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THE ISLAND OF DOCTOR MOREAU

H. G. WELLS, the third son of a small shopkeeper, was born in Bromley in 1866. After two years’ apprenticeship in a draper’s shop, he became a pupil-teacher at Midhurst Grammar School and won a scholarship to study under T. H. Huxley at the Normal School of Science, South Kensington. He taught biology before becoming a professional writer and journalist. He wrote more than a hundred books, including novels, essays, histories and programmes for world regeneration.

Wells, who rose from obscurity to world fame, had an emotionally and intellectually turbulent life. His prophetic imagination was first displayed in pioneering works of science fiction such as The Time Machine (1895), The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1897) and The War of the Worlds (1898). Later he became an apostle of socialism, science and progress, whose anticipations of a future world state include The Shape of Things to Come (1933). His controversial views on sexual equality and women’s rights were expressed in the novels Ann Veronica (1909) and The New Machiavelli (1911). He was, in Bertrand Russell’s words, ‘an important liberator of thought and action’.

Wells drew on his own early struggles in many of his best novels, including Love and Mr Lewisham (1900), Kipps (1905), Tono-Bungay (1909) and The History of Mr Polly (1910). His educational works, some written in collaboration, include The Outline of History (1920) and The Science of Life (1930). His Experiment in Autobiography (2, 1934) reviews his world. He died in London in 1946.

PATRICK PARRINDER took his MA and Ph.D. at Cambridge University, where he held a Fellowship at King’s College and published his first two books on Wells, H. G. Wells (1970) and H. G. Wells: The Critical Heritage (1972). He has been Chairman of the H. G. Wells Society and editor of the Wellsian, and has also written on James Joyce, science fiction, literary criticism and the history of the English novel. His book Shadows of the Future (1995) brings together his interests in Wells, science fiction and literary prophecy. Since 1986 he has been Professor of English at the University of Reading.

MARGARET ATWOOD was born in 1939 in Ottawa and grew up in northern Ontario and Quebec, and Toronto. She received her undergraduate degree from Victoria College at the University of Toronto and her master’s degree from Radcliffe College.

Throughout her thirty years of writing, Margaret Atwood has received numerous awards and several honorary degrees. She is the author of more than thirty-five volumes of poetry, fiction and non-fiction and is perhaps best known for her novels, which include The Edible Woman (1970), The Handmaid’s Tale (1983), The Robber Bride (1994), Alias Grace (1996) and The Blind Assassin, which won the 2000 Booker Prize. Her latest work of non-fiction, Negotiating With the Dead: A Writer on Writing, was published in 2002 and in April 2003, her eleventh novel, the Man Booker Prize-nominated Oryx and Crake, was released to great acclaim. Her work has been published in more than thirty languages, including Farsi, Japanese, Turkish, Finnish, Korean, Icelandic and Estonian.

Margaret Atwood currently lives in Toronto with novelist Graeme Gibson.

STEVEN MCLEAN has recently completed his Ph.D. in the Department of English Literature at the University of Sheffield. His thesis investigates the relationship between H. G. Wells’s scientific romances and the discourses of science in the 1890s and early 1900s. Steven has published on Wells’s early fiction. He is the current Secretary of the H. G. Wells Society.
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Biographical Note

Herbert George Wells was born on 21 September 1866 at Bromley, Kent, a small market town soon to be swallowed up by the suburban growth of outer London. His father, formerly a professional gardener and a county cricketer renowned for his fast bowling, owned a small business in Bromley High Street selling china goods and cricket bats. The house was grandly known as Atlas House, but the centre of family life was a cramped basement kitchen underneath the shop. Soon Joseph Wells’s cricketing days were cut short by a broken leg, and the family fortunes looked bleak.

