The Englishman: He bores me.
Lenin: Who does?
The Englishman: Marx. 1 did say Marx, didn't I?~l

Having thus disposed oC Marx, Wells, on the other hand, set Corth the notion that

"there would have been MaJ'xi~ts if Marx had never lived." ln a conversation with

Zorin, a young Bolshevik who had retumed from America, Wells compare<! tltei..

experiences of struggling to better their sort in a capitalist society:

We told each other stories of the way our social system wastes and
l,reaks down and maddens decent and willing men. Between us was
the freemasonry rof a common indignation.

lt is that indignation of youth and energy, thwarted and
misused, it is that a~rl no Mere economic tht.'lrising, which is the
Iivillg and Iinking inspiration of the Marxist movement thro:Jghout
the world. lt is not that Marx was profoundly wise, but that our
economic system has been stupid, selfish, wasteful, and
anarehistic.S2

lt is not difficult to agree with some of Wells's ~tatements ;lhilVe. One

must simply remember the sIums of Loadoll at this time, or some of the darker

passages from Zola's novels or Orwell's The Road to Wigan Pier, to bring to mind

sorne of the less appealing and perturbing aspect:> of capitalist-based economies

or the time. Like most intellectuals of the lea and some or the right, Wells had

the usual reactions to the contradictions of modem day-to-day existence - to the

SINikolai Pogodin, Kremlin ClIimes in Sobranie sochùumü v chetyrekh tomakh, vol.
Z (Moscow, 1973) 136-137•

52Russia in tire Shadows, 72-73.
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impressive wealth and jarring poverty which industry brought into being. At the

same time, Iike most Victorians, he believed in science and its untapped future

achievements. When it came to pondering The Salvaging ofthe CivilisatùJn (as one

of his titles from 1921 suggests), he naturnlly turned to science as the only real

solution to the political problems bequeathed by uneven industrial development.

as weIl as to the divisions between classes which now became the aeute social

issue of the times. ln the ordinary sense, Wells was a planner, rather than a

socialist•
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CHAPTER III

DISILLUSIONMENT

!t is not revolutions and upheavals
That cIear the road to a new and better day.

Boris Pasternak, "AUer the Stl'rm", 1958
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Wells's third journey to Russia has been described many times in the

standard biographies. Il took place in 1934, Courteen years aner Wells's

encounter with Lenin. During this time, Wells had not been idle in his search Cor

methods to bring about an ideal society. FOl" a short while he dabbleà in politics,

nmning as a Labour Party candidate in the 1922 and 19"'..3 elections - he lost

both times, but the Labour Party was to Conn its first government only a year

later. Wells had travelled to the United States in 1921 to he present at the

Washington Disannament ConCerence. During his 1934 visit there, he met F.D.R.

anJ was impressed by the group Roosevelt had gathered in the "Brain Trust." H

was 'Wells's contention at the time that Roosevelt's New Deal was precisely the

sort oC socialism Wells had onen envisaged, but once he became more acquainted

with the individuals who ran the daily business oC the U.S. government, his

enthusiasm diminished to some extent.

Wells was also present at the League oC Nations assembly in Geneva in

1924; he lectured at the Sorbonne in 1927, and addressed the Reichstag in 1929.

The connecting theme in aIl these activities is to he Cound in Wells's numerous

pamphlets, articles, and novels oC the period. For example, Tire World of William

Clissold, published 5n 1926, is an eight-hundred page discussion about the

methods needed to bring into heing a type oC new internationalism. ûnly two

years later, Wells would cali this reCurbishing oC bis old ideas on world

government The Open Conspiracy: Bille Prints for a Wor/d Revoiution. Reiterating
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some of lIis ideas from A Modern Ulopia (1905). The Research Magnijicenl (1915).

The Salvaging of Civüisation (1921)••md other novels as weil as non-fiction

dealing with The Idea ofa League of Na.'ions (1919). Wells continued to cali for

the creation of an international community of great businessmen. scientists.

artists, and intellectuals of ail types who would "opcnly conspire" to bring about

a world government by making their own governments obsolete.

Alas, only a year liner Wells published The Open Conspiracy, the stock

market crash put an end to some of these dreams: the great business

corporations which were to be the bedrock of Wells's future internationalism

were now disappearing into the Great Depression. This great economic crisis in

the West brought about a situation where Soviet Russia's economic policies,

namely collectivisation and industrialisation, were looked upon as the

"progressive" solution. At a time when there seemed to be no relief to the Misery

and despair brought about by the unemployment in the West, Soviet Russia

presented a great contrast indeed, with its first five year plan seemingly kl.ocping

everyone employed and contented.

As Arthur Koestler reOected ironically afier the Second World War, in the

1930s

every comparison between the state of affairs in Russia and in the
Western world seemed to speak eloquently in favour of the former.
ln the West, there was mass unemployment; in Russia, a shortage
of manpower. ln t!le West, chronic strikes and social unrest which,
in some countries, were threatening to lead to civil war, in Russia,
where ail faetones belonged to the people, the workers vied in
socialist competitions for higher production outputs. ln the West,
the anarchy of laissez-faire was drowning the capitalist system in
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chaos and depression; in Russia, the First rive Yea, Plan was
tronsfonning, by a series of giant strokes, the Most backward into
the Most advanced country of Europe. Ir History herself were a
fellow-traveller, she could not have arranged a more c1ever timing
of events than this coincidence of the gravest crisis of the Western
world with the initial phase of Russia's industrial revnJ!:~lOn. The
contrast between the downward trend of enpitalism and the
simultaneous steep rise of planned Soviet economy was so striking
and obvious that it led to the equally obvious conclusion: they are
the future - we, the past.'

Is it therefore astonishing that books and articles on Russia were highly

sought after by readers in the West? Russophiles and fellow travellers renewed

their pilgrimages to the "New Jerusalem," with, for example, Bernard Shaw's and

Lady Astors visit of 1931, or Sidney and Beatrice Webb's journey shortly

thereafter. Harold Laski, John Strachey, Bertrand Russell, Sidney Hook, Bertram

Wolfe, Max Eastman, Arthur Koestler, Emil Ludwig, Malcolm Muggeridge,

Romain Rolland, André Gide, Henry Barbusse, and countless other writers,

politienl figures, and thinkers of various kinds either visited Russia or engaged

in the great debate on the Soviet Union in the 1930s. There is a number of well-

researched studies of the intellectual currents which fed the 1930s renewal of

Western intellectuals' fascination with Soviet Russia. For example, Jürgen

Rühle's Lilerature and Revolution, a CriJical Study ofthe Writer and Communism in

the Twentieth Century (1969), David Caute's The Fellow-Travellers, IntellectUill

Friends of Communism (1973), and Neal Wood's Communism and British

IntellectuaIs (1959), ail contain a wealth of information on the Iiterary and public

IArthur Koestler, Bricks to Babel (London, 1980) 69-70.
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ligures' connections with Soviet Russia.' Rùhle, for example. delines these men

and women as "the card-carrying communist and the homeless Lenist. the fellow

traveller and the heretic," ail playing an equally signilicant part in his study:'

The relevant issue to be pointed out here is that although Wells cannot he

delined as a fellow traveller, his encounter with Stalin must he put in the context

of the debate of such profound importance to Western intellt.-ctuals and pro-

50cialist thinkers at the t:me: where does the West go from here? 15 Soviet

Russia a viable example of the sort of future some "Iiherul" thinkers envisagt.-d

for the rest of the world? Can there be a meeting of minds between the West and

the East, Russia being the obvious common ground for any snch rapprochement?

The Socialism of the West met the Socialism of t:-'e East 0.1 July 23, 1934.

The interview itself took place in the Kremlin and although it was supposed to

last about fortY minutes, it went on for nearly tlJree hours, at Stalin's insistence.

Wells's Iirst remark was to ask what Stalin was doing to change the world. "Not

50 very much," was the Georgian's modest reply. The conversation then took on a

far more serious tone after this innocuous greeting. Il would be redundant to

describe here the course of the entire three hour conversation, since there are

2Jùrgen Rühle, LiJerature and Revolution, a CrîJù:aI Study ofthe Writer and
Communism in the Twentieth Century (New York, 1969); David Caute, The FeUow­
TravelJers, IntelJectual Friends of Communism (New Haven, 1988); Neal Wood,
Communism and British IntelJectUll1s (New York, 1959)•

3RübJe, 314.
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several detaik'<l assessments of this encounter in Wells's biographies. Suffice it to

say that by comparison with Bernard Shaw or Emil Ludwig - these being only

two of the more prominent figures who interviewed Stalin at the time - Wells

had attempted to do something far more constructive and responsible. He tried

to engage Stalin in a conversation the purpose of which, it would seem, was to

push the Soviet leader towards reform-minded elements in the world, that is,

Roosevelt and his "New Dealers." By provoking Stalin with statements which

pointed out how old-fashioned and useless Communist propaganda in the West

had become, Wells hoped to draw the dictator away from hurling the usual

Marxist dogma at his guest and to engage in a meaningful exchange on the

future of socialism. But Stalin refused to accept any possibility of rapprochement

between the West and the East, drawing arguments from a plethora of Mar:.:ist

clichés regarding the inevitable demise of capitalism:

The aim which the Americans are pursuing arose out of the
economic troubles, out of the economic crisis. The Americans want
to rid themselves of the crisis on the basis of private capitalist
economy without chnging the economic basis_ Here. however, as
you Imow, in l'lace of the old destroyed economic basis, an entirely
dirrerent, a new economic basis has been created."

