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1. Introduction
 

Looking at these stars suddenly dwarfed my own troubles and all the gravities of terrestrial 
life. I thought of their unfathomable distance, and the slow inevitable drift of their movements 
out of the unknown past into the unknown future. I thought of the great precessional cycle that 
the pole of the earth describes. Only forty times had that silent revolution occurred during all 
the years that I had traversed. And during these few revolutions all the activity, all the 
traditions, the complex organisations, the nations, languages, literatures, aspirations, even the 
mere memory of Man as I knew him, had been swept out of existence. (Wells, 102) 

This quote from H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine (2004 [1895]), by a time traveler in the year 

802701, brings into question the meaning and value we put on things in our everyday life. By 

looking back at his own time from an unfamiliar future, the modern day is recontextualized. 

What is the value in literature, in accomplishments, or even in humanity itself, when 

inevitably all of it will be “swept out of existence” by the passage of time? The quote is a 

prime example of how the narrative form both evokes questions and allows us to engage with 

complex concepts and ideas. The use of stories to explore ideas is nothing new and has been 

with us for at least a couple thousand years. Take Plato for instance, he wrote what is now one 

of the most famous philosophical texts, The Republic, in the shape of a dialogue between 

several prominent Athenians, including his teacher Socrates. Instead of simply writing out the 

arguments and syllogisms, the characters in the text test the ideas among themselves, creating 

a much more compelling read. 

While the use of stories as a mode for exploring ideas has remained constant, the tools 

and how these tools have been used to explore them have not. One tool that has been 

reimagined in the last two centuries is time, with perhaps the most impactful example being 

H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine. James Gleick, in his book Time Travel: A History (2016), 

points out that while The Time Machine wasn’t necessarily the first time travel story (ch. 2), it 

pioneered the use of inventions as a means to travel through time and by so doing “invented a

new mode of thought” (5). Time was no longer regarded as a linear constant in which 

everyone traveled at the same pace, but had instead been transformed into a space of its own 

to be traversed.  

To examine how time travel can be used to explore ideas, this thesis will focus on 

three novels: The Time Machine, The Children of Time (2015) by Adrian Tchaikovsky and 

Hyperion Cantos by Dan Simmons (2011 [1989]). The Time Machine needs little justification 
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for its inclusion; apart from being one of the first time travel narratives, it has long been

regarded as a classic and serves as a baseline to examine changes in modern time travel 

literature. Secondly, The Children of Time was chosen both because it serves as a powerful 

comparison to The Time Machine, in that they both make use of time travel to explore the 

same themes, and as such can illustrate changes through history, but also because it is a highly 

critically acclaimed novel, as it was the recipient of the Arthur C. Clarke award for best 

science fiction of the year in 2016. Lastly, Hyperion Cantos was chosen primarily because of 

its rich and intricate engagement with time travel. Across the short stories that make up its 

narrative, we not only find a heavy reliance on time travel but also the use of a variety of 

different forms of time travel, revealing a fertile ground for comparison. Additionally, 

Hyperion Cantos is highly critically acclaimed, having won both the Hugo award for best 

novel and the Locus award for best science fiction in 1990, two of the most prestigious 

awards within the genre. This cements the novel not only as one of the key time travel novels 

and as one of the most highly regarded science fiction novels to be released in the last few 

decades, but also as an important work to study. 

Starting with The Time Machine, the interesting part for this thesis is not so much the 

idea of time travel and the implications/paradoxes that possibility implies, as the novel spends 

no more than a few pages exploring any of these. Instead, the novel mainly uses time travel as 

a device through which to explore other ideas and concepts such as evolution, social 

inequality, and humanity’s relationship to the natural world. Most of the novel is set in the 

year 802701, in what at first seems to be a terraformed Eden, where we get introduced to the 

childlike Eloi and their less savory counterpart the apelike Morlocks. They are presumed to be 

remnants of a humanity split around class difference and thus evolving in two separate 

directions. The Eloi, having evolved from a class in which all hardship was eliminated and all 

their basic needs catered to, lost their capacity for intelligence. The same is true for the 

forebears of the Morlocks. Having been forced underground, they evolved into nocturnal 

animalistic creatures (Wells, 80-81).  

In a more modern work like The Children of Time, we again find an exploration of 

evolution and social structures. But instead of simply using a time machine to manipulate our 

relationship to time, there are three main technologies/methods that work in tandem: 

accelerated evolution through the use of nanoviruses, time dilation by method of near-

lightspeed travel, and suspended animation. In the novel, we follow a species of spider on a 
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remote, terraformed planet. Aided by the nanovirus, the spiders evolve from their primitive

beginnings to a state biologically and societally akin to modern-day humans. This evolution is 

framed in the context of a human refuge ship, The Gilgamesh, escaping from a devastated 

earth and looking for a new home. Five hundred thousand humans have been put into 

suspended animation, in the hopes of waking up in a new home. The main exception to this is 

a set of consistent key crew that are more regularly awoken to make decisions and deal with 

crises. The evolution of the spiders is told in tandem with these key crew members as they 

make their way through time and space. 

Simmons’s Hyperion Cantos embodies all these technologies, methods and more, save 

the nanovirus. It is set in the 29th century when humanity has spread its dominion into the 

galaxy and planets have been connected with farcaster portals, allowing for instantaneous 

travel through space. The novel follows a group of pilgrims in an outback world as they each 

share stories of why they ended up on the pilgrimage. It is a Canterbury Tales in space. There 

is a huge diversity between the different stories told, but the key similarity is that most of 

them contain some fashion of time manipulation as a means to explore ideas. In one there is 

an exploration of the intersection between love and age, as a man ages slower than his lover 

due to his profession as an interstellar construction worker, his time slowing down each time 

he travels between planets. In another there is an exploration of Alzheimer’s as a young

woman contracts what could be seen as a time related illness from advanced technology in 

which she becomes younger, and each day losing more and more of her memories as she 

reverts to an earlier state. Together these illustrate a wide array of ways to use and manipulate 

time throughout a story, but also how to use time as a tool for exploring ideas. 

What all three of these novels have in common is that some form of time travel plays a 

pivotal role in the texts. Time travel isn’t simply a sideshow but an essential and driving force

in these novels. And as such, time travel also becomes interwoven with and plays a necessary 

role in how most of the primary themes and ideas are explored. Moreover, all three of these 

novels make use of a scientific aesthetic to help ground their alternate realities. In The Time 

Machine, we find this both through the gathering of a group of educated individuals, invited 

to verify veracity of the Time Traveler’s claims, and through the time machine itself, that is in 

this case mechanical rather than something mystical. In The Children of Time, we have a 

similar dynamic, on the one hand the world and the means of time travel are explained 

through technological developments, and on the other the story is primarily told through the 
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lens of highly educated and scientifically minded individuals, both human and spider. In

Hyperion, the world and the methods of time travel are again explained as having come about 

as a result of technological advancements. That is not to say, however, that there aren’t major

differences between these novels. The Time Machine and The Children of Time both explore 

similar themes, yet they do so in vastly different ways, in part due to the different methods of 

time travel employed, but also in part, as I will argue, due to how technology and our 

understanding of time travel itself has evolved over the century between the publication of 

these two works. Hyperion is somewhat a middle ground between these two novels in that it 

both employs similar methods of time travel as in The Time Machine but also the ones present 

in The Children of Time, in addition to some unique ones. All together, these novels illustrate 

different forms that time travel can take within a text, and the different expressions that might 

arise from these differences. Significantly, however, they also illustrate important 

commonalities, such as the reliance on a scientific aesthetic. 

While there is a plethora of time travel fiction, David Wittenberg points out that it has 

“garnered only sporadic attention from academic criticism” (2). In his book Time Travel: The 

Popular Philosophy of Narrative, Wittenberg gives a broad overview of the history of time 

travel fiction, some of the core ideas heavily correlated with time travel literature, as well as 

exploring some of the narratological implications. For instance, he argues that time travel is a 

key part of how we tell stories and that the main difference between time travel fiction and 

fiction at large is how it is manifest within the text (3-8). Moreover, in his first chapter, he 

places the origin of the time travel genre not in any one writer but instead in late 19th century 

utopian literature. He goes on to say that “[i]n essence, the time travel story is what lingers on 

after a fortuitous malfunction or mutation, a kind of fallout from the implosion of utopian 

fiction under the weight of its own aesthetic and political contradictions” (48). In the second

chapter he goes over the impact of Einstein’s theory of relativity on time travel fiction

following the eclipse of 1919 that was used to verify his theory. When writing about the 1923 

story “The Man from the Atom”, Wittenburg lays out how relativity functioned more like 

jargon to make the text seem more realistic rather than having actual theoretical implications 

on the text (56-7). Later, when writing about Samuel Delaney’s Empire Star, Wittenburg goes 

into the interplay between time travel paradoxes and narratology, and lays out how time travel 

paradoxes can create problems with traditional narratological theories (ch. 4). That said, 

Wittenberg’s book does not spend much time exploring any one novel or text, thus leaving
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much room for further investigation. There are also two articles, recently published, making

the case for time travel as an educational tool. Jennifer Zedalis argues that time travel 

narratives make for a useful way to engage with and learn about law. Time travel highlights 

the temporality of the legal system and prepares students for possible future developments, 

such as AI, and the legal challenges these might bring (377-8). John Swinton, on the other 

hand, proposes the use of time travel as a cognitive tool to explore economics with students. 

He points out that through time travel the effects of economic models can become much 

clearer, and thus some ideas that are otherwise difficult to grasp become much easier to 

understand (2022). As such, both articles argue for the importance and potency of time travel 

as conceptual tool by showing how it can be useful for learning. Moreover, when it comes to 

the novels chosen for this study, the academic interest is heavily skewed towards The Time 

Machine, no doubt because of its status as a classic. One author writing about The Time 

Machine is Steven McLean, who in one chapter lays out how the regression of humanity puts 

the text at odds with Wells’s teacher Thomas Huxley’s more progressive idea of human

progress (2009, ch. 2). Additionally, Elana Gomel in her article “Shapes of the Past and the 

Future: Darwin and the Narratology of Time Travel” lays out the implications of time travel

on the visions of evolution within the novel, whilst bringing up the dichotomy between free 

will and determinism and how time travel implies one or the other. For Hyperion Cantos and 

The Children of Time there are only a handful of articles written. And of those articles barely 

any of them focus on examining the different aspects of time travel or how time travel is used. 

There are, however, a few dealing with different themes and ideas in the novels. For one, we 

have Michael Fisch writing about the impact of interspecies contact in The Children of Time 

and how this creates a “zone of indiscernibility” (2019), a form of intercultural

merging/exchange. For another, Shea Brenden dives into ideas of evolution and neuroethics 

through the Hyperion Cantos series (2015).  In summary, there is little research into the 

relationship between time travel in literature and narratology, and the research that exists is 

quite broad. And when it comes to scholarly attention to time travel novels, this research is 

mostly centered on older novels such as The Time Machine, with more contemporary ones 

seemingly left with next to no scholarly research, even though they have been received with 

much critical acclaim. 

To fill this gap, this study will analyze how time is traversed within these three novels 

to explore secondary concepts and ideas. The value in this analysis lies not only in getting a 
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greater understanding of these particular works by illuminating the importance of time, but

also to more clearly define how time can be used to great effect in future works. This will be 

done through a narratological framework. By analyzing these novels with the use of 

narratological concepts we can get a better understanding not only of how the intersection of 

time travel and narrative allows for certain types of expression, but also how these types of 

expression color and influence the ideas that are explored. And, by dividing the narrative into 

its constituent parts, it becomes easier to place the role of time travel as well as illuminate 

how it relates to other elements within the novels. Additionally, the narratological framework 

will be supplemented by Simon Spiegel’s iteration of cognitive estrangement, to further 

explore the scientific aesthetic shared by the three novels and its importance for time travel as

a means of exploring ideas. Spiegel’s theory will also be used to establish how the 

narratological and scientific interrelate to create a more convincing whole. Moreover, this 

study argues that the way time is used within these novels contributes to how the ideas and 

concepts are understood as well as creating new ways of expressing them. To argue this point, 

this study will answer the following questions: “How is time manipulated within these

novels?”, “What concepts and ideas are explored through the use of time travel?”, and “Why

is the manifestation of these ideas through the use of time travel significant for how these 

ideas are explored?”. Additionally, this study will investigate how technological and scientific 

developments have changed how we engage with time between the publication of The Time 

Machine and Children of Time, allowing for new ways of telling stories. 

The essay begins with an overview of the narratological and theoretical concepts used. 

The main discussion and analysis is divided into four subchapters. The first of these addresses 

The Time Machine. It outlines the ideas and concepts explored within the novel and why the 

way these are used through the time travel narrative is significant. The second subchapter 

focuses on The Children of Time in which the exploration of evolution and social structures is 

contrasted with that of the one in The Time Machine. This is followed by a subchapter 

comparing the different iterations of history and evolution we find in The Time Machine and 

The Children of Time. The last subchapter analyzes the multitude of ways time is used and the 

variety of concepts explored within Hyperion Cantos. This is all topped off with a conclusion, 

in which all the results are brought together and summarized. 