Young ‘Bertie’ Wells had already shown great academic promise, but when he was thirteen, his family broke up and he was forced to earn his own living. His father was bankrupt, and his mother left home to become resident housekeeper at Uppark, the great Sussex country house where she had worked as a lady’s maid before her marriage. Wells was taken out of school to follow his two elder brothers into the drapery trade. After serving briefly as a pupil-teacher and a pharmacist’s assistant, in 1881 he was apprenticed to a department store in Southsea, working a thirteen-hour day and sleeping in a dormitory with his fellow-apprentices. This was the unhappiest period of his life, though he would later revisit it in comic romances such as Kipps (1905) and The History of Mr Polly (1910). Kipps and Polly both manage to escape from their servitude as drapers, and in 1883, helped by his long-suffering mother, Wells cancelled his indentures and obtained a post as teaching assistant at Midhurst Grammar School near Uppark. His intellectual development, long held back, now progressed astonishingly. He passed a series of examinations in science subjects and, in September 1884, entered the Normal School of Science, South Kensington (later to become part of Imperial College of Science and Technology) on a government scholarship.

Wells was a born teacher, as many of his books would show, and at first he was an enthusiastic student. He had the good fortune to be taught biology and zoology by one of the most influential scientific thinkers of the Victorian age, Darwin’s friend and supporter T. H. Huxley. Wells never forgot Huxley’s teaching, but the other professors were more humdrum, and his interest in their courses rapidly waned. He scraped through second-year physics, but failed his third-year geology exam and left South Kensington in 1887 without taking a degree. He was thrilled by the theoretical framework and imaginative horizons of natural science, but impatient of practical detail and the grinding, routine tasks of laboratory work. He cut his classes and spent his time reading literature and history, satisfying the curiosity he had earlier felt while exploring the long-neglected library at Uppark. He started a college magazine, the Science Schools Journal, and argued for socialism in student debates.

In the summer of 1887 Wells became science master at a small private school in North Wales, but a few weeks later he was knocked down and injured by one of his pupils on the football field. Sickly and undernourished as a result of three years of student poverty, he suffered severe kidney and lung damage. After months of convalescence at Uppark he was able to return to science teaching at Henley House School, Kilburn. In 1890 he passed his University of London B.Sc. (Hons.) with a first class in zoology and obtained a post as a biology tutor for the University Correspondence College. In 1891 he married his cousin Isabel Wells, but they had little in common and soon Wells fell in love with one of his students, Amy Catherine Robbins (usually known as ‘Jane’). They started living together in 1893, and married two years later when his divorce came through.

During his years as a biology tutor Wells slowly began making his way as a writer and journalist. He wrote for the Educational Times, edited the University Correspondent, and in 1891 published a philosophical essay, ‘The Rediscovery of the Unique’, in the prestigious Fortnightly Review. His first book was a Textbook of Biology (1893). But no sooner was it published than his health again collapsed, forcing him to give up teaching and rely entirely on his literary earnings. His future seemed highly precarious, yet soon he was in regular demand as a writer of short stories and humorous essays for the burgeoning newspapers and magazines of the period. He became a fiction reviewer and, for a short period in 1895, a theatre critic.

Ever since his student days Wells had worked intermittently on a story about time-travelling and the possible future of the human race. An early version was published in the Science Schools Journal as ‘The Chronic Argonauts’, but now, after numerous redrafts and much encouragement from the poet and editor W. E. Henley, it finally took shape as The Time Machine (1895). Its success was instantaneous, and while it was running as a magazine serial Wells was already being spoken of as a ‘man of genius’. He was celebrated as the inventor of the ‘scientific romance’, a combination of adventure novel and philosophical tale in which the hero becomes involved in a life-and-death struggle resulting from some unforeseen scientific development. There was now a ready market for his fiction, and The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man (1897), The War of the Worlds (1898), When the Sleeper Wakes (1899; later revised as The Sleeper Awakes, 1910), The First Men in the Moon (1901) and several other volumes followed quickly from his pen.

By the turn of the twentieth century Wells was established as a popular author in England and America, and his books were rapidly being translated into French, German, Spanish, Russian and other European languages. Already his fame had begun to eclipse that of his predecessor in scientific romance, the French author Jules Verne, who had dominated the field since the 1860s. But Wells, an increasingly self-conscious artist, had larger ambitions than to go down in history as a boys’ adventure novelist like Jules Verne. Love and Mr Lewisham (1900) was his first attempt at realistic fiction, comic in spirit and manifestly reflecting his own experiences as a student and teacher. By the end of the Edwardian decade, when he wrote his ‘Condition of England’ novels Tono-Bungay (1909) and The New Machiavelli (1911), Wells had become one of the leading novelists of his day, the friend and rival of such literary figures as Arnold Bennett, Joseph Conrad, Ford Madox Ford and Henry James.