This economic basis had, of course, been built upon the Gulag Archipelago,

although public Imowledge of such historical facts would only become widespread

several decades aner the fact.

Wells and Stalin continued to discuss the role of the individual in a

" H.G. Wells StaIin-Wells Talk, the Verbatim Reœrd and a Discussion by
G.Bemard Shaw, el al (Lo:;:don, 1934) 5.
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socialist state, the methods of aehieving politieal power, the role of the

intelligentsia in revolutionary movements, and even suen incidental details as

Cromwell's plael' in history. However, the point over which the two sparn..d, and

whieh Shaw wholly distorted in the ensuing debate, wns the crucial one of the

revolution and the Comintern: should the communists use the len-wing taeties

and ally themselves with Socialists, moderate socialists, and the other so-calk'd

progressive Corces, as they had tried to do earlier in England? Il is perhaps

ironie that the policy whieh Wells wns trying to persuade Stalin to Collow had

been earlier supported by the Soviet Leader when Trotsky and the so-called

"Len" in the party were purged. Indeed, at that time, the New York Times had

gone so Car as to cali Stalin a "moderate."

But only a Cew months aner the conversation oC Stalin and Wells came the

assassination oC Kirov, and not long aner that the proclamation oC the emergency

decrees that would give Stalin and the NKVD absolute power, leading to a far

more ruthless type oC dietatorship than the Nazis were to establish aner the

Gleichschallung. What emerges Crom this conversation is the indisputable Caet

that Wells not only believed in centralized planning and some measu:,.' oC

coercive methods in the running oC a country, but that in Many respects he also

anticipated the theory oC convergence hetween socialism and capitalism that

would later he developed by Sakharov and his Criends in the concluding phases oC

the Cold War. Moreover, it is very revealing oC Wells's own intentions that

nowhere did he mention collectivisation and the brutal consequences to which
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this had given lise. Did Wells kIlow about the famine forccd collectivisation had

brought about in Ukraine? Did he kIlow about the deaths and arrcsts of millions

of Soviets brandcd as "kulaks" or "enemies of the people?" Malcolm Muggeridge

and others who had visitcd Russia at the behest of Beatrice Webb, had only

enthusiastic stateUients to make regarding Boishevik policies. E\'en Arthur

Koestler - later to become one of the staunchest anti-communists in the West -

after travelling in Russia in 1932, spent the next two years working for the

Comintern Propaganda Office in Paris. But Muggeridge's attitude and that of

Koestler and other Westerners began to change as the results of collectivisation

became apparent to foreign journalists and other observers prepared to recognize

what was taking place in Russia in 1933. Indeed, in 1930, Stalin himself made

the famous "Dizzy with Success" speech in which he criticizcd certain

"overzealous revolutionaries" in the Communist Party for using coercive methods

to collectivize the peasant farms in the U.S.S.R.s

Il is impossible to believe lbat Wells was unaware of ail this. As carly as

1931, he had made the following contemptuous comments about Stalin in a BBC

Radio Broadcast:

Il was better in any skillcd job to have an expert who was not a
Communist than a Communist who was not an expert. Stalin had
found that out at last. Il is a pitYthat he did not find that out
earlier in his career, before he began to lop off the abler of his
associates. Il is a pity he could not think of it before putting some
of his best scientific advisers on trial for their lives last ycar. But

5Stalin, "Dizzy with Success," in Works XII (Moscow, 1955) 197-205.
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better late than never.·

Wells fcare<! violence anel anarchy. was prepan.'d to sacrifice much for

international peace and disannament. but he buried the doubts that

collecthisation and other events must have brought to the surface even before the

assassination of Kirov, in his single-minded and. as it may appcar today. myopie

campaign to bring Stalin over to an alliance of refonn and progressive-mindL'<I

humanity that would stretch from F.D.R.'s New Deal to Stalin's Five Year Plans.

If this attempt on Wells's part may scem naive in retrospect, the idea was

certainly honourable in view of the rise of Hitler and nationalism.

The issue which needs to be thoroughly examined here is Wells's

scemingly blissful ignorance of the horrendous violence to which the pensants of

Russia were being subjected under his very nose. Why did Wells commit such a

lapse in judgement on this matter? ln oroer to answer this question, it does not

suffice to state that it was "Wells's hubris and tenacity" that prevented him from

condemning the mass murder under Stalin, as Michael Coren indicates!

Rather, one must consider the intellectual context of these events. While Wells,

Shaw, and others wrote a great deal about socialism, they were not in the least

bit concerne<! with the peasants' role in the building of thcir socialist utopias.

The peasants, aner ail, had ail but disappeared in England and the WesL But

6H.G. Wells, "Summing Up," in H.R. Knickerbocker et al., The New Russia
(London, 1931) 124•

'Michael Coren, "A Bastard," 50.
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colossal oversight ever m:Jde by Western pundits regarding Russi:J. One must

al50 remember that the "media" of the d:Jy was not instnntnm,'Ous as it is toduy:

there was no voiee for the stnrving millions in the Ukrnine the wlIY there was li

multitude of \'oices reporting, for exarnple, on the Ethiopian famine of the 1980s.

ln order to fully grasp the issue at hand, it would be wise to turn to sorne

of Wells's utteranccs upon the role of peasants in Russia. ln the concluding

passages of Russia in the Shadows, Wells's fenrs over the possible future "collllpse

of civilised system in Russia into pl::llsant barbarism" reached a fever pitch in the

following passage:

Nothing like this Russian downfall has ever happened before. If it
goes on for a yenr or so more the process of collapse will he
complete. Nothing will be left of Russia but a country of pensants.
The towns will be practically deserled and in ruins, the railways
will he rusting in disuse. With the railways will go the last vestiges
of any general govemmell.t. The pensants are absolutely iIIiterate
and collectively stupid, capable of resisting Interference but
incapable of comprehensive foresight and organisation. They will
become a sort of human swamp in a state of division, petty civil
war and political squalor, with a famine whenever th~ harvests are
bad; and they will be breeding epidemics for the rest of Europe."

Wells's other ruminations regarding pensants are equally replete with an

overwhelming sense of contempt for these "unwashed masses"; in the same book,

Wells maintains that

the great mass of the Russian population is an entirely iIIiterate
peasantry, grossly materialistic and politically indifferent. They are
superstitious, they are forever crossing themselves and kissin~

8Wells, Russia in the Shadows, 146.
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• •Images....

These examples of Wells's resentment and fcar of Russian pcasantI)" reveal the

extent to which he was int1uenced by his friend Gorky in this malter. Wells and

Gorky had engaged in long discussions on ail aspects of Russian Iife in the

course of their meetings. The two writers held a common belief that workers and

other less-educated groups were incapable of governing themselves without the

guidance of some sort of an élite. In an article published in Berlin in 1922,

Gorky's views on the peasantry parullel Wells's. Using a variety of derogatory

epithets to describe Russisn peasants, Gorky concludes that

The Russian intelligentsia, which has tried manfully for almost a
whole eentury to Iill those heavy Russian masses, lazily, heedlessly,
and negligently wallowing on the ground, to their feet - 1 say that
this intelligentsia is a victim, a victim of the history of a people
which has mai'laged to vegetate in astounding poverty in a land
incredibly richly endowed. And at lasl, the Russian Revolution has
brought the inert pcasantry to Iife (which will surely say to the
intelligentsia that it is stupid like the sun "for Iike the sun, it works
without profiL")_ The intellectual élite, the workers, the creators
of culture, have been devoured swiftly but surely by the emerging
peasantry_ Now it may be said with œrtainty that at the priee of
the intelligentsia's destruction, at the priee of the eclipse of the
working c1ass, the Russian peasantry has come into its own. 10

Gorky was writing in the wake of the bloody Civil War and Lenin's New

Economie Policy, which seemed to him a s'ep backward from the proper course

of revolution. Gorky's altitude t~ the pcasants also elucidates to sorne extent the

'Wells, Russia in the Shadows, 88•

•0Maxim Gorky, 0 TUSskom krest'ianstve, (Berlin, 1922), translated by Valentin
Boss as "On the Russian Peasantry," (MontreaI, 1988), MS in author's
possession.
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mot;,oes behind his eventuall)" becoming a supp\lrter of the B,,!shevik n:gime

under Stalin, upon his return from a self.imposed exile in Capri. For under

Stalin the peasan!s who had "come into their ol'n," as Gorky put it in 1922, werc

again be:ng subjected .0 serfdom, albeit of a ,oery modern type.