 



 7 

2. Theory
The theory used in this study will primarily be focused around a few key narratological 

concepts from Mieke Bal’s book Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative in 

conjunction with the theory of cognitive estrangement as defined by Simon Spiegel. While the 

former allows for a greater understanding of what function time travel holds within the text, 

the latter explains the role that the techno-scientific aesthetic plays within these novels, and 

more specifically to time travel itself. Furthermore, rather than being two separate 

frameworks, they work together to explain the significance of time travel as a medium for 

examining ideas.  

While Bal’s concepts are not necessarily unique (nor does she claim them to be), she 

succeeds in creating a comprehensive and consistent narratological framework that allows for 

an extensive analysis. The primary theoretical concepts that I will use are the distinction 

between text, story, fabula, the one between external and character-bound narrators, 

focalization, and, finally, what Bal refers to as rhythm.  

In her book, Bal makes a tripartite division within a narrative, namely that of a 

narrative text, story and fabula. She defines a narrative text as “a finite, structured whole

composed of signs” that “an agent or subject conveys to an addressee” (4-5). This is done 

through some medium, which could be anything from film to language or another sign 

systems. A story, on the other hand, refers to the expression that a fabula takes within the text, 

as in how it is presented and exposited, in other words, how a certain fabula is given detail 

and made into something more concrete, but also how it is ordered. Lastly, Bal defines a 

fabula as “a series of logically and chronologically related events that are caused or 

experienced by actors” (5). The construction of a narrative text can thus be understood as a set 

of logically connected events ordered in time that are then (re)organized and subjectivized to 

finally be presented by an agent to an addressee through a medium. 

When it comes to time travel, we can in part find the importance of breaking down a 

narrative text into text, story and fabula in Wittenberg’s book. He makes the point that

“‘anachrony’ [deviations from chronological retelling of a fabula] in a time travel story can 

never be either dismissed as provisional or finessed as a mere artifact of retelling; it belongs

ineluctably to the fabula itself” (7-8). Thus, it can be said that in the case of time travel 
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narratives something that has been otherwise squarely in the realm of the story, namely that of

temporal ordering has been moved down one level from the story to the fabula itself. The 

conventions of traditional narrative texts are therefore subverted and complicated by the 

conventions of time travel. 

Furthermore, I will be looking at these novels through the distinction between what 

Bal refers to as external and character-bound narrators. An external narrator refers to a 

narrator that is not an actor within the fabula, whereas a character-bound narrator refers to one 

that is (13).  This distinction is helpful in analyzing the role of the narrator within the text. It 

creates a very different effect when the narrator is bound to one of the characters, for instance 

by limiting what we can know (such as the thoughts of other characters), as opposed to an 

external narrator where it makes sense for it to be able to have complete knowledge. 

Additionally, this concept is crucial in employing focalization. By focalization Bal refers to 

the relationship between who/what sees and what is seen. She argues that it is futile to attempt 

objectivity in lieu of the countless variables that influence how we see things, and as such 

perspective is endemic to all visions (132). Focalization not only helps us understand how an 

object or actor is being portrayed; that portrayal in itself can equally be used to better 

understand the narrator and their perspective, in particular when it comes to a character-bound 

narrator. Moreover, Bal points out that when the focalizer is a character-bound narrator they 

are given a privileged perspective by the reader in that we are inclined to take their 

experience, their way of seeing the world as true (135). Focalization is particularly useful 

when looking at time travel novels in that it allows for an analysis of one of the features that 

is, except through some fantastical means, unique to time travel, namely that of a consistent 

character-bound narrator experiencing vastly different epochs. Through focalization the 

character’s perspective on the different time periods as well as the importance of this 

perspective itself can be better understood. 

The final narratological concept I will employ is rhythm. Rhythm refers to the 

temporal relationship between the story and the fabula. In other words, how much time any 

particular event takes up in the story in contrast to how long time elapses in the fabula. 

Rhythm is divided into five different categories: ellipsis, when the time spent in the story is 

nonexistent; summary, when the time spent in the story is shorter than in the fabula; scene, 

when the time spent in the story and fabula are similar; slow-down, when the time spent in the 

story is longer than in the fabula; and, lastly, pause, when the time spent in the fabula is zero. 
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This idea will be employed to better grasp how traveling through time in these stories might

manipulate how a reader experiences and conceptualizes time in the novel. 

That brings us to Simon Spiegel’s rendition of cognitive estrangement. In his book, 

Wittenburg argues that “[w]hat “normal” narratives can bring about only in the form of

fantasy, allegory, or formalistic experimentation, time travel narratives accomplish in the 

mode of unfussy realism, a literal or mimetic description of characters, events, and 

machines.” (7). Wittenburg illustrates quite succinctly the importance of what Spiegel refers 

to as the techno-scientific look and how it relates to cognitive estrangement. Time travel 

narratives, depending on how they are constructed, allow for the strange to be seen as normal. 

The idea of cognitive estrangement was first formalized by Darko Suvin to refer to a unique 

property of science fiction. While Suvin’s ideas have no doubt been influential, in part due to 

him being one of the first to pave the way for science fiction criticism as a field of inquiry, 

they are not without flaws. In “Things Made Strange: On the Concept of Estrangement in

Science Fiction Theory” (2008), Spiegel points out the many inconsistencies in Suvin’s

formulation of cognitive estrangement, after which he distills Suvin’s ideas into a consistent

set of terms: novum, naturalization, diegetic estrangement, and defamiliarization. Novum 

refers to the “marvelous” things/states which make the universe of the science fiction novel 

differ from our own. In the case of The Time Machine, for instance, the main novum would be 

that of a machine that can travel through time. Furthermore, Spiegel defines cognitive 

estrangement as arising from a novel’s “techno-scientific look”. The main “formal

framework” of science fiction (which he defines by the previously mentioned techno-

scientific look), he goes on to say, is not, as Suvin puts it, estrangement, but is instead 

naturalization. By this Spiegel refers to making the novum seem as if it is possible. Rather 

than making the normal strange, it is making the strange normal (372-3). Altogether, the 

techno-scientific look is achieved by a naturalization of the novum through an “aesthetic of

technology” (372). Diegetic estrangement, on the other hand, refers to estrangement on the

level “story” (376), which in terms of Bal’s theory, confusingly, refers to the level of the 

fabula. It comes after naturalization; in other words, something normal is made strange by 

how it is regarded by actors within a naturalized alternative reality or by “impossible images”

(375-76). For the former, a character might react with shock at the opulence of taking a bath 

in a future in which water has become scarce, thus making us recontextualize the act of 

bathing. For the latter an object might be placed in an environment we don’t expect or used in
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a way that is unfamiliar to us. In the ending of the Planet of the Apes (1968) we famously find

the Statue of Liberty half buried on a planet now completely ruled by intelligent apes. Finally, 

defamiliarization simply refers to the act of making something normal seem strange by

presenting it in an unusual way (377). All together these ideas distinguish the method through 

which incorporating a techno-scientific visage in a novel makes us give extra consideration to 

ideas and inventions; as they appear real we are forced to contend with them.  

That is not to say, however, that Spiegel’s theory is completely comprehensive. While 

it lays out the importance of the techno-scientific veneer, it doesn’t quite account for why 

cognitive estrangement is exclusive to science fiction nor differences in implementation 

within the genre. On the one hand, I would argue that the importance of science fiction as a 

genre in regard to cognitive estrangements lies not in some inherent quality of science fiction 

or its aesthetic, but rather in science itself being the primary framework through which people 

at large understand the world. If instead of science alchemy was widely accepted as real, then 

one could create the same effect with an alchemical aesthetic. Moreover, I would contend that 

naturalization is not an either or, as something is not either naturalized or not, and that this 

happens more so on a spectrum, with some nova being better or worse naturalized, but also 

that this naturalization has differing levels of engaging our cognition. Compare, for instance, 

space combat in Star Wars VI: Return of the Jedi (1983) to that of the TV series The Expanse 

(2015), based on a novel series of the same name. In Star Wars dogfighting in space is 

essentially identical to dogfighting on earth, with sharp turns and complex maneuvers. 

Modern fighter jets have simply been moved to a different environment, but they function the 

same. In The Expanse this same novum functions completely differently because of 

momentum. At very high speeds any quick turns or maneuvers would result in massive g-

forces imparted on the pilots, resulting in either unconsciousness or death, and as such the 

ships and combat in The Expanse are designed around this limitation. The maneuvers that are 

commonplace in Star Wars are made impossible. Not only does this rendition of the novum 

more closely resemble our reality, and therefore makes it easier to naturalize, but it also 

invites us to ask the questions why and how. It is a novum that is created based on our current 

understanding of reality rather than one that is created and then justified post hoc. The same 

can be said when it comes to time travel: not all methods are equally anchored in our 

conception of how the world works. On one extreme you have a magician snapping his 

fingers and transporting himself through time with the use of magic, and on the other extreme 
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you have time travel by method of time dilation. In the former there is not even the pretense

of making time travel seem as if it could be real since magic resides outside of what we 

consider to be plausible, but in the latter the method of time travel is rooted in a scientific 

justification, that of Einstein’s theory of relativity, and thus in a sense it doesn’t just seem

real, it is real. Whereas the former might be entertaining, the latter encourages us to think of 

what might be possible. 
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3. Analysis

3.1 The Time Machine

The Time Machine begins with the man referred to as “the Time Traveler” holding a lecture

about time, or to be more precise a lecture about how time is simply another dimension not 

unlike the other three commonly known dimensions. This lecture culminates in his assertion 

that not only is travel possible in three dimensions, but also in the fourth. In the same way that 

we require a balloon to ascend any significant distance, he goes on to say, so too can a 

machine allow us to travel in time. This lecture is not held for an audience of ordinary men. 

Instead, his audience is filled with a more educated crowd, most notably a “medical man”, a

psychologist, and a provincial mayor, all of whom are more than a little skeptical of his 

claims (ch. 1). This is then followed by what the Time Traveler refers to as “experimental

verification” (10) of his theory using a small time machine: “There was a breath of wind, and

the lamp flame jumped. One of the candles on the mantel was blown out, and the little 

machine suddenly swung round, became indistinct, was seen as a ghost for a second perhaps, 

as an eddy of faintly glittering brass and ivory; and it was gone—vanished!” (13). The 

prototype time machine disappears in front of the very noses of the onlookers. It doesn’t

happen behind closed doors; it disappears before their very eyes. Therefore, they don’t need

to take his word for it. Here we can see an attempt at naturalization of the novum: the 

possibility of time travel itself is first hypothesized through scientific language only to then be 

experimentally verified (even if inconclusively so, since the machine disappearing does not

necessarily mean that it disappeared into time). In other words, through the use of the

scientific method the time machine and by extension time travel is made to seem real. This is 

then further compounded by the narrational mode. The primary narrator in the novel is not the 

Time Traveler itself; instead, it is an unnamed participant. By distancing the narration from 

the Time Traveler to a spectator, the veracity of the Time Traveler’s claims no longer rests 

solely on the word of the Time Traveler himself, since the character-bound narrator becomes 

a witness. The narrator becomes akin to one of the apostles in the Bible, a witness to the 

“miracle”. And, finally, the narrator being distinct from the Time Traveler is essential for the 

ending. Following the Time Traveler’s rendition of his traveling exploits and the disbelief of 
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his guests, the narrator returns to the Time Traveler. This time the traveler is adamant on

proving his discoveries. With a knapsack and camera on his person, he tells the narrator “I

know why you came, and it’s awfully good of you. There’s some magazines here. If you’ll

stop to lunch I’ll prove you this time travelling up to the hilt, specimens and all . . . ” (147).

The Time Traveler is preparing to travel into time and bring back something more substantial. 

This is the last we hear from the Time Traveler before the narrator stumbles in on the Time 

Machine as it disappears:  

. . . from within came the sound of broken glass falling on the floor. The Time Traveler was 
not there. I seemed to see a ghostly, indistinct figure sitting in a whirling mass of black and 
brass for a moment—a figure so transparent that the bench behind with its sheets of drawings 
was absolutely distinct; but this phantasm vanished as I rubbed my eyes. The Time Machine 
had gone. Save for a subsiding stir of dust, the further end of the laboratory was empty.  (147) 

Not only is the narrator a witness to the experiment, and the retelling of the Time Traveler’s

tale, he becomes the sole witness to the time machine in action. The narrative then jumps 

three years into the future. The Time Traveler and his machine are nowhere to be seen, 

leaving behind nothing but “two strange flowers” (148) as evidence of his adventure. With the

disappearance of both the machine and the Time Traveler, the events in the novel are set up to 

be possible in our world. The narrator is crucially the only witness to the Time Machine 

functioning and thus also the only one who believes in the Time Traveler’s tale. There is then 

very little that differentiates the world of the novel and the real world, making the difference 

between a real and fictional account of the happenings appear quite slight. 

The time machine is quite simple as far as methods for time travel are concerned. In 

essence, it is just a machine with two levers, one for moving forward in time and another for 

moving backwards (14). That is as far as any technical explanation of the time machine goes. 