But Wells was never a devotee of art for art’s sake; he was a prophetic writer with a social and political message. His first major non-fictional work was Anticipations (1902), a book of futurological essays setting out the possible effects of scientific and technological progress in the twentieth century. Anticipations brought him into contact with the Fabian Society and launched his career as a political journalist and an influential voice of the British left. During his Fabian period Wells wrote A Modern Utopia (1905), but failed in his attempt to challenge the bureaucratic, reformist outlook of the Society’s leaders such as Bernard Shaw (a lifelong friend and rival) and Beatrice Webb. Well’s Edwardian scientific romances such as The Food of the Gods (1904) and The War in the Air (1908), though full of humorous touches, are propagandist in intent. In other ‘future war’ stories of this period he predicted the tank and the atomic bomb.

Success as an author brought about great changes in his personal life. Ill-health had forced him to leave London for the Kent coast in 1898, but in the long run the only legacy of his footballing injury was the diabetes that affected him in old age. He commissioned a house, Spade House, overlooking the English Channel at Sandgate, from the architect C. F. A. Voysey, and here his and Jane’s two sons were born – George Philip or ‘Gip’, who became a zoology professor and collaborated with his father and Julian Huxley on the biology encyclopedia The Science of Life (1930), and Frank, who worked in the film industry. Wells gave generous support to his parents and to his eldest brother, who was a fellow-fugitive from the drapery trade. Increasingly, however, he looked for emotional fulfilment outside the family, and his sexual affairs became notorious. He had a daughter in 1909 with Amber Reeves, a leading young Fabian economist, and in 1914 the novelist and critic Rebecca West gave birth to his son Anthony West, whose troubled childhood would later be reflected in his own novel Heritage (1955) and in his biography of his father.

As Wells’s personal life became the gossip of literary London, his roles as imaginative writer and political journalist or prophet came increasingly into conflict. Ann Veronica (1909) was an example of topical, controversial fiction, dramatizing and commenting on such issues as women’s rights, sexual equality and contemporary morals. It was the first of Wells’s ‘discussion novels’ in which his personal relationships were often very thinly disguised. His later fiction takes a great variety of forms, but it all belongs to the broad category of the novel of ideas. At one extreme is the realistic reporting of Mr Britling Sees It Through (1916) – still valuable and unique as a portrayal of the English ‘home front’ in the First World War – while at the other extreme are brief fables such as The Undying Fire (1919) and The Croquet Player (1936), political allegories about world events each cast in the form of a prophetic dialogue.

Wells was by no means an experimental novelist like his younger contemporaries James Joyce and Virginia Woolf, but he was often technically innovative, and in some of his books the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction begin to break down. Sometimes he would take a classic from an earlier, premodern epoch as his literary model: A Modern Utopia (1905), for example, refers back to Sir Thomas More’s Utopia and Plato’s Republic. His bestselling historical works The Outline of History (1920) and A Short History of the World (1922) break with historical conventions by looking forward to the next stage in history. These works were written in order to draw the lessons of the First World War and to ensure that, if possible, its carnage would never be repeated; Wells saw history as a ‘race between education and catastrophe’. The same concerns led to his future-history novel The Shape of Things to Come (1933), later rewritten for the cinema as Things to Come, an epic science-fiction film produced in 1936 by Alexander Korda. Both novel and film contain dire warnings about the inevitable outbreak and disastrous consequences of the Second World War.

By the 1920s, Wells was not only a famous author but a public figure whose name was rarely out of the newspapers. He briefly worked for the Ministry of Propaganda in 1918, producing a memorandum on war aims which anticipated the setting-up of the League of Nations. In 1922 and 1923 he stood for Parliament as a Labour candidate. He sought to influence world leaders, including two US Presidents, Theodore Roosevelt and Franklin D. Roosevelt. His meeting with Lenin in the Kremlin in 1920 and his interview in 1934 with Lenin’s successor Josef Stalin were publicized all over the world. His high-pitched, piping voice was often heard on BBC radio. In 1933 he was elected president of International PEN, the writers’ organization campaigning for intellectual freedom. In the same year his books were publicly burnt by the Nazis in Berlin, and he was banned from visiting Fascist Italy. His ideas strongly influenced the Pan-European Union, the pressure group advocating European unity between the wars.