Il is important to point out that the mlocting betwet:n Wells and Gorky in

1934 was a disappointing one for Wells. Over the years the two writers had

developed a cl.>se friendship. They admired each other's work and shared many

ideas on literature and politics. The irony of this, their last encounter (Gorky

was to die two years later under mysterious circumstances), lies in the faet that

the two writers no longer shared the passion for intellectual freedom which had

brought them together in Gorky's darker moments, during his 1906 visit to

America. Wells wrote in his Experimenl in AuJobiography that by 1934 Gorky had

"become an unqualified Stalinite." When Wells attempted to persuade him that it

would be a good thing for Russian writers to join the P.E.N. organization, Gorky

staunchly refused to admit to the necessity of the freedom of expression:

The greater the political and social rigidity, 1 argued, the more the
need for thought and comment to play about iL These were quite
extraordinary ideas to ail my hearers, though Gorky must have
held them once.... 1 must confess to a profound discontent with
this last phase of bis. Something human and distressful in him,
which had Warmed my sympathies in his fugitive days, has
evaporated altogether. He has changed into a c1ass conscious
proletarian Great Man_ And he sat beside me, my old friend, the
erstwhile pelted outcast dismally in tears whom 1 tried to support
and comfort upon Staten Island, half deified now and ail dismay
forgotten, looking sidelong at me with that Tartar face of his, and
devising shrewd questions to reveal the spidery "capitalist"
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entllnglement he suspcct~'<I me of spinning."

Wells faik'<l in his eITorts to pet"suade the Russian writers he met in

Gorky's palatial dwelling to join the "libernl brotherhood of the P.E.N. Çlub5," as

he callcd iL He prcdietcd quite accurntely that

In the long run it would he the Russian intellectual movement that
would suITer most by this insistence upon making its cultural
relation~ with the outside world a one-way ch':mnel, an outgoing of
ail that Russia tho!lght fit to tell the world and the refusaI of any
critical retum. Mankind might even grow bG;;:d ::! !!!st b~ a
consciously heroie and unconsciously mystical Soviet Russia with
wax in its cars."

There is another issue relevant to a complete understllnding of Wells's

1934 visit to Russia and hi:; oversight reganl:ng collectivisation. Bascd on the

fact that Wells w'Juld never again visit Russia aner 1934, as well as sorne of his

stlltements about it in Experimem in AuJobjqgraphy (1934), TlU! Fale ofthe Honw

Sapiens (1939), and '42 to '44, A Contemporary Memoir upon Human Beluzvwur

During the Crisis of tlU! World Revolutwn (1944), it is painfully obvious that Wells

had become a disenchantcd Russophile. Just as Maurice Baring never visitcd the

country he lovcd with such passion aner 1914, Wells never went back to the "New

Jerusalem" aner 1934. Both writers had come to the sad conclusion that almost

everything they had fallen in love with in the Russia of the pre-revolutionary era

had disappearcd. In 1939, WelIs wrote:

lIWells, Experiment, 810-11.

"Wells, Experiment, 813. Il was not until Perestreika, as a result of
Gorbachev's policy of Glasnost', that the Soviet writers joined P.E.N.
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The darkest ~hadow on \he Russian outlook today is its failure to
reproduce a constellation of first·rute men atl!' to evoke its gencrnl
intelligence and speak for it to the world. Like most countries
today, R'Jssia does not seem to be puttin;,: her i>est men foremost.
She does not know ho", to find them and use them. She goes on
being c1umsy. Russia is faltering and lo~ing its imaginative appenI.
Their in:lbility to denl with her internai difficulties withr.ut a series
of trials and e."dutions so presented as to he e.xtrnonlinarily
repugnant to tile Western mind, and the open and undignifit.'l!
bickering of Trotsky and Stalin, have done much to rob her of her
once almost magical fascination.IJ

Gone were the v5brnnt writers, artists, and scientists Wells had met in !914.

Gone was the sense of Russia's being a slumbering giant slowly awakening to its

potential greatness. rnstend, Wells's ruminations regarding the whole of Western

civilisation - best summed up in his "rnce between education and catastrophe"

postulate - began to resemble his gloomy thoughts of Russia. In one of his las!

writings on the "Russian experiment," Wells talked of

the intense conDiet between a new birth of society and narrower
and grimmer forces, that May yet abort the last hopcs and creative
struggle of mankÏltd. 1 doubt if this great erisis of suffering is
frustrated, there will remain sufficient mental and mornl vitality in
our race to go on with further efforts."

Wells's expectations of RlIssia, and the promises of a future Iiberal utopia

Wells envisaged coming into being in Russia were not fulfilled. And although

Wells persisted in his tenacious beliefs lbat Russia was still somehow, to some

small degree, the harbinger of new intemationalism, it seemed to him, as carly

as 1931, that she was

lJWells, The Future ofHonw Sapiens, 255•

"Wells, "Foreward," to N. Gangulee, The Russian HorizPn (London, 1943) 8.
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like a reptile trying to n~ before lIer wing~ were evolvcd. She is like
some stupendous palaeozoic tadpole :rying to walk on land b.,fore
its k-gs ar!"Îve. The attempt to construct at one bOliDd a vast
modem State Capitalism, a single rationalizcd economic machine,
by the mcthods of despotism under Stalin, has broken down••_'$

le ViEW of such statements on Wells's part, it wOuid he wise to ex:>mine

the reasons which lcd him to still continue te llelieve, to hoV''C,oer a small degree,

in the eventual success of the Russian experin::nt. His conversation with Stalin

provides the MOst importanl clue in the puzzle. In the course of their long dehatp.

on the values of socialism, individualism, collectivism, and the meaning of the

revolution, the two men sparred over the so-callcd "technician class," that is, the

group of men Wells defincd as the middle-class technical workers. Il was Wells's

contention lhat the "technical intelligentsia," that is, a group of highly skillcd,

cducated professionals (such as his "Samurai" élite) were essential to the re-

organization of the Soviet society. But Stalin argucd that although this technical

intelligentsia

can under certain conditions perform miracles and greatly benefit
mankind. But it can aise cause great harm. We Soviet people have
not a Iittle experience of the technical intelligentsia.·6

Stalin then ~minded Wells of ail those members of the intelligentsia who

opposed the October Revolution and sabotagcd the work that followcd il:

You, Mr. Wells, evidently start out with the assumption that ail
men are good. l, however, do not forget that there are many wicked

15H.G. Wells, "Summing Up," 125•

·OWells, Stalin-WelJs Talk, 10.



•

•

men. 1 do not believe in the goodness of the llourgcoisie."

Wells tried in vain to persuade Stalin that man)' of these skilk'<l men, who

formerly opp....sed socialism and revolution. were now greatly interested in them.

"l'our class-war propagand'l has not kept pace with these facts. Mentality

changes." Again and again, Wells urged Stalin to abandon Marx. the proletariat.

and the old·fashioned notion of the class war. in c.:der to keep pace with the

great political and social changes of the early 19305, "It seems to me that 1 am

more to the Len than you, Mr. Stalin," were Wells's daring woms to the most

powerful dictator of the time, "1 think the old system is nearer to its end than

you think."1S lt was Wells's belief that if Russia were to recroit its best men for

the task at hand, it would again he on its way to the federnted socialist utopia of

his dreams.

A wide education, a free intellectual atmosphere, a whole class, not
merely of technicians, but of capable men with common ideas and a
common sense of responsibility, is called for. An ego-centred
autocrnt with a political party disciplined to death, a press bureau,
and a secret police, is no substitute for that}'

In spite of the great disappointment engendered by his meeting with

Stalin, Wells found a small remnant of the old Russian intelligentsia in the

person of the aging scientist Pavlov. Pavlov still PUl"Sued his work on animal

intelligence, went to church, spoke freely and openly about the Jack of

17Wells, Stalin-WeUs Talk, 11.

l'Wells, Stalin-weUs Talk, 11•

l'Wells, "Summing Up," 125·126.
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achievements of the new regime as weil as about the need for "absolute

intellectual frt.'Cdom if scientific progress, if an)' sort of human progress, was to

continue."" Aller this meeting, Wells's son Gip made the following remark to

his father. "ûdd to have passed a whole anernoon outside of Soviet Russia."

That 1 thought was a good remark. But if we had been outside
Soviet Russia, where had we been? That was not so easy. It wasn't
the Past. Il was a IitUe island of intellectual freedom? Il was a
scrap of the world republic of scienee? Il was a glimpse of the
future? But in the end we decided that it was just Pavlov."

The meeting with Pavlov was a small sign to Wells that it was still possible to

salvage the Russian experiment. Aller leaving Russia for the last time, Wells

would still continue to write and think about it to a great extent. He would

engage in an extensive debate on the meaning of his dialogue with Stalin in the

pages of The New StaJesman. Bernard Shaw, John Maynard Keynes, C.E.M. Joad,

Ernst Toiler, Douglas Jerrold, Dora Russell, and J.A. Spender, amongst others,

sent lelters to Tire New StaJesman and exchanged views on some of the mlijor

issues raised in the Stalin-Wells talk. Wells himself responded to some of these.

