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David Wenner’s collection Mars and 
the Imagination charts the eternal 
fascination that the Red Planet has 
held over the inhabitants of its 
neighboring Blue Planet—us. 

This guide to some of the major themes and highlights charts         
the hidden connections between texts curated from the vast 
quantity of publications written on Mars from the past four 
centuries. 

“For ages, to know Mars has been to know,  
        or to come to know, ourselves.” 
                   – Mars: The Lure of the Red Planet,   
                                          Sheehan and O’Meara

Left to right: H.G. Wells, “The Things that Live on Mars”, Cosmopolitan 
Magazine, vol. 44, no. 4 (March 1908);  Kage Baker, “The Empress of 
Mars”, Asimov’s Science Fiction, vol. 27, no. 7 (July 2003); Edmond 
Hamilton, “The Magician of Mars”, Captain Future: Man of Tomorrow, 
vol. 3, no. 1 (Summer 1941); Ron Fontes and Justine Korman, Mars 
Attacks! (Troll, 1996)



Combining the sciences and the humanities, this collection 
of over 900 pieces represents an extensive and profound 
outlook on the past, present and future of our 
understanding of and engagement with Mars. It is perhaps 
the most comprehensive primary-source record 
documenting how our imaginations have inspired scientific 
advancement, and how scientific advancement has inspired 
our imaginations. 

From Schiaperelli to Sagan and                                                                     
from H.G. Wells to C.S. Lewis,                                                                         
Mars and the Imagination                                                                                     
offers the unique opportunity                                                                         
to chart the development of                                                                         
Mars’ presence across genres,                                                                        
witnessing the bounds of                                                                         
human observation expanding                                                                                     
in tandem with the reaches                                                                                      
of science fiction. 
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Mars and the Imagination’s scientific papers 
begin with the works of Kepler who used the orbit 
of Mars to determine that planetary orbits are 
not circles, as was previously believed, but 
ellipses. It continues into the 1700s with 
observations of Mars by Christian Huygens, 
Giacomo Maraldi and  William Herschel that, by 
analysing changes in the polar caps, measured 
Mars’ axis and rotation and the timing of its 
seasons.  

Led by Percival Lowell, the speculative period of 
Martian astronomy began with the mistranslation 
of what Schiaparelli described in Italian as canali. 
Meaning “channel”, Schiaparelli used the term to 
describe natural phenomena on Mars’ landscape. 
But in English, canali was rendered as “canals”, 
suggesting a form of inorganic intervention on the 
surface of the planet. With further observations, 
the number of canals multiplied into a global 
network that (to some) implied a well-designed 
irrigation program built by an advanced Martian 
civilization.  Despite the dissenting opinions of 
many other astronomers, Lowell’s drawings and 

writings about Martian canals and intelligent life 
contributed to a widespread public belief in the 
reality of an advanced Martian civilization. Such 
beliefs persisted until NASA fly-bys, orbits and 
landings finally dispelled the canals of Mars myth. 

This period of scientific speculation and debate 
about an advanced Martian civilization inspired a 
huge array of Mars science fiction. From early 
idealistic visions of a wisened elder alien 
community to H. G. Wells’ War of the Worlds, 
Edgar Rice Burroughs’ John Carter of Mars 
adventure series and many variations on these 
themes, this subgenera of fiction was typically 
first published in magazine serializations. It was 
this explosion of short stories about Mars that 
led to the creation of a large array of “pulp” 
science fiction magazines. 

Overview
Science and Fiction



This collection contains copies of the most important 
Mars fiction beginning in the mid-1800s.  Beginning with 
publications from the late 19th century and into the 20th 
century, this collection contains complete early 
serializations of book length fiction and first pulp printings 
of most short Mars fiction stories, as well as their later  
stand-alone first editions.  Many volumes of recent Mars 
fiction are also present, most with their vibrant and artful 
original dust jackets. The serializations and short-story 
collections by individual authors are housed in red 
Solander boxes, most of which sport a dramatic picture of 
Mars on the front.                    

We are aware of no other                                                       
Mars collection that contains                                                           
anywhere near as complete a                                             
collection of both Mars science                                                  
and fiction, and no extensive                                            
collection of Mars fiction in                                                                   
both its original “pulp” and                                                                
stand-alone printings.
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Early  
Observations
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Christiaan Huygens, Giovanni Cassini 
and Robert Hooke open Mars and the 
Imagination with the most important 
early observations of Mars in the 
modern era.