But Wells became convinced that nothing less than global unity was needed if humanity was not to destroy itself. In The Open Conspiracy (1928) and other books he outlined his theories of world citizenship and world government. As the Second World War drew nearer he felt that his mission had been a failure and his warnings had gone unheeded. His last great campaign, for which he tried to obtain international support, was for human rights. The proposal set out in his Penguin Special The Rights of Man (1940) helped to bring about the United Nations declaration of 1948. He spent the war years at his house in Hanover Terrace, Regent’s Park, and was awarded a D.Litt. by London University in 1943. His last book, Mind at the End of Its Tether (1945), was a despairing, pessimistic work, even bleaker in its prospects for mankind than The Time Machine fifty years earlier. He died at Hanover Terrace on 13 August 1946. He was restless and tireless to the end, a prophet eternally dissatisfied with himself and with humanity. ‘Some day’, he had written in a whimsical ‘Auto-Obituary’ three years earlier, ‘I shall write a book, a real book.’ He had published over fifty works of fiction and, in total, some 150 and pamphlets.

Patrick Parrinder

Introduction

(New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the details of the plot explicit.)

H. G. Wells’s The Island of Doctor Moreau is one of those books that, once read, is rarely forgotten. Jorge Luis Borges called it an ‘atrocious miracle’ and made large claims for it. Speaking of Wells’s early tales – The Island of Doctor Moreau among them – he said, ‘I think they will be incorporated, like the fables of Theseus or Ahasuerus, into the general memory of the species and even transcend the fame of their creator or the extinction of the language in which they were written’ (Other Inquisitions 1932–1952, 1968).

This has proved true, if film may be considered a language unto itself. The Island of Doctor Moreau has inspired three films – two of them quite bad – and doubtless few who saw them remembered that it was Wells who authored the book. The story has taken on a life of its own, and, like the offspring of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, has acquired attributes and meanings not present in the original. Moreau himself, in his filmic incarnations, has drifted towards the type of the Mad Scientist, or the Peculiar Genetic Engineer, or the Tyrant-in-training, bent on taking over the world; whereas Wells’s Moreau is certainly not mad, and is a mere vivisectionist, and has no ambitions to take over anything whatsoever.

Borges’s use of the word ‘fable’ is suggestive, for – despite the realistically rendered details of its surface – the book is certainly not a novel, if by that we mean a prose narrative dealing with observable social life. ‘Fable’ points to a certain folkloric quality that lurks in the pattern of this curious work, as animal faces may lurk in the fronds and flowers of an Aubrey Beardsley design. The term may also indicate a lie – something fabulous or invented, as opposed to that which demonstrably exists – and employed this way it is quite apt, as no man ever did or ever will turn animals into human beings by cutting them up and sewing them together again. In its commonest sense, a fable is a tale – like those of Aesop – meant to convey some useful lesson. But what is that useful lesson? It is certainly not spelled out by Wells.

‘Work that endures is always capable of an infinite and plastic ambiguity; it is all things for all men,’ says Borges, ‘… and it must be ambiguous in an evanescent and modest way, almost in spite of the author; he must appear to be ignorant of all symbolism. Wells displayed that lucid innocence in his first fantastic exercises, which are to me the most admirable part of his admirable work’. Borges carefully did not say that Wells employed no symbolism: only that he appeared to be ignorant of doing so.

Here follows what I hope will be an equally modest attempt to probe beneath the appearance, to examine the infinite and plastic ambiguity, to touch on the symbolism that Wells may or may not have employed deliberately, and to try to discover what the useful lesson – if there is one – might be.

TEN WAYS OF LOOKING AT THE ISLAND OF DOCTOR MOREAU

1. Elois and Morlocks

The Island of Doctor Moreau was published in 1896, when H. G. Wells was only thirty years old. It followed The Time Machine, which had appeared the year before, and was to be followed two years later by The War of the Worlds, this being the book that established Wells as a force to be reckoned with at a mere thirty-two years of age.

