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Jordan Kistler’s eloquently written article offers a compelling narratological reading
and re-interpretation of a specific episode in H.G. Wells’s science fiction novella, The
Time Machine (1895): the Time Traveller’s visit to the Palace of Green Porcelain,
which contained paleontological, geological, chemical, military, ethnographical, and
classical collections, in addition to a vast library. The reader’s expectation about this
seemingly climactic event is that the Palace’s ‘status as a universal survey museum’
‘should contain vital information about the past, the present, and the future’, and give
answers to questions posed in the first half of the novella; the fact that it unexpectedly
and rather disruptively fails to do so and only leaves the Time Traveller with a new
box of matches, Kistler contends, is full of significance and demands scholarly
attention (258). Behind this failure, Kistler adds, lies the novella’s sceptical attitude
‘towards the possibility and value of universal historical knowledge’ (258), as well as
Wells’s sharp—albeit implicit—critique of Victorians’ quest for the construction of a
totalising, developmental historical narrative, and their efforts for its material
translation in museums’ spatio-temporal displays.

Comprised of seven parts, Kistler’s article develops its argument in the
context of late-Victorian narrative expectations; the evolution of nineteenth-century
museums; Victorian historicism; and ideas about time. Engaging in an illuminating
close reading of the novella, Kistler notes the narrative limitations of the Time
Traveller, himself admitting his own unreliability. His lack of a cicerone in the Palace
is also noteworthy, especially when The Time Machine is compared to other utopian
fictional works, such as William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890) and Edward
Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race (1871), both of which equip their travellers with
guides whose purpose is to explain the museum collections. Kistler links the absence
of a museum guide in The Time Traveller to late nineteenth-century conceptions of
the public museum as a repository of answers—of serialised historical knowledge and
displays, with the museum itself acting as a ‘guide’ to the visitor. The failure of the
Palace and its ruined library to provide the Time Traveller with an understanding of
nature, culture, and history, goes against ‘both the expectations of the nineteenth-
century museum and the genre in which Wells writes’, ultimately leading to a
breakdown of the novella’s narrative and to a deliberate subversion of the ‘belief in
the comprehensibility of narrative form more broadly’ (261). Kistler’s article
formulates its cogent argument by building on, and extending, Harry M. Geduld’s
observation in his critical edition of Wells’s scientific work, that the anti-climax of
the Palace episode ‘is merely another tactic of delay, to keep readers on the edge of
their seats’ (263). As Kistler convincingly demonstrates, something much more
interesting is going on.

Wells’s Palace seems to exemplify the epitome of the mid- to late-nineteenth-
century museum: an institution predicated on the ideal of ‘unified universal
knowledge’ which echoed the Carlylean ‘ “idea of the Whole” ’ (266), and on a
Victorian pedagogical ethos, much like a © “latter-day South Kensington” ’ or the
Great Exhibition’s Crystal Palace (264). Victorian readers would expect this all-
encompassing space of gargantuan proportions to function as the ultimate source of
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information, and as a purveyor of useful historical, natural, and cultural knowledge.
Acutely aware of this expectation and its contemporary credence, Wells raises it only
to strike it down instantly through his revelation of the Palace’s failures, thereby
demonstrating ‘the impossibility of the Victorian dream of universal and complete
knowledge’ (269). Part of the novella’s key aim, according to Kistler, is therefore to
highlight ‘the inadequacy of Victorian historicism’ (273) and to belie widespread
assumptions of progressive evolution rooted in Darwinian theory (277). Contingency,
aimlessness, and instability thus subvert complacent epistemological assumptions
about unilinear developmental models and throw into question the explanatory
narrative powers of history.

Kistler’s article should be commended for its many merits, and for its valuable
contribution to scholarly studies on late-Victorian literature and utopian fiction.
Though this has been done many times before elsewhere, Kistler could have spent
part of the article giving more precise detail about the publication history of the
novella, to provide a useful point of entry to uninitiated readers. At the same time, a
contextual treatment of Wells as a writer critiquing many of the attitudes, ideas, or
‘Victorianisms’ of the age he grew up in would have made the argument stronger. In
his The New Machiavelli (1911), Wells seems to fulminate against the Victorian
epoch, describing it as ‘not the dawn of a new era; [but] [...] a hasty, trial experiment,
a gigantic experiment of the most slovenly and wasteful kind.” (Chapter 2). Perhaps
Wells had in mind the Victorian museum and the quixotic quest of his contemporaries
for the accumulation of complete knowledge, when he wrote this indictment, less than
two decades after The Time Machine.
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