The machine is not rooted in any speculative science, nor is there any explanation as to why it 

works. In other words, there is no attention paid to the actual mechanism of time travel or 

how it might function. The same can be said for the concept of time travel itself. The only 

dive into the topic we find is through brief speculations to the implication of time travel by 

some of the guests, such as investing all of one’s money in the present only to travel to the

future and then reap the rewards (10). There is, however, no attention paid to the potential 

problems and paradoxes inherent to the idea of time travel, mainly regarding the idea of 

traveling backwards in time. Instead, most of the attention is spent on solving the mystery of 

the future, by which I mean answering the question of why the future that the Time Traveler 

visits takes the shape that it does how that future is representative of issues and developments 

of his own time. 
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The year 802701 is quite different from the late 19th century from which the Time

Traveler comes. On first arrival he describes it as “a long neglected yet weedless garden”

(42). It is the remnants of the Anthropocene (a time period defined by human influence on the 

planet) taken to its logical extreme: “One triumph of a united humanity over Nature had

followed another. Things that are now mere dreams had become projects deliberately put in 

hand and carried forward. And the harvest was what I saw!” (51). It is the world left over after

having been completely remade to suit the needs and desires of humanity, the world that 

resulted from the complete dominion of humans over nature. That said, while humanity was 

able to conquer nature, it was not able to conquer its own nature. At the same time as 

humanity conquered the natural world, so too did nature conquer humans. This was done 

through the process of evolution. McLean, in his book The Early Fictions of H. G. Wells 

(2009), outlines how the trajectory of human evolution in The Time Machine is modelled after 

Ray Lankester’s, who was friends with Wells, idea of degeneration. By degeneration 

Lankester refers to how an organism with easy access to safety and food over time becomes 

“adapted to less varied and less complex conditions of life” (McLean, 25). The degeneration 

of humanity is made clear through the representation of the Eloi, who have become simple 

creatures compared to modern humans. For example, the Time Traveler describes their 

language as being “almost exclusively composed of concrete substantives and verbs. There

seemed to be few, if any, abstract terms, or little use of figurative language. Their sentences 

were usually simple and of two words” (63). It is completely devoid of the complexity that

defines our own language and mirrors the cognitive capacity of the Eloi. Moreover, as 

Lankester points out, this connection is further made explicit in the narration itself (26): “It is

a law of nature we overlook, that intellectual versatility is the compensation for change,

danger, and trouble. An animal perfectly in harmony with its environment is a perfect 

mechanism. Nature never appeals to intelligence until habit and instinct are useless” (Wells, 

130). This also feeds into the importance of time travel in this examination of evolution. 

Through the use of time travel we get to examine evolution as it happens not just in any 

animal, but in humanity itself. On the one hand, this makes it a more intimate and stirring 

account, these aren’t just any animals, they are our descendants, and on the other it also

breaks down the commonly accepted human/nature distinction. By examining evolution 

through humans Wells makes it clear that we are not separate from nature and that the 

processes that govern nature also govern us. In summary, by traveling forward in time Wells 
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lays out how evolution does not have a strict direction from “less” to “more” evolved or

complex, rather it is simply a process of adapting to an environment, and as the environment 

changes so too does the evolutionary pressures. In addition, he also shows that humanity is 

not apart from nature and is rather a part of and subject to nature. 

That is not to say, however, that evolution in The Time Machine is simply a natural 

phenomenon. It is also a political one, which is made evident from the difference between the 

Morlocks and the Eloi, even though they share a common ancestor. The Eloi, though, having 

“dwindl[ed] in size, strength and intelligence” (82), still somewhat resemble modern humans. 

The case for the Morlocks is quite different. They have “abnormally large and sensitive

[eyes],” like those of “abysmal fishes” (87); with either their forearms close to the ground or 

running on all fours, they are like “human spider[s]” (75). This difference is theorized by the

Time Traveler to stem from the difference in environment. Whereas the Eloi evolved in 

abundance above ground, the Morlocks evolved underground. This difference is said to stem 

a sociopolitical divide: 

. . . proceeding from the problems of our own age, it seemed clear as daylight to me that the 
gradual widening of the present merely temporary and social difference between the Capitalist 
and the Labourer was the key to the whole position. No doubt it will seem grotesque enough to 
you—and wildly incredible!—and yet even now there are existing circumstances to point that 
way. There is a tendency to utilise underground space for the less ornamental purposes of 
civilisation; there is the Metropolitan Railway in London, for instance, there are new electric 
railways, there are subways, there are underground workrooms and restaurants, and they 
increase and multiply. Evidently, I thought, this tendency had increased till Industry had 
gradually lost its birthright in the sky. (80) 

The Eloi are the descendants of the capitalists and the Morlocks of the laborers. Having been 

driven underground by the capitalists into an environment quite different from what 

contemporary humans and our ancestors inhabited, the laborers evolved into a species 

drastically different from our own, exhibiting nocturnal features. Crucially, the sociopolitical 

reality that resulted in these changes is not something foreign, theoretical, or of the future. It 

is from the Time Traveler’s “own age”. Nicholas Ruddick, in his essay “‘Tell Us All About

Little Rosebery’: Topicality and Temporality in H.G. Well’s The Time Machine,”

convincingly argues that The Time Machine “is deliberately and rigorously historicized by

being placed in a specific temporal relation to a moment in history that corresponds very 

closely to the date of The Time Machine's composition” (337). This date, he determines from 

the text, is sometime in February of 1894 (340), roughly one year before publication, and as 

such he goes on to say that The Time Machine was not addressed to readers from the future 

but rather to those around at the time of publication (338). In other words, it can be said that 
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the future the Time Traveler explores in the novel isn’t just any future. It is specifically

connected to and springs forth from the turn of the 19th century. The future envisioned does 

not only forbode where they might be heading but also functions as a reflection of 

contemporary reality. The Time Traveler’s story functions as a warning against injustice and 

excess. He has been to the future and seen with his own eyes the results of a world in which 

the rich delegate more and more of the labor to subservient classes, leaving their own lives to 

become ones of luxury and leisure. That luxury and excess in turn leads to a degeneration, 

which in The Time Machine takes a physical form, that of diminished stature and mental 

decline, and in turn a loss of power. The Time Traveler’s story becomes in a sense a 

prophecy. However, unlike other prophecies that tend to be dreamlike and vague, his 

prophecy takes place, as Wittenburg puts it, in “unfussy realism” (7).  

Moreover, how we understand the relationship between future and “now” becomes

doubly important when we consider time travel. The important thing to keep in mind is that 

the future in The Time Machine is not presented in an objective way; rather, it is filtered 

through a specific set of eyes, those of the Time Traveler. In a narratological sense this means 

that the future is focalized through the eyes of a contemporary person. Thus, the future is 

understood and recontextualized through the Time Traveler’s assumptions and ideas about the 

world. We see this quite explicitly in the text on multiple occasions. Aside from his 

assumptions about the split evolutionary trajectory of humanity, the Time Traveler also 

understands changes in disease and biological sex, just to name a few, through references to 

his own time. For the former he says that in his time medicine was in its infancy but slowly 

making strides, and therefore in the future it would make sense that they had eliminated all 

disease, which explained why he did not come across any such things (49). For the latter, he 

explains the reduced sexual dimorphism in the Eloi through the increasing gender equality as 

the result of a decreasingly violent world: “We see some beginnings of this even in our own 

time, and in this future age it was complete” (46). In other words, the importance of time 

travel when it comes to exploring ideas within The Time Machine lies in part in its ability to 

displace a contemporary person into a future or past setting and thus allowing this period to be 

understood through a familiar viewpoint. Not only does this allow us to understand a different 

time through references to contemporary ideas and dynamics, but this can also help 

recontextualize our own time by contrast. 
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In The Time Machine, the connection between future and past becomes a mystery to

be solved. The future is presented as a part of a causal chain going back all the way to the 

Time Traveler’s age and therefore can also be understood as a reaction to the conditions of 

1894. The future is a mystery with all the clues to its alien shape existing in the past. In the 

novel the mystery is solved through a scientific lens. The Time Traveler makes a hypothesis 

based on his observations and as new information is revealed he revises his hypothesis. This 

process takes three main steps: first, his encounter with the Eloi and their diminished state; 

then, his discovery that there was more than one inheritor of humanity; and, lastly, his 

discovery of the reversal in the power hierarchy between the Eloi and the Morlocks, the 

former capitalists and laborers. The Time Machine is not simply a story of degeneration; it 

also delves into the realm of taboo. To his horror, the reversal in power that the Time Traveler 

discovers is not only one of the servant becoming the master but that of the master becoming 

cattle: “These Eloi were mere fatted cattle, which the ant-like Morlocks preserved and preyed 

upon—probably saw to the breeding of” (102). This further speaks to the importance of 

naturalization: On the one hand, the future is dealt with not as something mystical, but as 

something to be understood through a scientific mind, and on the other hand to the power of 

focalization. Instead of simply having the future summarized or explained, the process of 

focalization allows for a much more visceral engagement. We experience this through the 

sympathy the Time Traveler shows towards the Eloi and Weena, his short-term companion: 

And when I pressed her, perhaps a little harshly, she burst into tears. They were the only tears, 
except my own, I ever saw in that Golden Age. When I saw them I ceased abruptly to trouble 
about the Morlocks, and was only concerned in banishing these signs of her human inheritance 
from Weena’s eyes. (82) 

Or it could be through his distaste for the Morlocks: “I longed very much to kill a Morlock or

so. Very inhuman, you may think, to want to go killing one’s own descendants! But it was

impossible, somehow, to feel any humanity in the things” (109). These two descendants of

humankind become something more than just a theoretical future for our species. Therefore, 

the revelation of “cannibalism” becomes a lot more impactful. It is not just an interesting fact 

but instead becomes a lived reality. 

We again find the intersection between focalization and diegetic estrangement as the 

Time Traveler finds his way into a museum. At first, he stumbles across things that he would 

be familiar with, such as the skeleton of a Brontosaurus and a Megatherium (104), things that 

we might expect to find within a modern natural history museum even today. But as he goes 

deeper, he starts to find things from his own time: “I found the old familiar glass cases of our
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own time. But they must have been air-tight to judge from the fair preservation of some of

their contents” (105). By placing common contemporary items in an “impossible”

environment, in this case as a historical exhibit in a museum, they induce estrangement. It 

would be like walking into a history museum and finding the latest iPhone as an exhibit. The 

object doesn’t exist where we expect it to be and therefore it makes us think. It should be 

noted, however, that estrangement exists on the level of the reader and not inherently in the 

text. For a reader contemporary with the publishing of the Time Machine, a late 19th century 

jar filled with preserved goods/specimens found in a museum as a historical exhibit might not 

be expected, but for a modern reader this is not quite the same since we associate them with 

the past, with history. This effect is further reinforced when the Time Traveler enters a room 

full of old books.  

I went out of that gallery and into another and still larger one, which at the first glance 
reminded me of a military chapel hung with tattered flags. The brown and charred rags that 
hung from the sides of it, I presently recognised as the decaying vestiges of books. They had 
long since dropped to pieces, and every semblance of print had left them. But here and there 
were warped boards and cracked metallic clasps that told the tale well enough. (111) 

The books are presented as “tattered flags,” having “dropped to pieces” and as being simply 

“vestiges” of books, and thus their shapes are of those ravaged by time. These books are, 

however, not indicated to be ancient texts, but instead as having been whole at the time they 

were stored in the museum. Thus, their shape and location in tandem create an estranging 

effect. They are books that might have once been contemporary to the Time Traveler himself, 

that now are nothing but shells of what they once were. That said, estrangement can be seen 

not only on the level of the “image” but can also be observed in the Time Traveler himself as 

he discovers the gallery.  

Had I been a literary man I might, perhaps, have moralised upon the futility of all ambition. 
But as it was, the thing that struck me with keenest force was the enormous waste of labour to 
which this sombre wilderness of rotting paper testified. At the time I will confess that I thought 
chiefly of the Philosophical Transactions and my own seventeen papers upon physical optics. 
(111) 

Upon taking in the state of decay of what had once been shelves full of books he is forced to 

recontextualize the pursuit of and labor involved in the production of knowledge. And in the 

context of the year 802701, the state of the books further brings into question the entire 

human project and the idea of progress. While we have been shown the heights that humans 

can achieve through the conquest of nature and the elimination of disease, ultimately that 

progress had its limits, even directly leading to the devolution of the human species. The 

remnants of the books then represent, as the Time Traveler points out, an “enormous waste of

labour”. Not only because they have long since become intelligible, but more crucially
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because the tower of knowledge to which they were a part has likewise turned to dust.

Generation after generation of scientists, philosophers, and scholars devoting their lives, each 

building on the generation that came before, only for the descendants of humanity to lose the 

capacity to read. In the face of this the obvious question then becomes: What was it all for? 

More than just evocation towards grander ideas of human ambition in face of the harsh 

reality of the universe, we also find ideas that resonate more personally with the Time 

Traveler himself. What he saw around him might not only be the fates of books in general, 

but also more specifically of the papers he himself had written, the ones that he had put his 

time and effort into. By focalizing the events through a contemporary set of eyes, the ruined 

books become more than simply a catalyst for broad ideas and concepts, but also brings it 

down to the level of the individual, to the realm of more personal concerns, ones that might 

well resonate with people at the time. The Time Traveler is himself estranged by his 

environment, the world he is familiar with clashes with the new one he is faced with and as 

such the familiar becomes strange. Furthermore, through this estrangement he channels our 

perceptions and thoughts, chiefly because he is not alien, his assumptions and ideas about the 

world are like ours since they are shaped in our reality and thus become relatable. Therefore, 

in this case, time travel allows for a curated estrangement. The “impossible images” de-

automatize our perceptions, encouraging us to cognitively engage with them, after which the 

Time Traveler’s thoughts become a conduit for our own. 