To some of literature’s more gentlemanly practitioners – those, for instance, who had inherited money, and didn’t have to make it by scribbling – Wells must have seemed like a puffed-up little counter-jumper, and a challenging one at that, because he was bright. He’d come up the hard way. In the stratified English social world of the time, he was neither working class nor top crust. His father was an unsuccessful tradesman; he himself apprenticed with a draper for two years before wending his way, via school-teaching and a scholarship, to the Normal School of Science. Here he studied under Darwin’s famous apologist, Thomas Henry Huxley. He graduated with a first-class degree, but he’d been seriously injured by one of the students while teaching, an event that put him off school-mastering. It was after this that he turned to writing.

The Time Traveller in The Time Machine – written just before The Island of Doctor Moreau – finds that human beings in the future have split into two distinct races. The Eloi are pretty as butterflies, but useless; the grim and ugly Morlocks live underground, make everything, and come out at night to devour the Eloi, whose needs they also supply. The upper classes, in other words, have become a bevy of upper-class twitterers and have lost the ability to fend for themselves, and the working classes have become vicious and cannibalistic.

Wells was neither an Eloi nor a Morlock. He must have felt he represented a third way, a rational being who had climbed up the ladder through ability alone, without partaking of the foolishness and impracticality of the social strata above his nor of the brutish crudeness of those below.

But what about Prendick, the narrator of The Island of Doctor Moreau ? He’s been pootling idly about the world, for his own diversion we assume, when he’s shipwrecked. The ship is called the Lady Vain, surely a comment on the snooty aristocracy. Prendick himself is a ‘private gentleman’ who doesn’t have to work for a living, and, though he – like Wells – has studied with Huxley, he has done so not out of necessity but out of dilettantish boredom – ‘as a relief from the dullness of [his] comfortable independence’. Prendick, though not quite as helpless as a full-fledged Eloi, is well on the path to becoming one. Thus his hysteria, his lassitude, his moping, his ineffectual attempts at fair play, and his lack of common sense – he can’t figure out how to make a raft because he’s never done ‘any carpentry or suchlike work’ in his life, and when he does manage to patch something together, he’s situated it too far from the sea and it falls apart when he’s dragging it. Although Prendick is not a complete waste of time – if he were, he wouldn’t be able to hold our attention while he tells his story -he’s nonetheless in the same general league as the weak-chinned curate in the later War of the Worlds, that helpless and drivelling ‘spoiled child of life’.

His name – Prendick – is suggestive of ‘thick’ coupled with ‘prig’, this last a thing he is explicitly called. To those versed in legal lore, it could suggest ‘prender’, a term for something you are empowered to take without it having been offered. But it more nearly suggests ‘prentice’, a word that would have been floating close to the top of Wells’s semi-consciousness, due to his own stint as an apprentice. Now it’s the upper-class’s turn at apprenticeship! Time for one of them to undergo a little degradation and learn a thing or two. But what?

2. Signs of the Times

The Island of Doctor Moreau not only comes midway in Wells’s most fertile period of fantastic inventiveness, it also comes during such a period in English literary history. Adventure romance had taken off with Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island in 1882, and Rider Haggard had done him one better with She in 1887. This latter coupled straight adventure – shipwreck, tramps through dangerous swamps and nasty shrubbery, encounters with bloody-minded savages, fun in steep ravines and dim grottos – with a big dollop of weirdness carried over from earlier Gothic traditions, done up this time in a package labelled ‘Not Supernatural’. The excessive powers of ‘She’ are ascribed, not to a close encounter with a vampire or god, but to a dip in a revolving pillar of fire, no more supernatural than lightning. ‘She’ gets her powers from Nature.

It’s from this blend – the grotesque and the ‘natural’ – that Wells took his cue. An adventure story that would once have featured battles with fantastic monsters – dragons, gorgons, hydras – keeps the exotic scenery, but the monsters have been produced by the very agency that was seen by many in late Victorian England as the bright, new, shiny salvation of mankind: Science.