In 1659, Christiaan Huygens created the first drawings of 
Syrtis Major Planum, an albedo feature (sometimes called 
a dark spot) whose color comes from the zone’s basalt 
volcanic rock. It was a crater within Syrtis Major Planum 
that NASA selected as the rover Perseverance’s landing 
site for the Mars 2020 mission—identifying the region, 
which Huygens saw centuries before, as a strong candidate 
for signs of ancient life. 

Details from Christiaan Huygens, “Recuil des Observations Astronomiques. 1659”, 
Oeuvres complètes de Christiaan Huygens (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1888–1950), 
XV (1925), pp. 64–65. 

6



In 1667, Cassini and Hooke provide the first mention in 
print of the rotation of Mars and a calculation of its period 
in the first volume of the Philosophical Transactions of the 
Royal Society of London. Estimating its duration as 24 
hours or about half that time, Cassini measured the period 
of rotation as 24 hours and 40 minutes, close to today’s 
calculation of 24 hours, 37 minutes and 23 seconds. 

Above: Robert Hook[e], “New Observations on the Planet Mars”, Philosophical 
Transactions of the Royal Society of London, from Their Commencement, in 1665, to 
the Year 1800 (London: C. and R. Baldwin, 1809), pp. 65–66 

Right: Giovanni Cassini, “Observations made in Italy, confirming the former, and fixing 
the Period of the Revolution of Mars”, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society 
of London, from Their Commencement, in 1665, to the Year 1800 (London: C. and R. 
Baldwin, 1809), pp. 81–82.
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Jonathan Swift discusses 
Mars in Gulliver’s Travels, 
first published in 1726, 
remarkably gesturing 
towards the later discovery 
of the Mars’ two moons in 
1877. 

Jonathan Swift, Travels Into Several 
Remote Nations Of The World. In Four Parts. 
By Captain Lemuel Gulliver, 2 vols. (London: 
P. Turnbull, 1766), vol. 1, Teerink 314 

The report by Asaph Hall 
“Observations of the 
Satellites of Mars” marks the 
discovery of Mars’ two 
moons, submitted on 21 
September 1877.  

Here Hall provides a table of 
the orbit of Mars' moons. 

                                                                                           
Asaph Hall, “Observations of the Satellites 
of Mars”, Astronomische Nachrichten, Vol. 
91, No. 2161 (17 October 1877)
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The Canals of Mars

Telescope visibility across the past 
centuries and our capability to depict 
Mars have directly affected the stories we 
tell about Mars—with scientific 
advancements continuously redrawing the 
line between what is believable and what 
is not. 

One marker of the direct relationship 
between telescopic observation and the 
debate of of Martian life are the 
apocryphal “canals” of Mars.



In the second earliest usage of canele/caneli, it was Italian 
astronomer Giovanni Schiaparelli who first described 
these canali and prompted the popular interpretation of 
the channels as long straight canals.  

Left: Percival Lowell, “Aerography”, American Philosophical Society, vol. XLI, no. 170 
(April 1902), reproducing Schiaperlli’s Mappa Aerographica (shown on next page).  

One of two possible first uses of canele/caneli (“channel”/
“channels”) with respect to the topography of Mars (on pp. 
59 and 60), Angelo Secchi’s text applies the term to the 
large bodies of water he observed. 

Angelo Secchi, Quadro Fisico del Sistema Solare. Secondo le Più Recenti Osservazioni. 
(Rome: Tipografia delle Belle Arti, 1859) 

The mistranslation of canali as “canals” led to the 
identification of artificially built canals on Mars by other 
astronomers, an error that was not corrected until the 
1950s. 

“… e forma quasi un gran canale tra due continenti di color rosso”                                   
[… and appears forms a great channel between the two continents]                                    
          – Angelo Secchi (1859)
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Schiaparelli’s original Mappa Aerographica 

Giovanni Schiaparelli, “Mappa Aerographica”, in 
“Osservazioni astronomiche […] di Merz durante 
l'opposizione del 1877”, Accademia Dei Lincei, 
third series, vol. 2 (1877–1878)
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Percival Lowell, American businessman and benefactor 
of many astronomical projects, was one of the key 
proponents of the idea that there existed an intricate 
system of engineered canals on Mars. Here Lowell 
speculates on the imagined irrigation system’s 
potential for agricultural life. 

Lowell’s belief in the canals of Mars did not go 
unchallenged. Camille Flammarion met with Lowell in 
1896 and the resulting discussion was published . 
"Recent Observations of Mars" by Camille Flammarion 
(Scientific American 74 No. 9 pp. 133-134, February 29, 
1896).   