To sum up, the novel begins with an attempt to naturalize the novum of the time 

machine, using both scientific language and experimental verification. The veracity of the 

Time Traveler’s claims is then further reinforced by the story being focalized through a 

secondary character, one who also plays the role of a witness. That said, the novel spends 

very little time exploring the implications of time travel or the functions of the machine, 

instead using time travel as a means to explore other ideas. One such idea is the 

Anthropocene. The future is represented as having been completely remade to fit the purposes 

of humankind. Another is that of evolution. With the increased ease of life came a 

degeneration of humanity to less intelligent life forms, as evidenced by the Eloi. Hence, time 

travel allows for an exploration of evolution not only in animals, but also in our own species. 

This evolution is not just a result of natural changes, but is also influenced by class 

distinctions, resulting in the divide between the Eloi and the Morlocks. The Time Traveler 

traces the origins of this to a class divide back to his own time. This makes the novel topical, 
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but it also functions as a warning against excess and luxury, as this literally leads to a

degeneration of the mind, even if over generations. Further speaking to the topicality of the 

novel, more so than simply to class relations, the future as a whole is represented as 

something that can be understood through the conditions of the late 19th century. And the 

mystery that is the future is figured out by the Time Traveler through a scientific lens, 

combining both naturalization and focalization. We get to learn about the future through the 

perspective of the Time Traveler instead of simply through summary. Furthermore, the 

focalization of the future through the Time Traveler leads to estrangement as he explores the 

ruins of an old museum and encounters “impossible scenes”. These scenes bring questions

both on the grand scale, such as the purpose of all our collective efforts and the value of 

knowledge production, but also questions on a more personal level, as he contemplates the 

results of his own efforts.  

 

3.2 The Children of Time

Where The Time Machine tells a very focused story primarily from the perspective of one 

man, The Children of Time contains a much broader narrative. The book begins in the far 

future during the death throes of an interstellar human empire, on a research vessel with the 

mission to create new intelligent life on a planet they had terraformed. After a terrorist attack 

on the research vessels, the project’s visionary and lead scientist Avrana Kern barely escapes 

with her life to a pod built to observe the development of the project. From within she 

watches as the pods with her specimen are propelled down from the doomed spacecraft and 

start to burn up as they enter the atmosphere, killing her research subjects, the monkeys she 

was meaning to uplift, before she is put in cryogenic sleep (ch. 1). This sets up the conditions 

for the second perspective, Kern being the first. While the monkeys died, the nanovirus meant 

to accelerate their evolution did not. Instead, they infected other species on the planet. Among 

them were a species of jumping spider. We follow these spiders through their evolution, both 

physical and social, from their beginnings as mere spiders through their evolution and 

eventual breakthrough into the space age. Interestingly, though, from a narratological 

perspective, is that each chapter is told by focusing on a “consistent” set of characters,

primarily Portia, Bianca, and Fabian. Almost all the spider chapters are told focusing on a 

female spider referred to as Portia, with Bianca, another female spider playing a crucial role, 
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and Fabian taking on the mantle of the primary male spider in an extremely matriarchal

society. That said, as these chapters can have hundreds, if not thousands, of years between 

them and the lifespan of the spiders is not particularly long, these are not the same spiders. 

This is made even more evident since each Portia, Fabian, and Bianca play different roles in 

different chapters/time periods. In one chapter Portia is a priestess, in another she is an 

adventurer flying up to the edges of space, and in a third she is a scientist working to save her 

species from plague (339, 477, 286). Additionally, this discrepancy is also pointed out 

directly in the narration: “Portia – this Portia – can look back at the simplified, even 

romanticized, recollections of that time that she has inherited . . . ” (425). While the roles 

change between the chapters, the named spiders always play a crucial role in the history and 

development of the spider species. It should also be noted, as Fiona French points out, that 

“Tchaikovsky excels in evoking the spider’s alien consciousness; she conceptualizes the world
in spiraling networks of interconnectivity with her sisters, speaks with vibrations and is able to 
discuss maths with other species such as stomatopods and humans. Despite, or perhaps due to, 
being a fictional account, the work successfully introduces human readers to novel 
sensibilities.” (14) 

This means that by focalizing through the perspective of a sentient spider we are introduced to 

an alien perspective. The third perspective, and the primary one when it comes to time travel, 

belongs to Holsten, a classicist (in this case referring to someone who is an expert of the 

fallen empire) on the ship Gilgamesh, a refuge ship from the remains of earth, long after the 

empire fell. He, along with Lain, the chief engineer, Vitas, the chief science officer, Karst, the 

chief of security and Commander Guyen, the leader of the operation, are the crew responsible 

for taking care of any eventualities on their journey to find a new home, a journey that ends 

up taking more than two and a half thousand years (465). As such, we follow Holsten’s

perspective each time he is woken up from the statis chamber that prolongs his life and 

preserves his body (which is the primary form of time travel in the novel, which essentially 

boils down to an artificially induced statis, or in practice like sleeping into the far future) (35). 

In sum, the story is on the one hand focalized through the eyes of Avrana Kern and Holsten as 

they jump in and out of history, and on the other there is the broader perspective when it 

comes to the spiders, although it still follows a set of consistently named but different spiders, 

with Portia being the primary “one”. 

Between these disparate viewpoints we find some key differences, particularly when 

we compare the chapters following Holsten to those following Portia. Both sets of viewpoints 

are primarily focused on one character and what they experience. Holsten’s chapters are 

entirely focalized through his point of view (with a few exceptions when another character 
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becomes the focalizer, such as Karst [586]). We exclusively hear what Holsten can hear and

see what he can see. For the spiders the narration is a lot more mixed. As with Holsten’s

chapters, each spider chapter follows a main character, in most cases a spider called Portia, 

but with the narration not completely locked to her perspective. In other words, the narration 

in the Holsten chapters is character-bound, but in the case of the spider chapters we move 

between an external and a character-bound narrator. This is most clearly illustrated when we 

analyze these chapters through the view of rhythm, and most crucially how these chapters 

engage with summary. The spider chapters rely heavily on summary to bridge the time and 

developments between chapters, as the following quote shows: 

As active carnivores with a considerably more demanding metabolism than their forebears, too 
many of them in one place will quickly overhunt any home territory. Traditionally their family 
units fragment often; the females who are weakest, with the fewest allies, are the ones who 
venture further afield to establish new nests. Such diasporas happen regularly for, although 
they lay far fewer eggs than their ancestors, and although their standards of care are far below 
human so that infant mortality rates remain high, the species population is in colossal 
expansion. They are spreading across their world, one broken family at a time. (64) 

Here, in one short paragraph, we find summarized biological developments of the species: 

“with a considerably more demanding metabolism than their forebears” and “they lay far

fewer eggs than their ancestors”. But we also find events: “ . . . the species population is in 

colossal expansion. They are spreading across their world, one broken family at a time”. For 

the biological developments one might contend that they belong solely in the realm of 

description. I would, however, argue that they are an integral part of the fabula. This is 

because while they are descriptions, they imply change from one chapter to the next (Bal, 

155-6), a change that is caused in turn by the nanovirus in service to, and as a result of, Kern’s 

goal of elevating humans to gods: “This is the future. This is where mankind takes its next 

great step. This is where we become gods” (3 [italics in original]). The spider species in its 

entirety becomes the object that the human researchers act upon, even if inadvertently. This 

contrasts quite heavily with Holsten’s chapters in that there is no summary of the centuries or

millennia that pass between chapters within the narration itself. Where the spider chapters rely 

on summary, here we instead find only ellipses. From the time that Holsten goes into 

cryogenic stasis to the time he comes out there is no mention in the narration. The only 

summary of events between these two points come from dialogue with other characters and 

conjecture from the change in the ship (126-7, 323, 438-440). In other words, these chapters 

differ in terms of narration, in that Holsten’s chapters are entirely focalized through Holsten,
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whereas the spiders’ chapter have both a character-bound and external narrator, in turn

resulting in differences in rhythm.  

While the events happening between chapters in both viewpoints are crucial for the 

progression of the text, these differences can be explained by how time travel functions and 

how to utilize it to achieve certain effects. In the section on The Time Machine I showed some 

of the benefits of having a consistent character-bound focalizer through history and how that 

can be achieved with time travel. Where in The Time Machine this was in part due to 

topicality, in The Children of Time it fills other functions. Having a consistent character-

bound focalizer allows for the future to be compared to a consistent baseline. However, in The 

Children of Time that baseline is not contemporaneous with when the book was published. It 

is instead located in the original configuration of the Gilgamesh. Thus, the changes in the ship 

are contrasted with how it used to be, making these changes more prominent: “Everywhere

told the same story of slow autolysis, a cannibalism of the self as less important parts and 

systems were ripped out to fix higher-priority problems. Walls were laid open, the ship’s

bones exposed” (518). In other words, there is a continuous frame of reference through which 

the future is contextualized, through which the “cannibalism” is given meaning. Moreover, as

with The Time Machine, the focalization results in a much more visceral telling of history. It 

isn’t like reading a history book since Holsten cares about the outcome and is invested in the 

changes, not least because his own life depends on it. If the ship breaks down before they 

arrive at a suitable planet, then they are all dead, Holsten included. That said, to achieve this 

effect the closer the narration is to the character the more potent Holsten’s point of view 

becomes, thus moving the narration to being wholly character-bound, since as Bal points out, 

it makes us privilege his perspective (135). This narrative strategy in conjunction with the

cryogenic sleep necessitates ellipses of the events on the level of story, since even though the 

events happened in Holsten’s proximity (in both space and time), they occurred while he was 

not conscious, and moving away from Holsten’s perspective to a third-party narration would 

increase the reader’s distance to Holsten.  

Moreover, time travel in The Children of Time is crucial in exploring the ideas of 

societal progress and evolution that we find within the novel, even if not necessarily directly. 

One of the challenges when writing a text that spans large swathes of time is how to tie these 

different time periods together into something that feels like a coherent story or a logical 

progression of events. This is doubly true when we are talking about something like 



24 

evolution. Even today there are those who find the idea of evolution to be preposterous, that

we once could have been something akin to apes (Numbers). It might seem strange looking at 

us now and saying that small changes over time are all that differentiate us from monkeys, but 

that doubt rests in large part in how it can be difficult to conceptualize time. Human brains 

aren’t really wired to be able to conceptualize what a million years truly means. Human 

civilization has barely existed for even a fraction of that time and even that can be hard to 

conceptualize. To deal with this problem in The Children of Time we find three main 

strategies, one on the level of the fabula and two on the level of the story. Firstly, there is the 

use of the nanovirus, which greatly accelerates evolution: “Their children will be beautiful 

and brilliant and grow to twice her size, infected with the nanovirus that Portia and the male 

both carry. Further generations will be larger and brighter and more successful still, one after 

the other selectively evolving at a virally accelerated rate . . . ” (23). This brings what might 

have been millions of years down to the more manageable thousands. Secondly, there is the 

previously mentioned narrational strategy in which the primary spiders in each chapter all 

have the same names. This connects the chapters by creating an impression of continuity. You 

don’t read about “new” characters in each chapter, but instead read about different lives of the 

same characters at best, or someone belonging to their lineage at worst. Even if the distance in 

time is one thousand years, you are still reading about Portia. Lastly, we have how time travel 

is used as a framing device. The Children of Time is divided into eight chapters, and each of 

these chapters is in turn divided into multiple sub-chapters. When we look at the organization 

of these subchapters we find a clear pattern, each chapter following the spiders tends to be 

followed by a chapter following the humans and vice versa. If we take chapter two for 

instance, of the seven sub chapters chapter 2.1, 2.3, 2.5 and 2.7 all follow Holsten, whereas 

chapters 2.2, 2.4 and 2.6 follow Portia (34-118). If we then take into account that the primary 

perspective of the humans is Holsten’s perspective and that he effectively travels through time 

through stasis we find that both the spiders evolutionary and societal history is juxtaposed 

with one human lifetime. In other words, by intertwining chapters focusing on Holsten with 

chapters focusing on the spiders, the time that elapses in the latter becomes framed by the 

former, the thousands/hundreds of years become framed in terms of one human lifetime and 

thus both become more manageable but also seem more connected. That is not to say, 

however, that there is a congruence between the time that elapses for Holsten and the time 

that elapses for the spiders, only that it creates this impression. To conclude, the novel makes 
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use of a nanovirus to accelerate the time that evolution takes in the fabula, a consistent set of

names for the spiders is then used to further bridge chapters that are far divorced in time, and 

lastly the spiders’ entire evolution and social development are then framed by a timescale that 

we are familiar with, the perception of time for a human. 