Il is worthwhile to examine brieOy some of the comments engendered by this

encounter, since it is through an analysis of such controversies tllat a historian

may arrive at ar. understanding of the mentality of the time.

Bernard Shaw was naturally the lirst to comment on what he saw as

Wells's inability to raise relevant issues in his talks with the Soviet leader.

Shaw's long lelter is ~plete with variations on the following theme:

:WWells, Experiment, 816

11Wells, Experiment, 817.
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StaHn, ,\~th inyincible patienœ. again gh,~s Wells a ludd
elementary lesson in post-Marxian po!itical science. 'i produces
Jess elTect on Wells the!! water on a duck's back.U

It WllS Shaw's contention that the S!alin-Wells encounter was u "collision bctwt.'Cn

an irresistiille force and an immoyable obstacle."

Ernst Toiler, the German dramatist who was exilt.-d in 1933, focused on

the issue of censorship. He dcnied Wells's assertion that there wus no

intellectual freedom in the Soviet Union. Toiler was espt:::ially impressed, as any

writer would have been, by the c1aimed level of Iiteracy (98%) in Soviet Russia.

Toiler, having just returned from the Soviet Writers' Congress (which Wells

himself had no time to attend), argued that "nowhere is cuUural Iife suppressed;

it is encouragoo everywhere. Nowhere are spiritual values destroyed; everywhere

they have become the possession of the people."2J Toller's wor~ abounded with

elements of doubt regarding the possibility of combining respect for the

in:iividual with revolutionary activities, yet even this perceptive and sensitive

writer seems to have presented a blind eye to the extraordinarily intricate forms

of censorship Soviet writers of the thirties were subjected to. However, his

disagreement with Wells on the issue of intellectual freedom is indicative not so

much of the faet that he !lad some sort of a fanatic devotion to Russi&, being an

utopian pacifist and revolutionary himself, as it is exemplary of the attitude

adopted by Western govemments and a JIIlijority of leading intellectuals toward

22G.B. Shaw, letter to The New Statesman, 3 November 1934•

:t3Ernst Toiler, letter to Tire New Statesman, 3 November 1934.
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the Soviet Union afier Hitler's rise to power. Il secmed to Ernst Toiler in 1934,

that

a new type of humanity i~ growing up [in Russia]. a type which is
fundamentaBy different from the people of Fascist countries. While
the intellect is hated and persecu~ed in Fascist countries, in the
U.S.S.R. the working people of the whole country &re striving to
find an intellectual basis for their lire in oroer to achieve a living
relationship with the great cultural values of the past and the
present.,.

Toiler never joined the growing community oi Genmln exiles in the V.S.S.R. -

men and women who were pursued by the Gestapo only to eventually lose their

lives at the hands of the NKVD during the Purges, or at the hands of the

Gestapo itself - when, following the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. Stalin

treacherously repatriated Gennan Communists.

One wonders at the Iight-hearted fashion in which other individuals

responded 10 the Stalin-Wells talk. One reader - later to achieve recognition as

an anthropologist - of the Statesman sent the following to the editor:

Sir,-
"Mr Stalin," said H.G.,
"1 want to make you sec
That it's only the beautiful and true
Can pull humanity through."

Stalin
Answered: "DarIin',
It's plain that politics
Are not your bag of tricks."

H.G. retorted: "Class war
Is to my mind such a bore.

~oller, letter 10 The New Statesman.
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Now in science
1 place much more reliancc."

Stalin soliloquised: "It looks
As if that man better stick to book.,.
He has such an extremely rum
Idea of the shape of things to come."

Geoffrey Gore..'-'

ln the same vein, "Kipps in the Kremlin," a satiric fictional n.'construction

of :he interview, published in the SaturtIay Review, likens Wells to two of his most

famous fictional characters, Mr. Polly and Mr. Kipps, bathetic figures complctcly

out of depth in the face I)f a ruthless "Dictator of the Proletariat":

The Iittle Englishman retreated before the Dictator with white face
and trembling checks. He felt and looked Iike Mr. Polly in a similar
precarious position. As he l'lent backwards, he fell over a travelling
trunk in the corner of the room. The accident relaxed the tension.
Stalin roared witb laughter, while Mr. Wells picked himself up and
resumed his shattered poise of the Intellectual.

"Pardon, mon cher ami," said Sta:in. "You reminded me of a
Menshevik whom 1 shot with this very pistol in 1917."26

Wells's attempts to persuade Stalin to forsake Marxist dogma and join

Roosevelt l'lere in general looked UpOn as a failure. Malcolm Cowley portrayed

Wells as an ineffectual Utopian, pursuing his own ideas, only to realise at the

end of his talk that Stalin could not be liberalized. Wells's urging Stalin to unite

with Roosevelt against the obstacles to "universal freedom and abul1dance" is

presented by Cowley as utterly ludicrous:

Imagine a Mohammedan missionary set:ing out to convince the

2SGeoff.rey Gorer, letter t() The New StaJesTTUlll, 10 November 1934, 660•

26"Kipps in the Kremlin," Saturtlay Review J58, 25 August 1934,7.
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Pope that he ought to renounce the Bible amI make a pilgrimage to
Mecca, arter being circumcised. Then imagine Wells in the
Kremlin, if you can."

Even John Maynard Keynes, whose response was one of the least partisan ones,

concludes that his

picture of that interview is of a man struggling with a gramophone.
The reproduction is excellent, the record is word-penee!. And there
is poor Wells feeling that he has his one chance to coax the needle
orr the record and hear it - vain hope - speak in human tones.211

Wells continued to respond to some or his critics in the pages of the

Stalesman. For the Most part, the debate was carried on by him and Bernard

Shaw, until, as in 1914, the Iwo writers tired of needling each other. Wells,

however, never cessed to reOeet on his Russian experiences. ln 1939, he

published The Holy Terror, a long rambling novel portraying the rise to power of

a character called Rud Whitlow. Satirising such figures as the fascist leader Sir

Oswald Moseley - whom Wells thoroughly despised - in the person of Sir

Horatio Bohun, the novel is a fictional indictment of both the Stalin and Hitler

regimes. Wells's disenchantment with Stalin in the novel parallels to some degree

Arthur Koestler's Darkness al Noon, written at about the same time. ln The FaJe

of Homo Sapiens, also published in 1939, Wells makes it clear !hat "like Most of

the world, [he] was amazed at those strange public trials and the killing-ofr of,

17Malcolm Cowley, "H.G. Wells in !he Kremlin," in '1'hülk Back on Us ••, a
Contemporary Memoir of the 1930s (London, 1967) 85•

1SJohn Maynard Keynes, letter to The New Stalesman, 10 November 1934.
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31nong others, a majorit)' of the original rc\'olutionaries."'· One must

remember that these Moscow Trials were widcl)' writlen about in the "'t'est b)'

joumalists and laW)'ers such as Dudle)' Collard, whose assessment was that the

trials were "conducted fairly and regularly according to the mies of pron'<lurc.

that the defendants were fully guilty of the crimes charg~'<I against them," and

that ail the British and American correspondents present at the trial of Radek

shared his view. Furthennore, it was Collard's conclusion that he should like to

express his "sympathy with the Soviet Govemment and the ~'Ople of the U.S.S.R.

in having had this series of appalling crimes committed in their country and to

ocrer his congratulations to them in having caught the men responsible.n..'"

In view of such statements, later proven to he so absurdly and tragically

inaccurate, it is weil to remember that Wells was one of the first so-called

"progressive" writers in the West to recognize the Moscow Show Trials for what

they were: a perverse example of the methods used by Stalin's NKVD to control

and Iiquidate the old Bolshevik guard, as weil as anyone else who dared to

criticise Stalin's regime. Furthennore, although he once described Stalin as

"honest and strong end human; Wells reveals that he was "disillusioned about

him [Stalin] mainly by those foolish films of personal propaganda." such as

Lenin in October in which Stalin, although he played a very minor role in the

2'Wells, The Fale ofHomo Sapiens, 259.

