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Unit 5: Space and Time


Lesson 4: Pupil Resource Sheet 2

Time-travel of the imagination

The first time-travel story was written in the 18th century. By this time, about three hundred years ago, everyone knew that the Earth was not at the centre of the universe, that the universe itself was much, much bigger than anyone had once imagined and far less cosy. The whole universe was being explained like a gigantic mechanical clock, ticking its way through time. The laws of nature, like gravity and the speed of light, were being discovered and this seemed to show that the universe was ordered so well it really was just a big machine!

People started to use their imaginations. Time seems to be a one-way street – but is it? Could the gigantic universe-clock be wound up to go backwards if you just had the right key? Or could it go faster or slower, and drop you off at just where you wanted to be, like getting on and off a train at different stations? 
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A Frenchman called Mercier wrote the first time-travel story in 1771.  His time-traveller went forwards to a wonderful France in the far future – the year 2500! The traveller found that everyone in this future was being treated equally; everyone had nice homes to live in and delicious food to eat. This was very different from France in 1771, where some people were very rich and did not care at all about the people who were very poor. This story is said to have contributed to the French Revolution where the poor people rose up and killed thousands of rich people, including the King and Queen.  Mercier’s story, ‘Memoirs of the Year 2500’ had given them a vision of what life could be like.

Will Mercier’s dream come true? It certainly showed that he believed in progress – that as we go into the future things get better and better - and we know more and more.

The first children’s time-travel story was written in 1881 by an American called E.P. Mitchell. It was called, ‘The clock that went backwards’. An old clock which appears to be broken is wound up and promptly runs backwards, transporting two boys back two hundred years. 
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The first story with a time-machine in it was written in 1895 by an Englishman, H.G.Wells. It was called – no surprise here – ‘The Time-Machine’.

Now, over a hundred years later, we’re as fascinated by time-travel as ever

and some people’s favourite film genre is science fiction where characters travel through time. Many such films include one or both of these famous paradoxes – adapted to fit the story.

The Grandfather Paradox
You could go back in time and kill your own grandfather.

The Identity Paradox

You could go back and see yourself when you were younger.

Points for discussion

Can you explain the paradoxes?

Can you think of any films or T.V. series featuring one of these paradoxes?

Rose, Dr Who’s assistant, in ‘Father’s Day’, (Dr Who BBC 2005) travels back in time with the Doctor and saves her father from the road accident she knows killed him when she was a baby. This invokes both paradoxes:

a) She saves her father’s life (which is a version of killing your grandfather)

b) She sees herself as a baby and is warned not to touch the baby – but does (which is the Identity Paradox).

The result is that the fabric of time begins to break down. Only when time is re-run and she submits to watching her father being killed in the road accident do things return to normal.

The message is loud and clear – go back and change things that have already happened, and disaster will follow. Meddle with laws of nature and suffer the consequences!

In other words – travelling through time destroys Order and creates Chaos.

Those two old characters appearing again in 21st century costume!
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