So far, I haven’t mentioned anything about of naturalization. But that is not to say it is 

absent from the novel. Unlike in The Time Machine, there is not a direct justification or 

explanation for the nova in the text. But whereas the time machine is something completely 

hypothetical, the nova in The Children of Time are more scientifically grounded, and at the 

very least seem like they might be possible. In the novel the primary nova are the nanovirus, 

cryogenic stasis, and interstellar spaceships. For the nanovirus we can look towards 

advancements like CRISPR in biology that allow for editing of genes, in addition to those in 

nanorobotics. For cryogenics we can, for instance, look towards a study conducted in the 

1950s, that had some limited success in freezing and reanimating live hamsters (Smith and 

Parks). And lastly, for interstellar spaceships, that seems to be more of a when rather than an 

if. Even now NASA has plans to return to the moon with the Artemis program, a mission they 

say will lay the groundwork for future missions to Mars (Dunbar). As such, while the nova 

aren’t explained, all their justifications can be found in contemporary science. There is a 

logical explanation for them, it isn’t just magic. And, moreover, we find that there is a 

scientific strain that permeates the text with many scientists and academics playing pivotal 

roles. When we look at the spiders, for instance, Portia, Bianca, and Fabian are all playing the 

role of scientists in at least one of the chapters (ch. 4.8, 5.8, etc). And this is more than just a 

role, since science plays a pivotal narrative role itself. One of the major crises that the spiders 

are faced with is a plague that is threatening to end their civilization.  

The city Portia sees now is depopulated. Although the dying has only just started, hundreds of 
females are abandoning Great Nest for other cities. Others simply strike out into the remaining 
wilderness to take their chances, relying on centuries-old Understandings to recapture the 
lifestyle of their ancient huntress ancestors. Many males have fled too. Already the delicate 
structures of the city are showing some disrepair as basic maintenance is disregarded.  
   Plague is coming.  
   In the north, a handful of great cities are already in ruins. A global epidemic is leaping from 
community to community. Hundreds of thousands are already dead from it, and now Great 
Nest has seen its own first victims. (249-50) 

The plague is in essence an invisible enemy that can’t be fought in any conventional manner, 

one that threatens civilization itself, forcing many to go back to a more primitive solitary 

lifestyle, back to “the lifestyle of their ancient huntress ancestors”. In the text we find the final 

resolution to this crisis through science when Portia and Bianca, both scientists, are on the 
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brink of succumbing to plague. As their home The Great Nest teeters on the edge of collapse,

they manage to develop a serum combining an extracted version of the nanovirus with the 

segment of genes found only in spiderlings that grew up in the ruins of a city devastated by 

plague (ch. 4.6). In other words, they manage after extensive research and the collective effort 

of a multitude of spiders to create something akin to a vaccine against the plague. Together 

these two points, that of a future changed by nova based in science and a narrative in which 

scientists and scientific discoveries play a pivotal role, reinforce the impression of a universe 

as not only rational, but one that is akin to ours, one that mirrors our own and therefore 

encourages one to take the things that happen in the novel more seriously and ask the 

questions why and how we encounter something new. 

One such question belongs to something more mundane, neither dealing with 

something conceptual like evolution nor threatening like plague. Instead, it relates to 

something much more personal, that of romance. Yet it is not a romance as we would 

normally experience it, because for the two parties involved their time flows asynchronously, 

meaning that they age at different rates. Shortly after Holsten is first introduced Lain greets

him with “‘Happy birthday! You’re now the oldest man in history!’”, indicating not only that 

he has been in suspension for almost two thousand years, but also that he is older than her 

(36-7). The next time they are woken up we find out that this difference is seven years (57). 

Over time, as they are brought in and out of stasis, their relationship develops from friendly to 

romantic, culminating in a date on a long abandoned imperial space station, at which point 

Holsten notes her face and sees the changes her extended stints awake have had on her and 

thinking “We’re a good match now . . . Look at the two of us” (298 [italics in original]). Their 

seven year difference had shrunk, leaving them roughly the same age. Their relationship does 

not end there however, centuries later Holsten is woken up again but this time when he meets 

Lain things are not quite the same.  

But this was Lain – Isa Lain. She was older, of course. She must have been fifteen years his 
senior by now, a veteran of the long battle against entropy . . . fifteen more years had made 
Lain old. Not ancient, not decrepit – not yet. She was a working woman in the last days of her 
strength, staring down time’s inevitable slope which would rob her of her abilities piecemeal 
with every step. She was heavier than she had been, and her face was written over in that 
universal human language of hardship and care. Her hair was grey, long, tied back in a severe 
bun. He had never seen her with long hair before. She was Lain, though: a woman he had seen 
evolve in snapshot over the course of so short a time for him, but a lifetime for her. He felt an 
upsurge of feeling in just looking at her face, the lines and weathering doing their best to hide 
her familiarity from him, and failing. (461-2) 

It is a reunion of old friends, but it is not like one we would be used to. The difference present 

in the two parties creates a defamiliarizing effect. While, the age of Holsten remains fairly 
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consistent throughout the entire novel, since he does not spend much time outside of stasis,

that is not the case for other characters. And as such, we find Lain to have become much 

older, she is more weathered, “her hair was grey”. It is a break with the idea of time as a

universal, something that we all travel through at the same rate. For Holsten, little time has 

passed between their last meeting, yet he finds her looking much older and for Lain the 

opposite is true, seeing her friend for the first time in roughly fifteen years only for him not to 

have aged a day. It is an “impossible” situation two friends meeting after a long time only for

one to have aged and not the other, a scene that one might find in a fantastical setting with 

immortal characters like vampires, but here instead rendered in, as Wittenburg put it, “unfussy

realism” (7). This estranging situation opens up questions about what role age plays in 

relationships, what does it mean to become older in someone else’s eyes, and what is it that

brings us together. In a lot of ways, we live in a very ageist society. The people we date and 

those we spend our time with tend to be of a similar age, and often when that is not the case

there can be a lot of judgement from one’s peers. For a more concrete example, we can look 

at Robert Fleck and Andrew Hanssen’s 2016 study on age-specific gender gaps from the 

1920s and onwards in Hollywood (a mainstay of our popular culture), in which they come to 

the conclusion that for the women in lead roles they tend to be on average 6-10 years younger 

than for men in lead roles, and that women were overrepresented in the younger age group, 

meaning there is not only discrimination in terms of age, but that this is intertwined with 

gender (42-3). We can find some inklings of this in this text, too. Lain’s aging is described as

something that attempts to hide her familiarity, but ultimately failing. Thus, it can be said that 

age is represented as a veil, as something external, something that hides, but behind the veil of 

age is still the same Lain. This is further reinforced as they embrace: “He didn’t expect the

tears, not from her. He didn’t expect the fierce strength of her arms as she held him to her, the

shaking of her shoulders as she fought against herself (463).” Their bond, far from having 

been eroded with time and difference, is still present. In all, the novel challenges our ideas 

about romance and relationships through asynchronous aging. By having Lain and Holsten 

travel through time at a different pace the novel creates an estranging moment and puts into 

question the meaning and importance of age itself. 

In conclusion, The Children of Time is a novel with a varied narrational structure. On 

the one hand, it is focalized through the perspective of Kern and Holsten as they travel 

forwards in time, and on the other we have the narrative of the spiders, which is told both with 
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an external narrator and a character-bound narrator, with the latter consisting of spiders with a

consistent set of names, even when they are spiders separated by generations, to create 

familiarity through history. These differences in narration also result in a different rhythm 

between the texts, with the spider chapters containing much more summary and Holsten’s

chapters instead including ellipses during the times when he is in stasis. This difference can 

be explained by focalization, and the benefit of a closer narration in the ability to view history 

through a consistent character-bound narrator, one that is invested in the outcome of his ship. 

Moreover, Holsten’s narrative as a framing device, in addition to the nanovirus and the shared 

naming of the spiders, all work together to make evolution and the civilization developments 

that happen seem to occur in a more manageable time span. The entire development of the 

spiders from simple spiders to a space-age civilization is framed in terms of a single human 

lifetime, that of Holsten’s. Two of these strategies, Holsten’s time travel and the nanovirus, 

are naturalized in part through their relationship to fields of science and research that exist 

today, and also through ideas that have permeated public awareness (for instance, the idea of 

an interstellar spaceship exists in most people’s imagination). Additionally, science and 

scientists play a major role in the fabula, as when they become the primary means through 

which the spider civilization is saved from a plague. Lastly, the novel makes use of the 

asynchronous aging between Lain and Holsten, as they travel through time at different speeds 

to question ideas about aging, romance and the connection between these two. As a whole, 

then, the novel uses time travel to explore history through a consistent set of eyes, as a 

framing device to compress time into something more manageable, and to question ideas in 

regard to age and aging. 

 

3.3 History and Science in The Children of Time and The Time Machine

In some ways The Time Machine and The Children of Time are remarkably similar for two 

books that were published more than one hundred years apart. They both focus on the themes 

of evolution, history and social development while at the same time use time travel as a 

means to explore these ideas. But when we look closer we can find quite stark differences that 

I will argue can be attributed to the period in which they were written, both socially and 

scientifically. When we compare time travel in the two novels we can find several major 

differences. The first one is that time travel in The Time Machine is presented as the fruit of 
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the Time Traveler’s solitary efforts (ch. 2). This makes sense considering the time in which it

was written, a time in which people like Nikola Tesla, Thomas Edison, and Graham Bell were 

still alive and making their mark on the world through their inventions. But as science has 

gotten more and more complicated with people becoming increasingly specialized, the 

archetype of the lone inventor has become much less prevalent.  If there was such an 

advanced machine as a time machine being invented, the fact that it would come from one 

man instead of a research facility seems quite unlikely, to the point of being unbelievable. The 

equivalent that we might point at today would be more in line with a person such as Steve 

Jobs, a person often regarded as a visionary. However, there is nothing solitary about him. He 

did not develop the Iphone in his garage by himself. Instead, he had a large team of engineers 

and scientists working towards his purpose. Additionally, when we look at how the time 

machine is described in the novel, we find that the parts it is made from seem like they would 

belong as components of a ritual or magical spell rather than some advanced machine: “Parts 

were of nickel, parts of ivory, parts had certainly been filed or sawn out of rock crystal. The 

thing was generally complete, but the twisted crystalline bars lay unfinished upon the bench 

beside some sheets of drawings, and I took one up for a better look at it. Quartz it seemed to 

be” (16). Instead of nickel, ivory, and crystal the equivalent today would be more along the 

lines of winding cables, steel bars, and circuitry. As such, when we are evaluating 

naturalization in terms of the novum in The Time Machine topicality becomes doubly 

important. While it might have seemed plausible when it was published, that would much less 

be the case today. This is in part because of differences in how science is conducted, but also 

due to a change in what science and technology looks like. 

When we then compare this to time travel in The Children of Time, we get quite a 

different impression. Firstly, it should be noted that there is no specific mention of who 

invented cryogenic stasis, only that the Gilgamesh is based on half-understood old empire 

technology (245). Therefore, it doesn’t rely on the trope of the singular genius, rather it lies in 

collective human progress. Secondly, this iteration of a time machine is not something that is 

rare. In The Time Machine there is only one machine, and after it disappears so too does the 

capability of time travel. In The Children of Time, on the other hand, the time machines, in 

this case the cryogenic pods, are extremely abundant. It is something that has been mass 

produced, with the Gilgamesh alone carrying at least five hundred thousand of them. 

Therefore, it creates the impression of something that is tied to industry, to the efforts of a 
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collection of people rather than an individual. In other words, in the last one hundred years,

how science is conducted, who is conducting it, and what materials we use, etc., have 

changed, the aesthetic of science has changed, with The Children of Time representing more 

modern sentiments. 

More than simply the look of science, science itself has progressed massively between 

these two novels. The Time Machine was written before Einstein published his famous papers, 

before our modern understanding of physics was a thing. These advances not only broadened 

our grasp of the universe, but also of time travel itself. With the theory of relativity came time 

dilation, a proven phenomenon that allows for a specific type of time travel, namely that of 

traveling into the future. By either entering a high gravity zone or traveling at speeds 

approaching that of the speed of light your time will slow down in comparison to those not

doing the same. In practice that means that with an adequately fast spaceship, one could go on 

a ten year long round-trip from earth and arrive one hundred years later and thus travel into 

the future. In The Children of Time we find reference to this in the Old Empire through the 

account of Avrana Kern: “A journey of twenty light years home. Whilst thirty years drag by 

on Earth, only twenty will pass for Fallarn and Medi in their cold coffins. For them, their 

voyage is nearly as fast as light. What wonders we can accomplish!” (5 [italics in original]). 

Because of their speed the time elapsed for Fallarn and Medi is reduced by thirty three percent 

as opposed to earth. At the same time this technology has been combined with cryogenic 

freezing, meaning they will arrive unaged and not having experienced the decades in space. 

That said, the technology for close to light travel seems to have been lost with the fall of the 

empire, as it takes the Gilgamesh roughly two thousand years to travel twenty light years, a 

speed at which time dilation will not have a major impact (5, 37). The interesting part when 

we look at these technologies is that they are constrained by the laws of physics. Space travel 

is capped at the speed of light, also known as the speed limit of the universe. And time travel 

by means of cryogenic freezing doesn’t on its own break any laws of nature, even if it might 

practically not be possible. As such it can be said that the technology and as a result also the 

narrative in The Children of Time is shaped by an understanding of physics that did not exist 

when The Time Machine was written. 