JllDudley CoUard, Soviet Justice and the Trial ofRJulek and Others (London,
1937) 82, 106.
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revolution, is portrnycd as the Great Leader giving out orders to capture

strntl-gic points in the city.JI

Wells showcd an ability for a finer shade of analysis in one of his last

assessments of the situation in Russia. He argucd, Il''')ng other things, that

there was something manifestly wrong with the head of the U.S.S.R.:

The organization at the head of things must be radically wrong to
be put out of gear by a mere personal feud [between Stalin and
TrotskyJ. It must be framcd as to eliminate good types of mind and
promote mcdiocrities.J2

Therein lies the most important clue in the mystery of Wells's continucd

involvement with Soviet Russia in the face of ail the evidence that seemcd to

ilOint out what a rothless dictatc.rship it had become. For ail the

disappointments Wells came to feel about the great Russian experiment, it was

his finn belief that if only ail the mediocre minds of the Communist party, tbnt

is, ail the apparatchiks, were replaced by the type of first rate Russian

intellectuals Wells knew and admired, ail would be for the best, again, in the best

of ail possible worlds. Was Wells grasping at straws? Sorne of his readers

thought 50. It is precisely this attitude on Wells's part that led a perceptive New

Statesman reader to describe Wells as an "incorrigible Panglossian optimist," for

Iike Voltaire's Panglosse, Wells interpreted even the most hideous instances of

oppression in Soviet Russia as Il necessary step on the road to eventual

J1Wells, The Fate ofHomo Sapiens, 263•

"Wells, The Fate ofHomo Sapier:s, 261·262.
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enlightenment. As was the case with Maxim GorI..-y in 1918. Wells's faith in the

goodness of mankind. in people's ability to use reason and \till to right certain

wrongs, kept pulling him away from the stance of an objective observer of man's

inhumanity to man. ln the aforementioned article on the peasantry by Gorky,

there is an echo of Wells's final thoughts on Russia:

_. where - it may be asked - is that kind-henrted, thoughtful,
Russian pensant, that indefatigable seeker aner troth llnd justice
whom Russian novelists in the nineteenth century used to describe
50 beautifully and 50 convincingly to the world?

ln my youth, 1 tried hard to find such types in the villages of
Russia, but 1 failed in m~' search. The type 1 came across most
onen was a sober realist. a eunning sharpie who knew far weil how
much it was to his advantage to present a simple and naive façade
to the rest of us.JJ

Gorky's "eunning sharpies" were precisely the sort of men who came to ron the

U.S.s.R. aner the 19205. That Wells was weil aware of this faet there is no doubL

Witness the following passage from Tire Fate oftire Homo Sapiens in which Wells

discusses J.O. Littlepage's In Searc/z of Savret Gold. This book by an American

mining engineer in Soviet Russia is the book Wells admits having lenrnt the

most from:

At the Littlepage touch the vast. sinister phantoms of Trotskyite
conspiracies and organized capitalist sabotage vanish from the
scene, the confessions of the aceused join the confessions of
50rcerers during the witch mania, and we see the human reality of
incompetent men trying to coyer up the mess they are making of
things, of wrongfully-appointed men holding on 10 their jobs by
trick and subterfuge, of hates and jenlousies, of elaborate
misrepresentations to save the face of groups involved in a common
failure-_ The hend does Dot know whom to believe, grows

JJMaxim Gorky, "On the Russian Pensantry," 8.
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suspicious and incalculable. The impulse of most of us when we
caRnot hit accurately, is to hit hard. The shootings become
understandable; take on the quality of necessity."

ft would seem that weil in advance of Mlzhenitsyn's novels, Ginsburg's

memoirs, or Robert Conquest's historical accounts of the horrors of Stalinism,

Wells had sorne notion or the deeper reasons which led many Russians and

Westemers alike to tum a blind eye to the regime which proved itself far, far

more monstrous than Hitler's Third Reich, in the sense that Stalin - as is now

commonly accepted - kilied many more people than did the Nazis with their

Final Solution. Numbers alone caRnot be decisive, of course, in making such

parallels, but it is noteworthy that even today there is a revival of the myth of the

"strong hand" in Russia, that is, the notion that primitive or idiosyncratic

societies such as Russia "need" Stalin-Iike dictators .0 keep them on the road to

progress and ever-Iasting bliss. Even in the West, such views are uttered by many

members of the media or commentators on post-Soviet Russian affairs. Wells's

ruminations on Russia in the 1930s may resemble "Panglossian fantasies" to the

post-Cold War readers, but is this perhaps not due to the faet that the readers of

today do not share the same Victorian and Edwardian tendency of Wells's to

believe that mankind ought to strive towaros sorne final disposition of things?

The death of ideology May have cured us of this.

Wells's final reflections in his Experiment in Amobiograplry provide a

seemly a1beit gloomy conclusion to this discussion:

"H.G.Wells, 71re Fate ofHomo Sapiens, 261•
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_. 1 felt that Russia had le! me down. whereas 1 suppose the truth
of what has happencd is that 1 had allowcd my sanguine and
impatient temperament to anticipate understanùings and lucidities
that cannot arrive for Many ycars.... 1 had startcd out to find a
short cut to the Open Conspiracy and discovercd that, by such
abilities as 1 possess. there is no short cut to he found to the Open
Conspiracy.

1 had cxpcctcd to find a new Russia stirring in its sleep and
ready to awaken to Cosmopolis, and 1 round it sinking deeper into
the dope-dream of Sovietic self-sumciency. 1 found Stalin's
imagination invincibly framed and set, and that ci-devant radical
Gorky, magnificently installed as a sort of master of Russian
thought.... There has always been a certain imaginative magic for
me in Russia, and 1 lament the drift of lhis great land towards a
new system of falsity as a lover might lament estrangement from
his mistress.3s

Wells appears, for a while, to have cast the Russians in the role of the noble

savage. He had hopcd quite simply - naive as this may seem today, in the

shadow of the U.S.S.R.'s collapse -- that the faith of the Russian intelligentsia in

socialism would lead the more hesitant West into a hetter world.

3SWells, Experiment, 820-21.
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CONCLUSION

His death on August 13, 1946, at the age of 79, came with a
shock. England without H.G. Wells, to many of us, will
hanlly be England. "Heavens, what a bourgeois!" Lenin
exclaimed of him aner a long and famous interview.
Translated out of Marxian into English that reads:
"Heavens, wlUll an Englishman!"

John Middleton Murray, Ade/phi,
October·December 1946•
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ln his Portraits from Memory, Bertrand Russell related the circumstances

of his first encounter with H.G. Wells. The meeting took place

in 1902 at a small discussion society crented by Sidney Webb and
by him christened "The Co-efficients" in the hope that we should be
jointly efficient....

1 had never heard of Wells until Webb mentioned him_
Webb informed me that Wells was a young man who, for the
moment, wrote stories in the style of Jules Verne, but hoped, when
these made his name and fortune, to devote himself to more serious
work.1

This would indeed prove to be the case. Wells would become, in Russell's

estimate, "an important force towards sane and constructive thinking both as

regards social systems and as regards personal relations.": ln the ensuing years,

Wells became involved in the activities of the Fabian Society, only to resign in

1908 aner the Amber Reeves scandaI. By that time Wells had alrendy become

devoted to various other Socialist causes. He had become acquainted with such

figures as Shaw, the Webbs, G.D.H. Cole, Vernon Lee (Violet Paget), G.K.

Chesterton, and would go on to meet almost every major political, literary, and

public figure of the first half of tbis century. By the time of his firsl visit to

Russia, Wells had travelled a long way towards fulfilling bis ambitions of

devoting bimself to "more serious work," as weil as towards becoming a prototype

of the modem auteur engagé. Apart from bis "scientific romances" and Dickensian

lBertrand Russell, Portraits from Memory (London, 1956) 76-77•

%Russell, Portraits [rom Memory, 80.
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novels (such as Kipps and The History of Mr. PoUy), Wells had to his credit, by

th;: beginning oC the second decade oC this century, such politically committed

works as A Modem Utopia and The New Madùave/li.

Wells's accomplishments afler leaving the Fabian society have been

discussed in numerous lilerary and biographical volumes. This carly Came as a

writer oC Cantastic novels and a member oC the Fabian Society, was succeeded by

his reputation as a social novelist, propagandist, politica1 satirist, joumalist,

tescher, invenlor, would-be politician, historian, popularizer, encyclopedist, and

50 Corth. At various times Wells has been labell.~ a prophet, "super-joumalist,"

world stale crosader, socialist utopian, irreverent wsmopolitan, or a "philosophe

oC the Darwinian age." A1though Wells himselC 50metimes joined in inventing

labels Cor his liCe-long activities, at one point describing himselC as a "Republican

Radical in Search oC Hot Water'" or a "human ecologist," there is ultimately one

label upon which both Wells and his crities can agree: Wells was, sbove ail, an

educator, committed to influencing the direction oC his society and ultimately oC

the world. Il is this particular streak oC didactitism in Wells's character and

thought - bis need to educate and thereCore to lead others (in the original Latin

meaning oC the term) - which ties mm 10 the central figures of the late-

nineteenth and early twentieth century Russia. For what both Wells and such

Russian thinkers as Herzen, Belinsky, Bakunin, Chemyshevsky, Plekhanov, and

3This being part of the tille of bis pamphlet The Travels ofa Repub/ican Radical
in Searr:h ofHot Wa:er (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, 1939).
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Korolenko held in common Y/as their pursuit of an idenl society as Y/cil ..~ an

intellectual's preoccupation ",ith history, or, in the Y/oros of Sir lsaiah Berlin. a

preoccupation

not so much YlÏth history as YlÏth patterns of history, YlÏth
historicism, YlÏth the laY/s of history, YlÏth the iden that history in
some sense is subject to some kind of pattern Y/hich is inexorable
and inevitable, through Y/hich ail human groups, nations, cultures
must necessarily go.'