The other blend that proved so irresistible to readers was one that was developed much earlier, and to singular advantage, by Jonathan Swift: a plain, forthright style in the service of incredible events. Poe, that master of the uncanny, piles on the adjectives to create ‘atmosphere’; Wells, on the other hand, follows R. L. Stevenson and anticipates Hemingway in his terse, almost journalistic approach, usually the hallmark of the ultra-realists. The War of the Worlds shows Wells employing this combination to best effect – we think we’re reading a series of news reports and eyewitness accounts – but he’s already honing it in The Island of Doctor Moreau. A tale told so matter-of-factly and with such an eye to solid detail surely cannot be – we feel – either an invention or an hallucination.

3. Scientific

Wells is acknowledged to be one of the foremost creators in the genre we now know as ‘science fiction’. As Robert Silverberg has said, ‘Every time-travel tale written since The Time Machine is fundamentally indebted to Wells…  In this theme, as in most of science fiction’s great themes, Wells was there first’ (Voyagers in Time: Twelve Great Science Fiction Stories, 1970).

‘Science fiction’ as a term was unknown to Wells. It did not make its appearance until the late 1920s, in America, then coming to prominence in the 1930s, during the golden age of bug-eyed monsters and girls in brass brassières.1 Wells himself referred to his science-oriented fictions as ‘scientific romances’ – a term that did not originate with him, but with the lesser-known writer Charles Howard Hinton.

There are several interpretations of the term ‘science’. If it implies the known and the possible, then Wells’s scientific romances are by no means scientific: he paid little attention to such boundaries. As Jules Verne remarked with displeasure, ‘Il invente!’ (‘He makes it up!’). The ‘science’ part of these tales is embedded instead in a world-view that derived from Wells’s study of Darwinian principles under Huxley, and has to do with the grand concern that engrossed him throughout his career: the nature of man. This too may account for his veering between extreme Utopianism (if man is the result of evolution, not of Divine creation, surely he can evolve yet further?) and the deepest pessimism (if man derived from the animals and is akin to them, rather than to the angels, surely he might slide back the way he came?). The Island of Doctor Moreau belongs to the debit side of the Wellsian account book.

Darwin’s The Origin of Species and The Descent of Man were a profound shock to the Victorian system. Gone was the God who spoke the world into being in seven days and made man out of clay; in his place stood millions of years of evolutionary change and a family tree that included primates. Gone too was the kindly Wordsworthian version of Mother Nature that had presided over the first years of the century; in her stead was Tennyson’s ‘Nature, red in tooth and claw/ With ravin’ (‘In Memoriam’). The devouring femme fatale that became so iconic in the 1880s and 1890s owes a lot to Darwin. So does the imagery and cosmogony of The Island of Doctor Moreau.

4. Romance

So much for the ‘scientific’ in ‘scientific romance’. What about the ‘romance’?

In both ‘scientific romance’ and ‘science fiction’, the scientific element is merely an adjective; the nouns are ‘romance’ and ‘fiction’. In respect to Wells, ‘romance’ is more helpful than ‘fiction’.

‘Romance’, in today’s general usage, is what happens on Valentine’s Day. As a literary term it has slipped in rank somewhat – being now applied to such things as Harlequin Romances – but it was otherwise understood in the nineteenth century, when it was used in opposition to the term ‘novel’. The novel dealt with known social life, but a romance could deal with the long ago and the far away. It was also allowed much more latitude in terms of plot. In a romance, event follows exciting event at breakneck pace. As a rule, this has caused the romance to be viewed by the high literati – those bent more on instruction than on delight – as escapist and vulgar, a judgement that goes back at least 2,000 years.

In The Secular Scripture (1976), Northrop Frye provides an exhaustive analysis of the structure and elements of the romance as a form. Typically a romance begins with a break in ordinary consciousness, traditionally signalled by a shipwreck, frequently linked with a kidnapping by pirates. Exotic climes are a feature, especially exotic desert islands; so are strange creatures.

In the sinister portions of a romance, the protagonist is often imprisoned or trapped, or lost in a labyrinth or maze, or in a forest that serves the same purpose. Boundaries between the normal levels of life dissolve: vegetable becomes animal, animal becomes quasi-human, human reverts to animal. If the lead character is female, an attempt will be made on her virtue, which she manages miraculously to preserve. A rescue, however improbable, restores the protagonist to his or her previous life and reunites him or her with loved ones. Pericles, Prince of Tyre is a romance. It’s got everything but talking dogs.