Another key difference that is perhaps more related to philosophy and our popular 

understanding of time travel lies in the directionality of time travel. In The Children of Time 

time travel is exclusively unidirectional, whereas in The Time Machine time travel is 
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bidirectional. One of the problems with this second type of time travel is that it opens up

questions about all types of different paradoxes and possible contradiction. One of the most 

famous of these being the grandfather paradox, famously featured in the 1985 movie Back to 

the Future. Roughly speaking it posits the argument that time travel to the past would be 

impossible since that would allow for you to go back in time and kill your grandfather before 

your father was born, meaning you too would never be born and thus you will never have 

existed to be able to go back in time to begin with. With the increase in time travel narratives, 

the awareness of such paradoxes is far from specialty knowledge. It should be noted, 

however, that the Time Traveler never returns to a time he has been to before and thus the 

changes that might have been incurred by his use of the time machine are left hidden and thus, 

while bidirectional time travel implies these issues, it is not something that has to be dealt 

with for the text to be coherent. 

The final major difference we find between these two texts is how they represent 

different modes of history. In chapter 3.1 I pointed out how the future we see represented is in 

The Time Machine something that can be understood through reference to the conditions 

present in the late 19th century, be it the split in humanity into the Eloi and Morlocks along 

class lines, the decrease in sexual dimorphism because of increasing gender equality, or the 

lack of disease as resulting from advances in medicine. Therefore, history is represented as 

deterministic, meaning that given a specific set of inputs the future will always turn out a 

specific way. It’s a version of history that in some ways mirrors that of evolution. Given a 

certain set of conditions/environments humanity will “evolve” to adapt to those conditions. It

is a very simple mode that leaves little room for contingency or individual agency. In the 

novel this is achieved by traveling far into the future and then trying to backwards rationalize 

the changes. The Time Traveler himself isn’t an active participant when it comes to shaping

the future. 

In The Children of Time, however, we find a much more complicated rendition of 

history. There is a much greater emphasis on the contribution of individuals in shaping 

history, and as such it is much more aligned with the great man theory of history, first 

introduced by Thomas Carlyle in the mid-19th century: “ . . . Universal History, the history of 

what man has accomplished in this world, is at bottom the History of the Great Men who have 

worked here” (Carlyle, 6). In the novel we find this idea repeated over and over as we get to 

follow individuals who determine the course of history. This is most pronounced when it 
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comes to the spiders. I’ve already mentioned the importance of Portia and Bianca in saving

their civilization from a plague, but this is far from the only example of an individual who 

steers the course of history. In another chapter Portia steals a crystal from a colony of evolved 

ants that becomes the basis for the spiders’ religion, as it allows them access to the radio 

waves beamed down from Kerns pod (111, 133). In a third, Fabian discovers how to turn the 

domesticated ants the spiders use for labor into something akin to a computer, with the ability 

to reprogram their behavior on the fly with pheromones (362). Thus, he redefines how the 

spiders wage war. We see this again on the Gilgamesh in which, not only Holsten but also 

Lain and Guyen play an outsized role in determining the fate of humanity. Their influence is 

made clear when Guyen attempts to upload his consciousness into the ship, threatening all 

those on board, or when Lain takes over command of the ship and keeps it operational with 

generations of engineers as she goes in and out of stasis as needed (ch. 5.7, 6.5). When we 

take into account that the ship starts having a permanent waking population, then Holsten, 

Lain and Guyen become something akin to gods, popping in and out of history and steering it 

one direction or the other, only to “disappear” again. In the case of Guyen this has a more 

literal meaning as he develops a cult that worships him and does his bidding (315-20). Kern 

too, becomes treated as a god, but instead of by humans she is the target of worship by the 

spiders during much of their history, and she too, having survived through the millennia plays 

an outsized role in steering the direction of history. Most importantly, she does this by 

preparing the spiders for the eventual return of the Gilgamesh.  

The enemy is coming at last, just as the Messenger [Avrana Kern] foretold. The concept of 
holy war is alien to them, but this looming conflict has all the hallmarks. There is an ancient 
enemy that they know will negate their very existence if they cannot defend themselves. There 
are weapons that, try as they might, they cannot even conceive of. The Messenger did Her best 
to set out for them the technical and martial capabilities of the human race. The overwhelming 
impression received was of a terrifying and godlike arsenal, and Portia is under no illusions. 
(515) 

By warning the spiders of the coming humans and doing her best to impart her knowledge to 

the spiders she plays an indispensable role. Her interventions might be the difference between 

survival and total annihilation of the entire spider race.  

That is not to say, however, that The Children of Time aligns completely with this 

theory of history. While, as I have demonstrated, the individual is very important, it is not the 

only thing that is shown to change the course of history. In the novel we find that 

random/unforeseen events can play a major part in directing social change. In the midst of the 

plague that is ravaging the world of the spiders we find a changing social dynamic. 
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That Great Nest and many other cities remain functioning at all is due to the number of males 
who have taken the chance to step into traditionally female roles. There are even male 
warriors, hunters and guards now, because someone must take up the sling and the shield and 
the incendiary grenade, and often there is nobody else to do so. (254) 

The plague results in a drastic change in the dynamics between the genders, creating an 

opportunity and need for males to take up roles from which they previously would have been 

barred. It resembles somewhat the changes we see in our own history, like the change in 

women’s role in society following the events of the First World War as women increasingly 

entered the workforce to make up the void of the men who left for war (Porter, 177-9). As 

such, while there is a big emphasis on individuals in The Children of Time, the version of 

history described in the novel is more complex. 

Another important point to make is that when we combine time travel with an 

emphasis on the great man theory of history, we can achieve something akin to a literal 

rendition of history. When history rests on important moments directed by prominent figures 

and this is combined with time travel, then we can have a retelling of history through a 

consistent firsthand account. History can become focalized through an individual, either one 

acting as a witness to the events, or through the eyes of the key figure itself. In the novel 

Holsten takes on both of these roles. On the one hand, he has an important part to play as key 

crew, the expert on the old empire and as a translator of the old extinct languages (41), but on 

the other he also plays the role of witness, in particular to the struggle between Lain and 

Guyen for control of the ship. One of the times that Holsten is awoken it is even explicitly to 

play the role of historian for Guyen: “‘You’re our star historian, aren’t you? Well, now you

get to do the other part of your job, Mason. You get to write the histories’” (376). As such, the 

history of the Gilgamesh becomes, in large part, focalized through the eyes of Holsten, which 

both creates a more immersive account, but also primes us to take his perspective as true. 

In conclusion, while there are a lot of similar themes explored through time travel in 

both of these novels, the way they are expressed differs greatly, with some of these 

differences attributable to the more than one century gap between the publications. Firstly, we 

can see a quite different aesthetic of science. In The Time Machine we find an emphasis on 

the capacity of a lone inventor. In contrast, modern science, which has grown more complex, 

emphasizes collaboration. This, in addition to the outdated materials used to construct the 

time machine, places The Time Machine in an antiquated scientific aesthetic. The Children of 

Time, on the other hand, is more closely aligned with how we view science today. Moreover, 

we find that the technology in The Children of Time differs from The Time Machine in that it 
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is modeled by an understanding of physics that did not exist when Wells wrote his novel. This

is seen most notably, in how time dilation allows for forward time travel. Secondly, we can 

see major differences in the mode of history that these two novels employ. The Time Machine 

makes use of time travel to explore a deterministic future, one that can be understood as a 

result of the underlying conditions of the Time Traveler’s own day. In The Children of Time 

the importance is instead shifted to individuals, be it Holsten, Lain, Kern, or one of the 

spiders. They all play pivotal roles in shaping history, more closely aligning the novel with 

the great man theory of history. And by combining time travel with this theory, it allows for 

history to be focalized. That said, the mode of history in The Children of Time also allows for 

unforeseen events to play a large part in historical change, the plague and its resulting change 

in gender dynamics among the spiders being a prime example.  

 

3.4 Hyperion Cantos

Of the three primary novels in this essay Hyperion Cantos has the most varied narrative. It 

follows a group of seven pilgrims as they make their pilgrimage to the Shrike, a godlike 

monster said to grant a wish to one pilgrim at the cost of the lives of the others (20). On the 

way there they each agree to share their stories, the reasons behind why they have all been 

called to the pilgrimage, and as such are all staged in their shared universe. This takes shape 

in the form of six short stories: The Priest’s Tale, The Soldier’s Tale, The Poet’s Tale, The 

Scholar’s Tale, The Detective’s Tale and finally The Consul’s Tale. That is not to say, 

however, that they are all focalized through the pilgrims themselves, for The Consul’s Tale 

and The Priest’s Tale both focalize a third party. Of these I will primarily focus on The Poet’s

Tale, The Consul’s Tale and The Scholar’s Tale, as all three of these make use of time travel 

as an indispensable part in how the story is told and how the ideas within are explored. 

The Poet’s Tale follows Martin Silenus, a poet born on earth to a wealthy family. It 

spans the time from when he was a little child until just before he is summoned to go on the 

pilgrimage, which in total comes in at roughly five hundred years (184, 230). That is not to 

say that he was active during all that time. The short story contains two major time skips, the 

first one being around the time of the final collapse of Earth and the Hegira (the exodus of 

humankind from Earth to the stars).  

. . . Mother sent me to this back end of the outback on a Phase Three ramship, slower than 
light, frozen with the cattle embryos and orange juice concentrate and feeder viruses, on a trip 



 35 

that took one hundred and twenty-nine shipboard years, with an objective time-debt of one 
hundred and sixty-seven standard years! (184) 

Here again we see the same method that is used to travel through time by the Old Empire in 

The Children of Time, a combination of cryogenic freezing and time dilation. It is notable, 

however, that in this novel there is a phrase that is used in common parlance to describe the 

difference between your own experienced time and that of the time in the external world, 

namely “time-debt”. This makes time travel seem like an integral part of how the world

functions on the one hand, and makes it seem common on the other. The second time skip 

connects Silenus’s tale with the present and spans roughly two and a half centuries, consisting 

of “[t]wo long, cold sleeps in illegal, sublight, cryogenic voyages; each swallowing a century 

or more; each taking its toll in brain cells and memory” (230-1). The bulk of the story takes 

place between the first and second time skip as Martin tries to get grips with his life in a 

world and time that is massively different from the one in which he grew up. These travels 

through time have several different functions, the first of which is to position Silenus as a 

bridge between a time that we would be more familiar with and an alien future. That said, 

while Silenus’s childhood is set on Earth, it is not quite the Earth that we would recognize, 

now steered by powerful families and with much of North America having been turned into a 

preserve (179-81). Even so, his education as a poet is at once familiar and estranging: “We

studied the ancients and the late classical period, took field trips to the ruins of Athens, Rome, 

London, and Hannibal, Missouri . . . ” (183). Hannibal Missouri (being the birthplace of Mark 

Twain) is lumped together with places of more historical weight and distance and as such is 

made to seem strange. Moreover, Silenus’s education in the classics combined with his 

predisposition as an artist result in him understanding the world in terms of characters and 

ideas that we would be familiar with. He makes direct references to Keats (“Like Keats and

Lamb in Haydon’s studio, don Balthazar [his teacher] and I drank toasts to ‘the confusion of

mathematics’”), Edgar Allen Poe, Mark Twain, and even to The Time Machine (“preferring

instead to eat in the echoing silence under that cracked duomo like some addled Eloi fattening 

himself up for the inevitable Morlock”), just to name a few (182, 190, 194, 224). In other 

words, by making his background Earth it becomes conceivable that he might share a similar 

artistic education that you might find today, but also that he has a connection to the places in 

which these works were written. And thus time travel allows for the more alien future in 

which Earth no longer exists and humanity is spread out on a multitude of planets scattered 

across the galaxy to be focalized through a more contemporary lens. 
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The second function of time travel in this short story is that it allows for an exploration

of the intersection between art, popularity, and time through the eyes of the poet himself. 

Silenus is essentially an artist out of time, not only literally, having been born centuries 

before, but also figuratively through what he creates. While working on Lusus (an industrial 

planet) as an indentured servant to pay off the debts of his mother, he is by chance picked up 

by a publisher and within a few months publishes his first work. Called The Dying Earth, it 

deals with his experience on Earth towards the end: “It was her [his editor’s] idea to publish 

just the sections of the Cantos which dealt with the nostalgic final days of Old Earth” (193). 

The book ends up selling two and a half million copies in just four months (193). This success 

does not last, however. When trying to publish his next set of poems he is met by pushback, 

as his editor points out that his last book was a fluke. Its success was not due to the skill of his 

writing but because he fed into the zeitgeist of the time. 