As intimated above, Wells devoted a great denl of his lime townros

devising menns to span: mankind from folloYlÏng some of those "inevitablc" paths

- such as warl'are and nationalism - bcrore creating the sort of idenl society he

himself envisaged upon his return from Russia in 1914. Wells's attraction to

Russia wns based not only on intellectual and even emotional affinities YlÏth the

democratic intelligentsia of tsarist Russia, but on reaI expectations that a

genuine socialist oroer might emerge in Russia before it did so in the West. In

our own day, in a scientific key, Wells Y/ould have appreciated Andrey Sakharov's

concept of a "convergence of civilizations,"s or Solzhenitsyn of Tire First Cirele.

What particularly dreY/ him to Russia YI3S the passionate attachment of

its intellectuals to idens, a quality that may noY/ be vanishing under the impact

of the so-called capitalist reforms in post-Perestroika Russia, accompanied by

Y/hat Russian poet Yevtushenko recently termed "McDonaldization" of Russia.

'Isaiah Berlin, "The Russian Preoccupation YlÏth History," transcript of BBC
Radio 3 broadcast, 24 July 1974, (tape no. TLN SO(fX1l47B) 1.

sSakharov's vision YI3S that of a future global community which would combine
the best elements of capitalism and socialism.
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But this is preciseJy the quality which has attracted many others to Russian

culture. Il is Jinked not only to the great Iiterary tradition associated with the

names of Toistoy, Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Chekhov, Gorky, and other writers who

were being discovered in England by Wells's generation, but to a philosophical

temperament and quest for truth described so c1early by Sir lsaiah Berlin in the

following quote:

[The Russians'] preoccupation with the structure of history, quite
apart from its validity or invalidity, is something which appears to
me to be peculiar to the Russians and to ricochet from them on to
the rest of the world. It comes from the West, 0" course, it comes
from the Germans, it comes from Hegel, it cornes from Saint-Simon
in France, it comes perhaps from some of the thinkers even of the
French enlightenmenL It comes ultimately from the Judao­
Christian tradition of a theodicy, of mankind historically pursuing
certain divine goals. That is where it comes from, but in Russia it
takes peculiarly concrete forms, because while in the West it stills
rema1ns something in the realm of theory, which intelleetuals and
ideologists and professors discuss, in Russia it's actually Iived in
the way in which people in the West do not live their ideas. Not
with that degree of intensity, not with that degree of dedication and
not, one may say, with that degree of practicial ereeet, both
successful anè disastrous.'

Following his encounter with Stalin, Wells's twenty-year love affair with

Russia diminished in its intensity. Ivan Mikhailovich Maisky, Soviet

ambassador to Britain at the time, as weil as Wells's long-time reader and

admirer, wrote in his mi!moirs that

the harmony of our relations with Wells came to he disrupted more
and more onen. Cracks and misunderstandings appeared_ What
was the matter? Why did our relations with Wells aner 1934 take

'Berlin, "Russian Preoccupation," 18.
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on such a lopsided and even contrndictor:y charncter?7

ln a not uncharncteristic marxist Cashion, Maisky's answer was twoCold. In the

first place, he argued that it was Wells's own disposition which made it hard Cor

him to appl)' himselC to any sort oC "collective action," since Wells wns. in

Maisky's view, "an individualist oC the purest type....

Secondly, Maisky relates that aner his return Crom Soviet Union in 1936,

Wells suddenly appeared to him in a worried and anxious state 'lnd asked the

following blunt question: "What is going on over there?" Wells wns naturnlly

reCerring to the Moscow Trials and the beginning of "Ezhovshchina," the most

vicious IWO year period of Stalin's rule oC terror. Maisky states:

1, of course, could not provide Wells with any convincing
explanation of the events occurring in the Soviet Union. Wells went
away completely dissatisfied and aner that avoided meeting me!

ln attempting to elucidate Wells's estrnngement from Russia, Mllisky never

directly condemns the purges of 1936-38, but proceeds only 50 far as to put the

blame for this and the Western intelligentsia's turning away from the U.S.S.R. on

Stalin's personality culL

There is a sense in which one cao agree with Maisky's assessment of

Wells as a complex, even parndoxical figure. Nowhere is this more manifest than

in his attitude towaros things Russian. Wells was both fascinated and appalled

'I.M. Maisky, B. S/wu i drugie [Bernard Shaw and Olhers] (Moscow, 1968) 80-81.

S Maisky, B. S/wu., 82•

9Maisky, B. S/wu, 82.
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by the oll! and the new Russia. He admired Lenin, but, Iike his friend Gorky,

could not bring himself to believe in Lenin's simplistic division of men into

classes. He had a genuine devotion to sociali3m, but despised marxism.

A1though he thought communism of his lime hopelessly mired in stagnation and

dogma, he continlled to provide money to communist and "fellow-travelling"

causes. He was not very fond of Trotsky, yet one of the last gestures before his

death in 1946 was to lead a group of various British public figures to petition the

Nuremberg war-crimes tribunal to disprove the alleged conspiracy between

Trotsky and the Nazi party.l. In 1924, Trotsky had written a scathing attack on

Wells, entitled "H.G. Wells and Lenin the Philistine Discourseth on the

Revolutionary," but this did not prevent Wells from seeking justice on Trotsky's

behalf Iwo decades later.ll

,AJthough Wells's love of Russia faded aner 1934, it was to be rekindled on

three separate occasions. When the U.S.S.R. came to the aid of the Spanish

Republic in 1936, according to Maisky, Wells's attitude to Stalin's regime

sonened somewhat. Maisky also relates in his memoirs that aner Hitler invaded

the Soviet Union on June 22 1941, "Wells's hatred of Hitler and Mussolini came

l"Trotsky had been accused by the Soviet authorities of conspiring with the Nazi
party and convicted in absentia. Other names appearing on the petition included
Koestler and Orwell. "Trotsky Data Asked of Nuremberg Tribunal," New York Times
27 March 1946.

l1Leon Trotsky, "H.G. Wells and Lenin the Philistine Discourseth on the
Revolutionary," The Labour MonthJ:.y 6 (June 1924) 411-420. A1so see Trotsky's "Their
Morais and Ours" ir. Basic Writings of Trotsky, edited by Irving Howe (New York,
1963) 376-373.
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to a boiling point".u From thnt point onwards. Wells cnmpaigned Yigorously for

the opening of the Second Front which did eventunlly hclp thc Rt.-d Army in its

struggle ngninst Hitler. Lastly, nher the remnrknble victory over Hâtler's nrmics

nt Stalingrad in 1943 - a battle which is still described as t!le most brutal one in

the history of wanare - Wells experienced one last renewal of his attraction to

Russia. During his last meeting with Mnisky, Wells expressed bis conviction tbat

the Stalingrad victory signnlled not only the utter destruction of Hitler and

fascism, but 31so the dawn of the time when one could seriously plan 3 future

world govemmenL "As you can sec, history turned out to he merciful to my

plans and conceptions," was one of Wells's last remarks to MaiskyP

Maisky, like many others, had grown sceptical of Wells's optimism

regarding world governmenL Two years earlier, George Orwell had expressed

the same sentiment in "Wells, Hitler and the World Statc." Orwell's criticism of

Wells focused on what he perceived to be Wells's inability to understand that the

forces goveming the world of 1941 were "chieny the atavistic emotion of

patriotism," aJong with "racial pride, leader.worship, religious belier and "love br

Is this troe? Was Wells, in Orwell's words, "too sane to understand the

l1Maisky, B. Shou, 89.

uMaisky, B. Shou, 99.

14George Orwell, "Wells, Hitler and the World State," in TIre CoUected Essays,
Joumalism and Letters of George Orwell, edited by Sonia Orwell and lan Angus, vol
2, As 1 Please 1943-1945 (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, 1970) 141.
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modem world"?'5 Orwell's unhesitating answer would be to point out that ail

Wells had to oITer against "the screaming Iittle defective in Berlin" was

the usual rigmarole about a World State, plus the Sankey
Declaration, which is an attempted derinition of fundamental
human rights, of anti-totalitarian tendency._

_ it is the same gospel as he has been preaching for the
past forly years, always with an air of angry surprise at the human
beings who ean fail to grasp anything so obviouS.16

Orwell reproached Wells for his failure to grasp the fact that Hitler was a real

danger to civilisation, and that modem science. Wells's god, was used "in the

service of ideas appropriate to the Stone Age."" A1though Wells's optimism

regarding Hitler's eventual fall proved to he justirïed four years later, Orwell's

remarks were in many respects perceptive and incisive. There is indeed a sense

in which Wells can he regarded as a type of late nineteenth century optimist who

could not accept the notion that modem movements and ideologies were in Many

respects retrograde. A1though Maisky and Orwell were ideologically

irreconcilable - for Maisky, although an Old Boishevik, ceased heing a free agent

with the Purges, if not earlier - curiously, both the Englishman and the Russian

came to almost the same assessment of Wells as a man who was spiritually and

intellectually a "Iatter-day heir 10 the great nineteenth century utopians."IS And

yet, OlWell argued,

150rwell, "Wells, Hitler and the World State," 145.