Lowell’s work would continue to stimulate discussions 
of life on Mars for over a century later. In The Snows of 
Olympus: A Garden on Mars (1995), Arthur C. Clarke 
uses Lowell’s particular reception of Mars to explore 
“in words and pictures, how the barren surface of the 
planet Mars would change as, gradually, scientists 
created an atmosphere and raised the temperature”. 

 Percival Lowell, “New Photographs of Mars, Taken by the Astronomical 
Expedition to the Andes and Now First Published” and E. C. Slipher, 
“Photographing Mars”, The Century Magazine, Dec 1907, pp. 303–12.
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Life on Mars? 

The notion that we are not alone in 
our Solar System stimulated the 
creation of many texts across 
disciplines throughout the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. 

How to see them, how to speak with 
them and how they would look were 
questions excitedly discussed and 
debated as our abilities to observe 
Mars improved.
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Communicating with Mars posed a conundrum that both 
Nikola Tesla and H.G. Wells weighed in on during the early 
decades of the 1900s. 

In a 1901 piece for Collier’s Weekly titled “Talking with the 
Planets”, Tesla announces that he sees it as entirely 
possible that he could communicate with Mars. Years later 
would describe a signal that he believed he received from 
Mars, and would continue to discuss contact with Mars for 
the remainder of his life—such as in his                               
1937 interview “Can We Signal Mars by                               
Short Wave?” (right). 

The prospect of interplanetary                       
communication at the turn of the                                   
century also excited the world of music,                                  
with Raymond Taylor composing his march                            
and two step titled “A Signal from Mars”. 

Raymond Taylor, “A Signal from Mars: March and Two Step",                                                                 
arr. E.T. Paull (New York: E.T. Paull Music Co., 1901). 

Previous page, clockwise from top-left: Collier’s Magazine, 30 Apr 1954, containing “Is 
There Life on Mars?” by Dr. Fred L. Whipple and “Can We Get to Mars?  by Wernher von 
Braun; Nikola Tesla, “Talking with the Planets”, Collier’s Weekly, 9 Feb 1901, pp. 4–6; 
William J.S. Lockyer, “Is Mars Habitable? Dr. Wallace’s Refutation of Lowell's Theories”, 
Scientific American Supplement 65, no. 1683 (4 Apr 1908): 223–24.
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Donald H. Menzel, “Can We Signal 
Mars by Short Wave? The 
Possibility of Interplanetary 
Communication, Including the 
Views of Dr. Lee de Forest and                
Nikola Tesla”, Short Wave and 
Television, Dec 1937, pp. 406–07, 
450–52

Nikola Tesla, “Talking 
with the Planets”, 
Collier’s Weekly, 9 
Feb 1901, pp. 4–6
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If Mars Attacks…

Would our planetary neighbours be 
violent? It seems no coincidence that in 
the aftershock of First and then Second 
World Wars, many writers began to 
imagine what perils we might face were 
Martians planning to invade.  

From H.G. Wells to Asimov, from film to 
pulp fiction, interwar and Cold War 
anxieties have had a clear effect on our 
representations of Mars.



H.G. Wells, “The War of the Worlds”, 
Pearson’s Magazine, Apr–Dec 1897
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If the title of H.G. Wells’ 1896 short story The War of the 
Worlds was not a household name by the turn of the 
century, it would soon be known the world over when 
Orson Welles dramatized this trailblazing depiction of 
interplanetary conflict for radio in 1938. The broadcast’s 
semblance of a reportage of genuine events unfolding live 
resulted in pandemonium of epic proportions. 

The War of the Worlds phenomenon is captured at its 
many stages in this collection, from the first appearances 
of Wells’ text in print, to scripts of the radio play and later 
film adaptation, to studies on how this story shook the 
world. 

The following timeline outlines some of the War of the 
Worlds items in the collection and the role they played in 
the text’s reception. 