Tyrena pointed out that the timing had been perfect…that the original trauma shock of the
death of Old Earth had meant a century of denial, almost as if Earth had never existed, 
followed by a period of revived interest culminating in the Old Earth nostalgia cults which 
could now be found on every world in the Web. A book—even a book of verse—dealing with 
the final days had struck at precisely the right moment. [ellipsis in original] (193) 

The nostalgia for a time long past becomes the catalyst for his success. As such, Silenus 

becomes akin to an artist whose work becomes popular only after their death, when they are 

rediscovered in a new context. However, in this case he, is alive to experience this change in 

society. It would be like Homer travelling to Italy and writing a new epic in the heights of the 

renaissance. Yet his success fades as quickly as it arrived. When trying to publish his next

work he is met with condescension by his editor, as she argues that barely anyone reads 

anymore and that much of the success of his last books is attributed to what she calls the 

’Pilgrim’s Progress Effect. In the Massachusetts Colony of…what was it!—seventeenth-
century Old Earth, every decent family had to have a copy in the household. But, my heavens, 
no one had to read it. It was the same with Hitler’s Mein Kampf or Stukatsky’s Visions in the 
Eye of a Decapitated Child.’ (199 [ellipsis in original]) 

In other words, his success hinges in part on publishing at the right time, and in part on more 

social factors. His poetry becomes a status symbol, a way of signaling values to other people 

even when in actuality there is little to no actual interest behind.  It is like someone buying 

and displaying a Picasso in one’s home, not because they know or care about it, but because it 

makes them seem sophisticated by association. To hammer home these points, the second 

book sold only twenty-three thousand copies during the first year, even though his editor 

describes it as “a masterpiece” (201). His tale becomes an exploration of the life of an artist

that survived their “death” and keeps on making art. What would happen if Picasso came back 
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alive today, would his art still be as successful or is his success something that was

crystallized with his death? In The Poet’s Tale we get one possible answer. Rather than 

further developing his art and being lauded for his skill and the complexity of his writing, he 

is forced to go back to writing sequels to the The Dying Earth, to be able to afford his lifestyle 

(202). It was the death of his creativity: “My research was meager, my plots formulaic, my

characters cardboard, my prose preliterate” (203). This arc finally culminates with the 

publishing of The Dying Earth IX, at which point he sells most of his home and sets out to 

pursue his artistic desires in an artist commune funded by Sad King Billy, a patron of art 

(205-9). When we look at the totality of Silenus’s life, he becomes an artist who outlives his 

own success, his legacy becoming tainted by less than stellar works as human interests of 

money, fame and success intermingle with his artistic pursuits. Had he written The Dying 

Earth before he traveled through time, and then died on his journey, he might have been 

considered great, but instead he kept living, he kept working. Thus, by traveling through time 

he becomes a critique of the immortalization of artists, one told from the perspective of the 

artist himself, as well as a reminder of the contingency of success and social factors that feed 

into what become popular and what is considered great art. 

The next short story, The Consul’s Tale, explores the themes of aging and romance

using time travel. But, whereas in The Children of Time the themes are more peripheral, here 

they are central to the narrative. The tale is a recording of Merin Aspic (the consul’s 

grandfather) from the day of his lover Siri’s funeral as he reminisces about their relationship

(461). Their relationship spanned a total of sixty-five years, but only five years for him. They 

met first when she was sixteen and he was nineteen (423-4). She was a native of the idyllic 

ocean planet Maui-Covenant and he was a shipman travelling between the stars to integrate 

new worlds into The Hegemony. Due to the distance to and from Maui-Covenant he incurs a 

significant amount of time-debt each time he travels: “the round trip would have cost us

eleven years’ worth of friends and family. The time-debt was irrevocable” (430). In total, he 

travels to Maui-Covenant eight times, consisting of his first tryst with Siri, six reunions, and 

finally her funeral. This means that that we get quite a detailed progression, starting from 

Siri’s teenage years and ending with her death. With each reunion we get to see Merin’s

perspective as he takes in the changes in his lover. Of these the most pronounced are the 

physical changes. With each snapshot of Siri’s life we get to see the gradual progression of

her body. On their first reunion, her “body had ripened, filled out with a promise which had
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been only hinted at before. Her breasts were still high and full, almost girlish” (437). On their

second reunion, Merin is “all too aware of her short hair, the loosening neck muscles, and the

cords appearing on the backs of those once beloved hands” and “[h]er breasts were larger than 

I remembered, heavier, the nipples broader and darker” (431-2). On their fourth reunion, we 

see “the faded shadows of stretch marks on her taut belly, and the scar on her upper leg from

the skimmer crash some forty of her years earlier” and her “graying hair and the lines etched

in the once smooth cheeks” (427). And on their final reunion, we find that: 

Time had claimed Siri but had not ravaged her. Gravity had done its inevitable work on her 
breasts and buttocks and she was much thinner. I stared at the gaunt outlines of ribs and 
breastbone and remembered the sixteen-year-old girl with baby fat and skin like warm velvet. 
In the cold light of the swinging lamp I stared at Siri’s sagging flesh and remembered
moonlight on budding breasts. Yet somehow, strangely, inexplicably, it was the same Siri who 
stood before me now. (452) 

All together, it is a sobering account of the effects of time on the human body. Even though 

little time has passed for him each time he meets her again he is reminded of the time he has 

“lost”. And that is not to say his reaction to these changes in his lover is that of indifference. It 

is best put into words by Siri herself in a recording he is given at her funeral, “You were the

mirror that would not lie. If you could have seen your face at the beginning of each Reunion! 

The least you could have done was to hide your shock…that, at least, you could have done for

me” (457 [ellipsis in original]). While the changes are only gradual for Siri, they come in 

leaps to Merin, and his reaction to seeing her changed, to witnessing her aged body, reinforces 

just how big those changes are. And as such his reaction, his shock, functions as a reminder 

that she is old, her age is mirrored in his eyes. That said, even with the massive changes, from 

“velvet skin” to “sagging flesh”, there is still the spark of recognition; even aged she is still 

the same sixteen year old girl he met years before: “somehow, strangely, inexplicably, it was

the same Siri who stood before me now” (452). Again, we find the same idea repeated as in 

The Children of Time, the idea of age as a veil; behind the changes, the sagging flesh, the 

sunken eyes there remains the same core person, there is a separation between your physical 

form and who you are. By focalizing these changes through the eyes of a time traveler the 

effect is increased, we get to experience his disappointment in finding her aged, his reaction 

to her feeling ashamed of her body, his surprise at her continued desire for sex, even in old 

age, and, most importantly, his recognition that underneath they are all still Siri (427, 431, 

453). This is all done from the perspective of someone in his early twenties. Unlike for Siri, 

aging is something he observes more than something he experiences. He doesn’t know what it

is like to have his hair turn grey, for his body to lose its vitality. And therefore, unlike a 
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reunion with an old friend you haven’t met in a decade, Merin’s memories and expectations

are not tempered with time and experience. What is less than a year for him is a decade for 

Siri. 

Moreover, whereas in The Children of Time we only get glimpses of Lain’s

perspective, in The Consul’s tale we get a better idea of what it would be like to be the one

who is aging, to see your lover remain unchanged while your own body is transformed by 

time. There are three key passages that exemplify her experience, the first being her 

recording, in which, as I mentioned earlier, she confronts the pain of seeing the shock on her 

lover’s face each time they reunite, a constant reminder that she has aged. The second passage 

occurs during their fourth reunion: 

She had been elected four times to the All Thing and the Hegemony Council turned to her for 
advice and guidance. She wore her independence like a royal cloak and her fierce pride had 
never burned more brightly. But when we were alone in the stone villa south of Fevarone, it 
was she who turned away. I was nervous, frightened by this powerful stranger, but it was 
Siri—Siri of the straight back and proud eyes, who turned her face to the wall and said through 
tears, ‘Go away. Go away, Merin. I don’t want you to see me. I’m a crone, all slack and
sagging. Go away.’ (427) 

It highlights the dichotomy of aging. On the one hand, her experience and wisdom has made 

her a person to whom some of the most powerful people in the galaxy turn to. She is strong 

and proud. However, as soon as they are in private, as the matters to which she is concerned 

are not about policy or governance, but rather about love and attraction, her confidence 

shatters and tears stream down her cheeks. As age gave her confidence in one realm of her 

life, it equally robbed her of confidence in another. This is made doubly clear as her lover is a 

time traveler, not only because he barely ages and thus the difference between them increases, 

but also because these increases come not during their time together, but instead during their 

time apart. He doesn’t get to see her age; he only gets to see her aged. And thus through Siri 

we are shown the fear of rejection, the fear of not being attractive anymore. It is one thing as 

an older woman to be rejected by a younger man on the basis of her aged appearance; it is 

another entirely to be rejected on the basis of having aged by a younger lover with whom 

you’ve been in a romantic relationship with since you were a teenager. It becomes a reminder 

of what you had been and what you have lost. And while a loss of attraction as your partner 

ages might happen in a traditional relationship, these changes will never be quite so sudden. 

The third passage is from their sixth and final reunion: “Remembering our last Reunion and 

her shyness at the villa, I expected her to douse the light. Instead she stood a minute, nude in 

the chill air, thin arms calmly at her sides” (452). At the age of seventy she had outgrown her 
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shame, instead displaying a calm confidence, no longer trying to hide her body (436). All in

all, Siri’s reactions essentially constitute a micro-narrative, beginning with the pain she feels 

from seeing the shock in Merin’s face, to the shame in having him see her aged body, and 

finally culminating in her acceptance of time and its consequences. 

More than just age, The Consul’s Tale also explores the idea of knowledge and

different ways of knowing. On his first trip to Maui-Covenant their respective ages are only 

sixteen and nineteen, meaning they both only have limited life experience. But as the 

narrative progresses and their ages begin to diverge, so too do their respective amounts of 

experience. While Siri’s body is aging, so too is her mind. This divide is made evident during 

their second reunion, when Merin is soon to be twenty-one and Siri has just recently turned 

thirty-seven, at which point she says “You know very little” (430-1). She goes on to say 

“’You probably know more facts about the universe than I would guess exist. But you know

very little, my darling’” and “’You have to live to really know things, my love. Having Alón

[their son] has helped me to understand that. There is something about raising a child that 

helps to sharpen one’s sense of what is real’”. Here Siri makes a distinction between two 

types of knowledge. While Merin might know a lot about the Universe (meaning that he is 

book smart), he does not have “real knowledge”, knowledge that can only be obtained 

through experience. He doesn’t have the intuitive understanding that comes with experience.

After further explaining what she means, she finally asks him again if he understands what 

she means, to which he replies “’Yes,’ I whispered back. But I did not” (432). As such, there

is a reversal in trajectory when we compare the body and the mind. Whereas Siri had to deal 

with her aging body, here Merin has to deal with being left behind in a different sense, as her 

life experience begins to dwarf his own. This is again repeated through Merin, as he is 

intimidated by the powerful woman that Siri had become (427). And yet, at the same time, 

even with the decades upon decades and all her experience, in some ways Siri never matched 

Merin. While to her, he knew very little, to him she knew very little: “SOMETIMES SIRI

SEEMED so ignorant it made me sick”, “Siri’s sense of history was, at best, pitiful. She

viewed the Hegemony and the Worldweb the way a child would view the fantasy world of a 

pleasant but rather silly myth; there was an indifference there that almost drove me mad at 

times” and she never “received any formal schooling” (435-6). She is isolated on her little 

island in the universe seemingly with little interest to learn, to read. They both lack what the 

other has, creating a stark contrast. In other words, they both come to represent different types 
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of knowledge. For Siri it is the knowledge one gets from experience, and for Merin it is the

knowledge one can get from books. And by using time-travel as a medium to explore these 

changes we can have a scenario in which they both begin at the same starting point, only that 

one progresses faster than the other, and therefore making the difference more pronounced. 

The third and final short story is the Scholar’s Tale. It is primarily told from the 

perspective of Sol Weintraub (one of the pilgrims), a professor teaching classical studies and 

history at a university in the town Crawford. This setting is remarkably similar to something 

you might still find today: “Crawford, a town of twenty-five thousand, might have been 

reconstructed from some 19th century mid-American template” (245). For parts of the 

narrative, if it wasn’t for the occasional futuristic term like “comlog” or “farcaster”, it might 

as well have taken place in a contemporary setting. That said, the story as a whole is far from 

contemporary. The tale follows Sol and his wife Sarai through the birth of their daughter 

Rachel, through her childhood, her schooling and eventual graduation as an archeologist, and 

her journey to Hyperion, where she is doing field work for her dissertation (244-50). And 

while, as for the other tales I’ve discussed, even here the journey to Hyperion incurs a certain 

amount of time-debt, this is not the important novum when it comes to time travel in The 

Scholar’s Tale (259). While studying the time tombs in Hyperion, a mysterious set of

structures that seemed to be at least five hundred thousand years old, she gets caught in a time 

tide, the force that brings the time tombs backwards in time (161, 256-8). As a result, she ends 

up contracting a before unheard-of condition that they end up calling Merlin’s sickness (260). 