160rwell, "Wells, Hitler and the World State,ft 141.

"Orwell, "Wells, Hitler and the World State,ft 143•

ISMaisky, B. Slwu, 101.
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is it not a sort of parricide for a person of my age (thirty-eight) to
find fault with H.G. Wells? Thinking people who were born about
the beginning of this century are in sorne sense Wells's mm
creation.••.

••. 1 doubt whether anyone who was wTiting books betwl'Cn
1900 and 1920, at any rate in the English language, innUcnl't.'d the
young so much. The minds of ail of us, and therefore the physical
world, would be percepth'ely dirrerent if Wells had never e-xistl'd.
Only, just the singleness of mind, the one-sided imagination that
made him seem like an inspired prophet in the Edwaroian age,
make him a shallow, inadequate thinker now.l

'

Did Orwell believe his own woros here? Or was this condemnation of Wells

occasioned by his sadness at the realisation that, as Orwell put it,

the literature of liberalism is coming to an end and tlle literature of
totalitarianism has not yet appeared and is barely imaginable. As
for the writer, he is sitting on a melting iceberg; he is merely an
anachronism, a hangover from the bourgeois age, as surely doomed
as the hippopotamus.2•

Whatever Orwell's motivation for writing this unnattering essay on Wells,

it remains that Wells's innuence on the generation of writers coming to terros

with the politienl anxieties of the 1930's cannot he overestimated. The innuence

oC A Modem Utopia on Zamyatin's We, Huxley's Brave New World, and Orwell's

1984, has been acknowledged at various times by the three authors. Well's vision

oC a world utopia created and administered by the "samurai" clite stimulated the

consciousness oC some oC the most prominent politienl writers or our century.lI

l'Orwell, "Wells, Hitler and the World State," 143.

2·George Orwell, "lnside the Wnale," in lnside the Wlude and at/1er Essays
(Harmonsworth, Middlesex, 1980) 48.

21Young Eric Blair borrowed A Modem Utopia from his neighbours so onen that
they finally let him keep il. Sec Charles L. Elkins, "George Orwell, 1903-1950," in
Science Fiction Writers, edited by E.F. BleHer (New York, 1982) 233-241.
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Il is true that the rise of ideologies of communism and fascism, as weil as

their Iiberal adversaries, in Wells's Iifetime, and the passionate allegiance of

mankind to these ideologies made Wells appear as an irrelevant utopian thinker.

However, the collapse of these and other ideologies in the post-Cold War era, and

the renewal of self-determination and the perverse evil of nationalism, have made

the remedy Wells looked and fought for relevant again, for it was Wells's despair

at the fratricide and destruction wrought by nationalism that made him so

passionate a secker for a way out of mankind's iIIs.

Like so many others, Wells made the mistake of initially identifying Soviet

communism with the socialism of the West. As was pointed out above, WelIs's

initial enthusiasm and passionate interest in Russia were replaced by a mixture

of admiration and scepticism for Lenin's vision of the future Russia, only to end

in profound disenehantment with Stalin's transformation of Russia into a "rock·

pool of mental stagnation and increasing backwardness due to the suppression of

free expression."n ln WelIs's words,

Russia in the shadows displayed an immense inefficiency
and sank slowly to Russia in the dark. 115 galaxy of incompetent
foreman, managers, organisers and 50 forth, developed the most
complicated system of self-protection against criticism, they
sabotaged one another, they intrigued against one another_

_ hero worship took possession of the insurgent masses. The
inevitable Champion appeared. They escape from the Czar and in
twenty years they are worshipping Stalin, originaUy a fairly honest,
original ambitious revolutionary, driven to self-defensive cruelty
and inOated by Oattery to his present quasi-divine autocracy. The

22WelIs, Guide to the New World A Handbook of Construdive World Revolution,
(London, 1941), 128.
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cycle completes itselr and we see that like every other revolution,
nothing has changed; a lot or people have been liquidated and a lot
or other people have replaced them and Russia seems returning
back to the point at which it started, to a patriotic absolutism or
doubtCul efficiency and vague, incalculable aimsP

At the end or his lire, between the late 1930's and 1946, Wells's hostility towards

Stalin's Russia was very c1enrly expressed in several such statements. And yet.

Wells's writings on the Soviet Union or the 1930's and 1940's do not have the

edge and fierce c1arity or Koestler's Darkness al Noon, ror example. Is this due to

the ract that Wells was never a member of sorne clandestine communist

organisation, like Koestler, Ignazio Silone, André Malraux. Richard Wright,

Bertram wolre, or Romain Rolland, to name a rew, and thererore did not observe

the hypocrisies and evils which the adherence to this ideology produced? Most

scholars would agree unhesitatingly with this e.~lanation. And yet, upon rurther

thought, a carerul render or Wells has no choice but to question such rendy-made

judgements, handed down to Wellsians since Orwell's pivotai "Wells, Hitler and

the World State" essay.2. Upon rending The Holy Terror, written by Wells at the

same time as Koestler's Darkness al Noon, it becomes c1enr that Wells understood

only too weil how easily revolutions turned into dictatorships and how easily well-

meaning men and women came to accept propaganda and play an active part in

perpetuating the horrors or a police state. Wells, quite simply, was not willing to

go rrom one extreme to another, that is, rrom supporting socialist and

2JWells, The New World OrtIer, (London, 1940), SI•

~is is still the most onen quoted source in recent Wells criticism.
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communist causes only to ba'Ome the sort of staunch anti-communist exempIified

by Koestler, Silone, and others.

In the final analysis, is this perhaps a more constructive and historically

accurat~ stance? Isaac Deutscher, himself an ex.Communist, thought so:

the pedagogical pretensions of ex-Communist men of letters seem
grossly exaggerated_

Worse still is the ex-Communist's characteristic incapacity
for detachmenl. His emotional reaction against his former
environment keeps him in its deadly grip and prevents him from
understanding the drama in which he was involved or half-involved.
The picture of communism and StaIinism he draws is that of a
gigantic chamher of intellectual and moral horrors. Viewing il, the
uninitiated are transferred from poIitics to pure demonology.
Sometimes the artistic errect may he strong - horrors and demons
do enter into many a poetic masterpiece; but it is poIiticaIly
unreliable and even dangerous. Of course, the story of StaIinism
abounds in horror. But this is only one of its elements, and even
this, the demonic, has to he translated into terms of human
motives and interests. The ex·Communist does not even attempt the
translation.25

If Deutscher's position here can he used to defend Wells's attitude, one might

also add that the fact that Wells was never a memher of the Communist Party

and that he never felt the attraction of marxist dialectics, saved him from the

intellectual gyrations of those ex-Communists who had abandoned a faith and

felt the necessity of linding another one to replace il. Wells's disillusionment with

Soviet Russia, in other words, did not come with sudden 1055 of faith in

communism, although even in the case of Koestler - as his latest biographers

25Isaac Deutscher, "The Ex·Communist's Conscience," reprinted inArthur Koestler
A CJlJection of Crilical Essays, edited by Murray A. Sperber (~nglewoodCIirrs, NJ,
1977) 94-95.
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infonn us - the disillusionment was never as sudden as autobiographies tend to

proclaim. This is why charting Wells's ambiguities towards Russia, starting with

his admiration for pre-revolutionary Russian intelligentsia and his enthusiasm

for Lenin and ending with his disenchantment following the Purges, is in sorne

respects a more puzzling and more arresting exercise than the stories of

disillusionment described in The God Tiult Faikd.

Wells's belief in social planning was not the result of a reaction against

the war, Depression, or Fascism. Il antedated ail three. In this, he differed from

Koestler and many other communists and fellow travellers, for he seems to have

drawn on a native radical tradition that goes back to Robert Owen. For Wells,

socialism remained a matter of common sense, as it was for William Morris, but

unlike Morris, he looked to science and planning to bring it about. From this

faith he never wavered. His disappointment was not with ideologies but with

human beings. Those who joined or supported the communists thought of

themselves as marxists, but they put their faith less in the forces of history or

science, than in the party machine. Lenin himself, for the most part, took the

truth of Marxism for granted and concentrated on strategy and tacties. What

Wells did share with Lenin was his élitism, although he came to it by a dirrerent

route. For the Bolsheviks ami their western sympathizers, the parting of the

ways with democratic Marxists of the type who joined the British Labour Party

or joined the German S.P.D., came with Lenin's decision to organize bis faction

of the Russian Social Democratie Party from the top down, in the name of the
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principle he ambiguously described as "democ1"3tic centralism." With the

80lsheviks as their party took shape aller the split with the Mensheviks in 1903,

the central committee controlled the grass roots rather than the other way

around, so lhat by the time Stalin was in the saddle he could proudly assert that

in the Soviet Union "cadres decide everything" - the very principle which made

dictatorship inevitable (since it was Stalin and the Central Committee wllo

appointed the cadres).