‣ 1896: Wells introduces his ideas of a menacing Martian   
species, writing, “There is every reason to think that the 
creatures on Mars would be different… in form and function,             
in structure and habit, different beyond the most bizarre 
imaginings of nightmare.”                                                                                                               
H.G. Wells, “Intelligence on Mars”, The Saturday Review,                                               
4 April 1896, pp. 345–46 

‣ 1897: Rare first appearance of  The War of the Worlds in          
print, serialized in the UK for Pearson’s Magazine.                                                    
H.G. Wells, “The War of the Worlds”, Pearson’s Magazine, Apr–Dec 1897 

‣ 1897: Contemporary first appearance of The War of the    
Worlds in the US, serialized in Cosmopolitan.                                                                                 
H.G. Wells, “The War of the Worlds”, Cosmopolitan, vols. 22–24 (1987) 

‣ 1898: First appearance of The War of the Worlds novel.            
H.G. Wells, The War of the Worlds  (London: Heinemann, 1898) 

‣ 1938: Orson Welles broadcasts his dramatisation of                    
The War of the Worlds on October 30th for the Halloween 
episode of The Mercury Theatre program.                                        
Broadcast’s original audio preserved on CD 

‣ 1939: Condensed script of Welles broadcast is featured in    
Radio Digest, alongside FDR’s first fireside chat.                                               
“Help – Men from Mars!”, Radio Digest, Feb 1939, pp. 113–27 

‣ 1940: An investigation into the paranoia caused by                          
The War of the Worlds broadcast is published two years                  
after the event and contains the complete script.                                  
Hadley Cantril, The Invasion from Mars: A Study in the Psychology                        
of Panic (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1940) 
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H.G. Wells, “The War of the Worlds”, 
Cosmopolitan, vol. 24 (Dec 1987)
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‣ 1951: Iconic illustrated pulp edition for 
the Famous Fantastic Mysteries series.                                                                                                             
H.G. Wells, “The War of the Worlds”, Famous 
Fantastic Mysteries, July 1951 (pictured left) 

‣ 1953: Golden Age of Hollywood film 
adaptation debuts, represented in this 
collection by: a shooting script by Barré 
Lyndon, a reprint of the screenplay 
signed by Les Tremayne who played 
Major General Mann, and the DVD of the 
original film directed by Byron Haskin. 

‣ 1954: Comic book version for Classics 
Illustrated, further establishing The War 
of the Worlds as a modern sci-fi 
masterpiece.                                                       
H.G. Wells, “The War of the Worlds,            
Classics Illustrated, no. 124 (1954) 

‣ 1970: Howard Koch, Orson Welles’ co-
author, publishes his account of the 
1938 broadcast, including 
contemporary news clips, photographs, 
the original script and an introductory 
interview with Arthur C. Clarke. Howard 
Koch, The Panic Broadcast: Portrait of an 
Event (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1970) 

‣2017: First and only authorized sequel 
to The War of the Worlds is published 
with permission from the Wells Estate.       
Stephen Baxter, The Massacre of Mankind 
(London: Orion, 2017), signed by the author.

25



When popular science writer Willy Ley was choosing a title 
for his latest book on Mars in 1927, he chose Der 
Kriegsplanet, “The War Planet”. Harkening to the origin of 
Mars’ name in the Greco-Roman god for warfare, Ley’s 
decision seems emblematic of gradual movement in 
perceptions of Martians from a serene community of wise 
and highly-intellectual sages to a formidable neighboring 
force to be reckoned with. 

Willy Ley, Mars, der Kriegsplanet (Leipzig: Hachmeister & Thal, 1927)
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A New Home

In the second half of the twentieth 
century, focus moved from whether 
there is life on Mars to whether there 
can be life on Mars. 

Between the history of NASA’s Viking 
program and a new wave of science 
fiction writers including Arthur C. 
Clarke and Philip K. Dick, this era in 
the collection sees terraforming and 
humankind’s potential as a multi-
planetary species become the topics 
that continue to define the next 
chapter in our relationship with Mars.

27



Mars .  Draft  [vers ion  6] .  3  Nov  2022 .  MRB.
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As environmental concerns in the public conscious grew 
across the twentieth century, so did ideas of a Plan(et) B—
as a motif in works of fiction as well as a focus of scientific 
experimentation, all concerned with how to sustain extra-
planetary life. 

  

In “The Impossible Planet”, Philip K. Dick projects fears of 
Earth’s environmental ruination onto a Mars-like analogue 
with his fictitious planet Emphor III. 

This passage also reads as a response to contemporary 
scientific discourse on Mars, specifically to the notion that 
Mars was once verdant and life-sustaining like Earth. 
Three years earlier in 1950, Ernst Öpik provided the first 
scientifically-based prediction of craters on Mars, as well 
as suggesting the presence of organic material. 