It is a condition that reverses her ageing, meaning that as time goes by she gets younger 

instead of older. In practice, it functions like a strange type of localized time travel effecting 

only her body. While awake, she is the same as any other person, but each time she goes to 

sleep her body and mind reverts back to the state it was when she was one day younger, and if 

she tries to stay awake she eventually ends up in a “catatonic state,” after which she will again 

have reverted (262). The implication of this illness, aside from the body getting younger, is 

that each time she reverts she loses one more day of memories. After a year has passed, aside 

from being able to create new memories, she will have lost a years’ worth of the memories

she had when she got the illness. As such, Merlin’s sickness becomes something akin to 

Alzheimer’s, only that it also affects her physical body as well. She is losing both her age and 

her memories. 
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Throughout the texts we can find parallels to the struggles one might face in dealing

with a relative with severe dementia. The first one comes through Rachel’s lover Melio. After

returning from Hyperion and being released from the hospital, following the doctors’ and 

researchers’ failure to find a remedy, she goes to live with Melio. This does not last all too 

long, however, as Rachel herself points out in a message home to her parents: 

It was just too hard with Melio, too. Or so my notes tell me. It wasn’t his fault, I’m sure of
that. He was gentle and patient and loving to the end. It’s just that…well, you can’t start from
scratch on a relationship every day. Our apartment was filled with photos of us, notes I wrote 
to myself about us, holos of us on Hyperion, but…you know. In the morning he would be an
absolute stranger. By afternoon I began to believe what we’d had, even if I couldn’t remember.
By evening I’d be crying in his arms…then, sooner or later, I’d go to sleep. It’s better this way. 
[ellipsis in original] (264) 

Their relationship was a losing battle, with Melio being one of the later additions to her life, 

so too was he one of the first to go. She begins forgetting about him until their relationship 

has completely faded from her memory. Just like with those who have severe dementia, she is 

beginning to forget those she has been close to. Years later we get to see Melio’s pain as he

visits the Weintraub family. Rachel, now a teenager, no longer has any clue who he is. To her 

he is now both a stranger and an old man. This painful reality is made clear from Melio’s

rection to meeting his now changed former lover: “I need to…it was a mistake, Sol” he says 

after being invited into their home after Rachel has gone by (277 [ellipsis in original]). As 

such, through the localized backwards time travel of Rachel’s body we get something that

mimics the impact that dementia might incur, not only on the person themselves, but also on 

the people around them, all in a presentation that is vastly different from what we are used to. 

Moreover, what is striking is that since, aside from losing her memories, she is 

completely lucid, and thus we at times see her deterioration from her perspective as she 

struggles to live a somewhat normal life, like trying and failing to continue her schooling, or 

her strategy of using notes to herself to try and keep a consistent life going (263-4). She is 

fully conscious of her illness, each day trying her best to deal with the situation: “Rachel rose

early every morning and viewed her private ‘orientation show’” (266). This comes to a head,

however, sometime after moving back home to her parents. Having not slept, staying awake 

to read all the entries in her “Wanta know? File”, she finally comes to the conclusion that it 

isn’t worth it any longer, all the endless pouring over a life she has no memory of having

lived, of someone who she no longer is, just to lose it all the next day and having to go 

through the entire process all again: “’Don’t tell me, Dad,’ she said firmly. “Don’t let me tell

me. It just hurts. I mean, I didn’t live those times . . . ’” (271). As Rachel gives up trying to 
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fight against her illness, the Weintraub family shifts their activities to simply accommodate

the condition by creating a familiar environment, one in which Rachel doesn’t have to

question her existence every day. They get a treatment so that they look younger, start 

dressing like they did in the past, and begin to lie to their daughter to keep up the illusion and 

make things easier for her (271-2). Sol and his wife’s lives become consumed by their efforts 

to make things easier for their daughter. Their existence centers completely around Rachel 

and her illness, preventing them from living their own lives: “in their total absorption with 

Rachel’s illness. Neither had been able to face the future beyond Rachel’s…death?

Disappearance? The world had hinged upon each day their child lived” (282, 297, 301 

[ellipsis in original]). In a both literal and figurative sense, it becomes like having to take care 

of a child over again. Both Sol and his wife seemingly harbored suicidal thoughts: “Sol was 

sure that Sarai had considered suicide just as he had, but neither of them could ever have 

abandoned the other. Or Rachel. He had never considered the possibility of being alone with 

Rachel . . . ” (301). This illustrates quite clearly the toll that serious illness can inflict not only 

on the person themselves, but also on all of those around them. It can devastate an entire 

family. 

Another thing to note, when it comes to The Scholar’s Tale as opposed to the other

two tales in Hyperion Cantos, is the difference in nova. While the latter two achieve time 

travel through more conventional and clearly mechanical means, that of time dilation as a 

result of high speed or cryogenic freezing, as in The Children of Time, the former instead 

achieves it through the quite nebulous time tides. And as such, the tales differ in terms of the 

difficulty to naturalize their primary novum. It is hinted that the time tombs themselves are 

actually from the future, and as such they might themselves be technology (172). But as 

Arthur C. Clarke famously said, “[s]ufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from 

magic” (255), and that is definitely true in this case, there is no explanation or underlying 

science that we can point to explain either the time tombs, the time tides that supposedly 

propel them backwards in time, or Merlin’s sickness. Thus, naturalization of the primary 

novum becomes much more difficult. There are some attempts at naturalization. Merlin’s 

sickness is, for instance, treated much like how it would be in our world if it was suddenly 

discovered, with mass interest from medical professionals, “expressions of disbelief from 

scientists” and experts theorizing: “We don’t know why, M. Weintraub. Mathematically, your 

daughter’s body resembles a time-reversed equation…or perhaps an object which has passed
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through a rapidly spinning black hole. We don’t know how this has happened or why” (269,

285 [ellipsis in original]). But ultimately the novum is based in mystery, and the source 

remains unclear, or at the minimum, so far technologically advanced that it becomes difficult 

to fathom. 

Overall, we find the same nova employed for time travel in Hyperion Cantos as we do 

in The Time Machine, that of traveling into the future through high-speed interstellar travel 

and cryogenic freezing. By combining these two nova in The Poet’s Tale, Silenus functions as 

a bridge between our time and the time in which the novel is set. He is born in a time more 

similar to ours, where he learns of the classics. When he travels into the future, he carries this 

contemporary perspective with him, allowing the distant future to be viewed through a lens 

we can more easily relate to. Moreover, by traveling into the future, Silenus becomes akin to 

an artist who became popular after his time, as his success is attributed to the past. And 

furthermore, his art becomes the vehicle to critique the vanity of art, and how his success is in 

part because his book became something that is important to possess, even though most 

people would never read it. In The Consul’s Tale, instead of art, we find an exploration of age 

by way of time travel. Through the eyes of Merin, witness how Siri changes as she ages, how 

her body becomes something different. We perceive his reactions, not as a normal person, but 

as a time traveler, as someone who, from his perspective, returns roughly once per year only 

to find his lover aged a decade. Yet even so, even as Siri’s skin begins to sag, as age takes it 

tolls, to Merin she is still Siri. Again, as in The Children of Time, age is represented as a veil. 

At the same time, we also glimpse Siri’s journey, observing her growing confidence in public

life as she loses it in private, thus contrasting her body with her mind, a mind that grows in 

wisdom and experience as she ages. And through her maturing there is an exploration of the 

knowledge gained from experience as opposed to that given from books. Despite being well 

educated, Merin, through his travel into the future, meets an increasingly experienced Siri. 

One that he, at times, with all his learning but lack of experience, fails to understand.  In the 

third tale, The Scholar’s Tale, we get to see how a very novel novum, that of localized 

backwards time travel, is used to simulate something akin to Alzheimer’s or dementia. And 

through this time induced illness, we, on the one hand, get a way of exploring memory loss in 

which the one affected is lucid enough to be able to make some of the large decisions about 

how to deal with the illness herself. And we also find examples of how such an illness can 

impact both a lover, in the case of Melio, and family in the case of Rachel’s parents. Thus,
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highlighting the difficulty of such an illness both on the person themselves but also on their

loved ones, all through an unusual aesthetic. Moreover, we find differences in terms of 

naturalization of the different nova in the novel. Whereas the time travel nova in The Poet’s

Tale and The Consul’s Tale both have a basis in recognizable mechanical means, the one in 

The Scholar’s Tale is much more nebulous, verging more so on the magical.  
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4. Conclusion
By analyzing the implementation of time travel in The Time Machine, The Children of Time, 

and Hyperion Cantos, this study has shown the significant role that time travel can play as a 

tool for exploring ideas, but also how the two more recent novels display an iteration of time 

travel modulated by more contemporary science. This thesis found that a broad range of ideas 

were explored through time travel across the three novels. Firstly, time travel was used in all 

three novels to allow for the future to be focalized through a consistent character-bound 

narrator, thus allowing for the future to be contextualized in regard to a particular baseline. In 

The Time Machine this baseline was late 19th century England and as such the future is in the 

novel understood in regard to the concerns and social stratification as well as developments 

present at the time. The future is thus explained to have come about because of those same 

conditions. As a result, the future becomes a critique of the present, with, for instance, the 

“devolution” of humanity into the Eloi and Morlocks functioning as condemnation of the

social stratification of society and the excess of the rich. In Hyperion Cantos the baseline is 

instead the near future. Whereas the bulk of the narrative takes place in the far future, by 

placing Silenus’s birth much closer to our own time, and then having him travel into the 

future, the far future can be focalized through an artist’s perspective we would be more

familiar with, as he understands the future in regard to a classical education. The final 

baseline is the original version of the Gilgamesh in The Children of Time. Through Holsten’s

perspective we get to see how the ship changes and degrades over the millennia. This creates 

a much more emotionally engaging account of history, since Holsten is invested in what 

happens to the ship.  

Secondly, time travel is used to explore different modes of history. When we compare

The Time Machine and The Children of Time, we find that the former uses time travel to 

explore the idea of history as deterministic by creating a clear causal chain from the present to 

the future, whereas the latter puts much more emphasis on the influence of individuals. By 

having a few key individuals, such as Kern, Holsten, and Lain, travel through time, the power 

an individual can have in shaping history is exemplified. More so than just big ideas, such as 

evolution or history, time travel was also used to examine something more personal, the 

connection between aging and relationships. In both The Children of Time and Hyperion 
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Cantos, time travel is pivotal in problematizing aging, specifically through asynchronous

aging that results from time travel. In The Children of Time this manifests through Holsten 

and Lain’s relationship. While Holsten is older at the start of the novel, by the end, Lain has 

significantly surpassed his age, leading to a an estranging moment when they reunite. In 

Hyperion Cantos, this same dynamic takes place between Merin and Siri, with a deeper dive 

into the implications of aging, how the body changes with time and what these changes mean 

to the respective individuals. At the same time, the asynchronous aging is used to exemplify 

the difference between knowledge gained from experience and that from books, as Siri 

quickly begins to outstrip Merin in both age and experience. Finally, we also find some more 

novel uses of time travel. In The Children of Time, time travel plays an important role as a 

framing device. By interlacing the chapter featuring the physical and social evolution of the 

spiders with those featuring Holsten as he travels through time, the spiders’ developments 

become framed in a human lifetime. And in Hyperion Cantos there is backwards time travel 

localized in the body of Rachel, in which she loses her memory after each day and gets a bit

younger. As such, time travel is used to simulate serious illness with a novel presentation, 

through which the impact of that illness on friends and family is examined. 

Moreover, this study found that in most cases the different nova used for time travel 

were naturalized through an adherence to science and the modern epistemic reality. The Time 

Machine, for instance, introduces the novum of the time machine through a scientific lens, not 

only through hypothesis, but also through scientific verification. The narrative is set up 

around an attempt for the Time Traveler to scientifically prove his claims in a room full of 

educated peers, with the narrator as one of the witnesses. That said, this naturalization is one 

that is more relevant to the time when the novel was published. The aesthetic of science has 

since evolved, with a stronger emphasis on collaborative science rather than the archetype of a 

lone inventor, accompanied by a shift in what science literally looks like and what materials 

are used. In The Children of Time and Hyperion Cantos the study found that both novels share 

the nova of cryogenic stasis and forward time travel by means of near lightspeed travel, both 

of which are accomplished through technological means based in speculative science, with 

the latter being done through time dilation, an idea first brought forth after the publication of 

The Time Machine. That said, Hyperion Cantos also includes a novum that is more magical 

than technological, that of Merlin’s sickness, as it relies on technology that is so far advanced

that there is no modern analog that even remotely resembles it. All together though, 
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naturalization in the novels functions to enhance the way that ideas are explored by presenting

time travel through the mode of realism, as something that might be a part of our future and

therefore important to take seriously. As, for instance, Hyperion Cantos, time-debt might 

become something humanity will one day have to contend with.  

That said, while this thesis lays out the groundwork for the importance of time travel as 

a literary tool for examining a wide array of topics, both on the level of the fabula and the 

level of the story, this thesis opens the door for a lot of further investigation. As the thesis is 

quite broad, there is room for further, more detailed, and in-depth research. In particular, the 

interplay between focalization and time travel allows for an in-depth analysis, since being 

able to focalize an environment through a character that is outside his or her temporal context 

is one of the primary benefits of time travel. An environment can be recontextualized when 

viewed from a set of future or past eyes. The exploration of specific themes also warrants 

further examination. Take age for instance, there is room for a more in-depth analysis in 

regards to the importance of age in our lives and how time travel has been used to bring this 

to the fore, and also in regard to how aging might be gendered. Would it have been different if 

the roles were reversed between Siri and Merin? The same can be said for history and 

evolution, importantly since these themes span more than one of the books investigated, but 

makes use of different forms of time travel to achieve a similar effect.  

Finally, this study has shown that time travel is a powerful and versatile tool. It can be 

used in a myriad of different ways, to explore a wide array of themes from history to aging, 

all while in the guise of realism. Moreover, this study has detailed the different shapes and 

effects that time travel manifests in The Time Machine, The Children of Time and Hyperion 

Cantos and how these correspond to a scientific aesthetic. The latter two novels, despite their 

depth, have received very little academic attention. As such this study has helped fill the gap, 

by looking both broadly at time travel, but also more specifically at how it is manifest in 

otherwise little talked about novels. 
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