Wells was naturally aware of this, knowing full weil that the "dreamer in

the Kremlin" h~d given place to a leader who had the ~ill to attempt the

transformation of its social and economic structure on a scale few intellectuals in

England believed possible. Was Wells truly aware of the monstrous human cost

incurred by collectivisation and Stalin's forced industrialisation? Probably not ­

or if he was, then very superficially - at the time of his interview with the "man

of steel" who had taken the dreamer's place in the Kremlin. Unlike Koestler or

other true believers, such as Malcolm Muggeridge, Wells did not have the

opportunity to travel in the Ukraine and other parts of the vast country where

the famished victims of Stalin's social experiment either lay dying or were being

rounded up in the cancerous labour camps which were being set up throughout

the Soviet Union, reaching their horrendous apotheosis just before the WHr.

But if Wells was unaware in 1934 of the rate at which labour camps were

mushrooming throughout the Soviet Union, 50 were most of his contemporaries

in the West who refused to take seriously the allegations of the "Whites" and



•

•

120

other focs of Bolshe\'ism (such as Trotsky) who as yet manage<! to evade the

attention of the NK""Vl)'s assassins. Moreover, the expansion of the GULAG

began with the appointment of Yezhov in 1936. What blinded Wells as weil as 50

many gentlemen-intellectuals in England - whom O.S. Mirsky contemptuously

described as its "intellizhentsia"26_ to what was really taking place in Stalin's

Russia were two related attitudes. In the first place, the allegations made by the

Soviet Union's focs seemed far too "un-British" to he plausible; secondly, there

was the élitism Wells shared with Shaw and others which made him pt.'Culiarly

sympathetic both to the New Deal and the Five Year Plan. Il seemed to Wells

that mankind could only be saved by the bold actions of men Iike F.D.R. or

Stalin, since the scientifically regulated World State of the future would never

come into being through democratic elections. Aldous Huxley, who started

writing Brave New World with the intention of "pulling the Icg of H.G. Wells"

ironically came to believe - much as Wells did - that a decadent mass society

could only be changed by a "Samurai" caste to administer il, a group which in

Huxley's vision was to be surmounted by an even higher "caste of Brahmins."27

Wells was not as naive as Huxley who, because of this attitude even

initially sympathised with Hitler and the railings of H.L. Mencken in the United

U,zhe being the transliteration of the first letter of genlœman; Mirsky wa~ thus
implying that these "intelligentlemen" were 100 busy gazing at their navels and not
concerned with reaI issues.

:l7See David Bradshaw's introduction to The Hidden Huxley Ccnlempt and
CompassionJor the Masses 1920-1936 (London, 1994).
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Stntes - who a150, when Hitler first came to power, mistook authoritnrianlsm ror

leadership. Yet, despite thls elitlsm, Wells, It may he sald ln hls derence,

romanticlsed the Russ!an people rather than Us leaders, an attitude whlch he

shared with his rriend Maurice Baring, whose remarkable books on Russia were

carerully rend by Wells. But unlike Baring, who tumed toCatholicism and gave

up on Russia in 1917, Wells became even more attracted to its people as a l'eSult

or the revolutions or that annus mirabilis. His interest in Russia, with ail i15 ups

and downs, as we have sccn, survived both the Moscow Trials and the Molotov­

Ribbentrop Pact, and were vindicated - 50 it sccmcd - by the Red Arroy's

performance againsl the Third Reich.

And ye', Wells lhought little of politics in the traditional sense, and much

or planning. That is why, unlike former communiS15 who round comrort in

rollowing the Party line, Wells never took Marxism seriously either as a political

Ideology or as an economlc Weltanschauung. Quite simply, Marxist dogma was

alien to the way bis fictional heroes perceived the world. Nol a single

sympathetic characler in Wells's fiction can he described as a Marxist.

Ullimalely, what did attract Wells 10 the U.S.S.R. was the unprecedented manner

in which the Boisheviks went about selting rational targe15 ror transrorming

society, which they did moreover with what eventually sccmed close to total

popular support.

Thus, Wells approached the Soviet Union with hope, being impressed by

Lenin, and less 50 by Stalin, to whom he was nevertheless pl'l!p8l'ed 10 give the
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benefit of the doubt. Yet he addressed Lenin and Stalin as equals, an attitude

only one Russian writer dared to adopt once they were in power. The priee

Gork"y paid for the privilege is weil known. In sel"Ving the troe cause, Gorky

ended up lying for it and being poisoned at Stalin's behest onee he saw the Iight

(so it is disclosed today). Such a moment never came for Wells, sinee Gorky

rejected li faith - the millenal"Ïanism of the Boisheviks - which Wells never

renlly shared. To the last, he remnined a plzilosoplre. In his final rejection of the

Soviet Union, Wells spoke more in sorrow than in anger•
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Rej'ereru:e Guide (1988), by William ScheIck and Randolph Cox.These lIsts are
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kept up to date in The Wellsian The Journal ofthe H.G. Wells Society, although one

occasionally finds Iists of recent articles on Wells in other scholarly periodicals.

The purpose of the list that follows is to cite those reference works, fiction and

non-fiction by Wells, articles on and by Wells, monographs, and biographies

which were useful to the present author.

Reference works are Iisted in section A; section B refers to newspapers

essential to an understanding of the times Wells Iived in. This section also

contains periodicals such as The WelIsian, where a plethora of articles devoted to

Wells is to be found. One of the latest issues thereof is devoted entirely to

Wells's connections with Eastern Europe. Two of the four articles, Leon Stover's

'Wells's Communist Revision, Perestroika, and the New World Oroer" and

Juliusz Palczewski's 'Wells: Champion Revisionist, Refonnist and

Perestroishchik," relate Wells's work and thought to the remarkable refonns

brought about i the U.S.S.R. by Gorbachev's policies of Glasnost' and

Perestroïka. Mmy Meyer's article (cited in chapter 1) repeats the usual

accusations against Wells, namely his alleged inability to recognize the evil of

Boishevism. The first part of D.C. Smith's 'Wells and Eastern Europe"

recapitulates brieDy Wells's journeys to Russia, but ail of the information

presented here is to be found in Smith's own definitive biography of Wells, H.G.

Wells Desperale/y MoT1Jll (1986). The second part of Smith's article dealing with

Wells's interest in Eastern Europe is infinitely more engaging; it was, however,

beyond the scope of this thesis to deal with that particular topie.

Vast as the Iiterature on Wells is, there is no book.length study of Wells's

interest in Russia, although a doctoral dissertation on a related topic has been

begun by Mmy Meyer (University of Westminster) who specializes in literature,

Iiterary theOlY, and science-fiction. Due to space limitations, 1 could only louch

upon the Russian and Soviet attitudes to Wells. Since much of this work was

done before Perestroïka, it is unfortunately and inevitably marred by ideological

and dogmatic constraints of the era preceding iL After his interview with Lenin

(1920), Wells came to be described by some Russian scholars as a "bourgeois"
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writer .- a view advanced by Trotsky in 19"..4 - but even this couId not detrncl

from Wells's popularity in the Soviet Union as a writer of fiction. Most of the

Iiternture by these Russian and Soviet writers is to be round in Levidova and

Parchevsknya's bibIiogrnphy (see section A). As one might expect, given its date

of publication, this work begins with a section entitled "V.I. Lenin on Wells."

containing two items, one of which inèicates that Lenin wrote to Gorky in 1921

to ask the Russian writer to urge Shaw and Wells to organize humanitarian aid

for the starving masses in Russia.

Section C contains monogrnphs and articles by Wells which were

particularly useful to the present author. The list of articles by Wells is of

necessity cursory and only contains the most important items related to my

thesis topie. A more comprehensive list of Wells's joumalism is to be round in

W.Warren Wagnr's H.G. Wells and the World State (1961) and in the extensive

notes to D.C. Smith's biogrnphy of Wells.

ln section D are Iisted responses to Wells's writings by some of his

contempornries, only a handf!:1 of such items from the vast Iiternture of writings

about Wells being of use here. Cox and Scheick's bibliography nlone lists over

three thousand such items written by cntics, historians, friends and foes alike,

between 1895 and 1986. Responses engendered by the Stalin-Wells talk are too

numerous to Iist here. Most of these items can be found in The New Statesman

and Nation, volume 8, November and December, 1934. Newspaper articles

obtained t!lrough the Interlibrnry Loans in many cases did not have page

numbers; they are therefore omitted througbout.

LastJy, section E consists of secondary sources, biographies being Iisted

separntely for the purpose of c1arity. Some items in tbis section are written by

Wells's contempornries, and as such migh! be Iabelled as primary sources. My

decision to list them here is of necessity arbitrary. It was impossible to Iist the

many book reviews of the secondary sources which 1 consulted; only a handfull of

these are cited here. AlI the articles and monographs in tbis section have been

consulted, although some items were not cited because no occasion arose for
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dolng 50. Wherever possible, an attempt has been made to let Wells and hls

contempornries speak for themselves. To the extent that these secondary 50Urces

helped ~ark an Ides or Influence my v1ews, they are duly lIsted below.
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