“Emphor III turned silently below them. A dull 
red globe, suspended among sickly clouds, its 
baked and corroded surface lapped by the 
congealed remains of ancient seas. Cracked, 
eroded cliffs jutted starkly up. The flat plains 
had been dug and stripped bare. Great 
gouged pits pocketed the surface, endless 
gaping sores.”  

– Philip K. Dick, “The Impossible Planet” (1953)
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The cover art for D.G. 
Compton’s Farewell, Earth’s 
Bliss captures the harsh 
environment that prisoners 
sent to Mars have to endure, 
and its title is borrowed 
from the opening line of the 
1600 Thomas Nashe poem “A 
Litany in Time of Plague”, 
“Adieu, farewell, earth’s 
bliss”. These factors 
question what we might have 
to say goodbye to should 
Earth’s fate be to end up a 
barren wasteland like Mars.  

D.G. Compton, Farewell, Earth’s Bliss 
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1966)  



One of Isaac Asimov’s most celebrated short stories, “The 
Martian Way” was first published in Galaxy Science Fiction 
in 1952. It introduced readers to a cast of Martian-born 
humans living on the Red Planet, and constitutes one of 
the earliest fictional exploration of terraforming Mars. 

Isaac Asimov, “The Martian Way”, Galaxy Science Fiction, Nov 1952, pp. 4–61.
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Working on NASA’s Viking program, for which he selected 
the two probes’ landing sites, Carl Sagan began to develop 
his global reputation as a public intellectual on matters 
concerning space, life and our place in the universe. 

Sagan speculated in 1971 that it may be possible to 
terraform Mars by melting the polar caps.  

Carl Sagan, “The Long Winter Model of Martian Biology:                                                                     
A Speculation”, Icarus 15, no. 3 (Dec 1971): 511–14;                                                                              
among an extensive range of Icarus editions including                                                                      
many from Sagan’s time as editor. 
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One of the strengths of the collection is the 
preservation of essential primary source material that 
might otherwise be lost. Many of the items were 
published in ephemeral formats such as journals, 
magazines, or as pulp fiction. They were not designed 
to weather the centuries and are extremely difficult to 
find in collectible condition today. Similarly, many of the 
more scholarly scientific works were published for a 
small audience of peers and never existed in large 
numbers. Mars and the Imagination provides a unique 
opportunity to see these primary sources in one place, 
and preserves them for future generations.  
 

Most of the items in Mars and the Imagination are 
safely housed in beautiful custom boxes, with the 
contents often grouped together by themes and 
carefully labeled. Thus, the collection is attractively 
presented and easy to navigate, serving not only as a 
working library for study and enjoyment, but as an 
exhibit-ready collection.

The collection includes many specialist textbooks 
and journal articles written by scientists for fellow 
scientists, but it striking to witness how 
discussions of Mars seeped into the public 
consciousness of each generation. There are many 
papers from esteemed scientific journals such as 
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, 
Comptes Rendus or Nature, but Mars is 
represented just as thoroughly in more popular 
publications such as The New Yorker, National 
Geographic, Life Magazine, and even Playboy. Each 
of these different formats and different audiences 
contributes to the wide scope of the collection’s 
vision of Mars. 
 
It seemed, at times, that all society had a keen 
interest in news and speculation about Mars. The 
collection reflects this – seeing different forms and 
genres from the same period next to each other 
underscores the point that wonder about Mars has 
been part of the zeitgeist of each era, including our 
own. 

 

Conclusion
A Vision of Mars for All

Rescuing Primary Sources

Exhibition-Ready



David Wenner grew up near Cape Canaveral, Florida, only 
a few miles from what would become the Kennedy Space 
Center. This gave him an early window into missile testing 
and the space program, and with it a love for science and 
science fiction. 

He has spent the past 20 years completing three 
collections of important science-related documents. His 
collections are unusual in that, rather than focusing on a 
subset of the more famous or valuable documents, each of 
his collections contains major documents needed to tell a 
holistic story of scientific development. 

Wenner’s first and most comprehensive collection, 
History of Physics, chronicled the theoretical and 
experimental development within each discipline of the 
physical sciences from the 1600s to the present. This large 
collection is now on display at The Niels Bohr Library of 
the American Institute of Physics. 

Mars and the Imagination expands beyond the borders 
of science to document the interplay between science and 
science fiction that shaped our thinking about the Red 
Planet over the past 300 years. 

Contact 

To discuss the collection and learn more about its 
contents, please contact Michael DiRuggiero at 
michael@manhattanrarebooks.com. 

manhattanrarebooks.com                    
@manhattanrarebooks    
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