The Island of Doctor Moreau is also a romance, though a dark one. Consider the shipwreck. Consider the break in the protagonist’s consciousness – the multiple breaks, in fact. Consider the pirates, here supplied by the vile captain and crew of the Ipecacuanha. Consider the name Ipecacuanha, signifying an emetic and purgative: the break in consciousness is going to have a nasty physical side to it, of a possibly medicinal kind. Consider the fluid boundaries between animal and human. Consider the island.

5. The Enchanted Island

The name given to the island by Wells is Noble’s Island, a patent irony as well as another poke at the class system. Say it quickly and slur a little, and it’s no blessed island.

This island has many literary antecedents, and several descendants. Foremost among the latter is William Golding’s island in Lord of the Flies – a book that owes something to The Island of Doctor Moreau, as well as to those adventure books Coral Island and The Swiss Family Robinson, and of course to the great original shipwreck-on-an-island classic, Robinson Crusoe. Moreau could be thought of as one in a long line of island-castaway books.

All those just mentioned, however, keep within the boundaries set by the possible. The Island of Doctor Moreau is, on the contrary, a work of fantasy, and its more immediate grandparents are to be found elsewhere. The Tempest springs immediately to mind: here is a beautiful island, belonging at first to a witch, then taken over by a magician who lays down the law, particularly to the malignant, animal-like Caliban, who will obey only when pain is inflicted on him. Doctor Moreau could be seen as a sinister version of Prospero, surrounded by a hundred or so Calibans of his own creation.

But Wells himself points us towards another enchanted island. When Prendick mistakenly believes that the Beast Men he’s seen were once men, he says: ‘[Moreau] had merely intended…  to fall upon me with a fate more horrible than death, with torture, and after torture the most hideous degradation it was possible to conceive – to send me off, a lost soul, a beast, to the rest of [the] Comus rout’.

Comus, in the masque of that name by Milton, is a powerful sorcerer who rules a labyrinthine forest. He’s the son of the enchantress Circe, who in Greek myth was the daughter of the Sun and lived on the island of Aeaea. Odysseus landed there during his wanderings, and Circe transformed his crew into pigs. She has a whole menagerie of other kinds of animals – wolves, lions – that also were once men. Her island is an island of transformation: man to beast (and then to man again, once Odysseus gets the upper hand).

As for Comus, he leads a band of creatures, once men, who have drunk from his enchanted cup and have turned into hybrid monsters – they retain their human bodies, but their heads are those of beasts of all kinds. Thus changed, they indulge in sensual revels. Christina Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’, with its animal-form goblins who tempt chastity and use luscious edibles as bait, is surely a late offshoot of Comus.

As befits an enchanted island, Moreau’s island is both semi-alive and female, but not in a pleasant way. It’s volcanic, and emits from time to time a sulphurous reek. It comes equipped with flowers, and also with clefts and ravines, fronded on either side. Moreau’s Beast Men live in one of these, and since they do not have very good table manners it has rotting food in it and it smells bad. When the Beast Men start to lose their humanity and revert to their beast-natures, this locale becomes the site of a moral breakdown that is specifically sexual.

What is it that leads us to believe that Prendick will never have a girlfriend?

6. The Unholy Trinity

Nor will Doctor Moreau. There is no Mrs Moreau on the island. There are no female human beings at all.

Similarly, the God of the Old Testament has no wife. Wells called The Island of Doctor Moreau ‘a youthful piece of blasphemy’, and it’s obvious that he intended Moreau – that strong, solitary gentlemen with the white hair and beard – to resemble traditional paintings of God. He surrounds Moreau with semi-biblical language, as well: Moreau is the lawgiver of the island; those of his creatures who go against his will are punished and tortured; he is a god of whim and pain. But he isn’t a real God, because he cannot create; he can only imitate, and his imitations are poor.

What drives him on? His sin is the sin of pride, combined with a cold ‘intellectual passion’. He wants to know everything. He wishes to discover the secrets of life. His ambition is to be as God the Creator. As such, he follows in the wake of several other aspirants, including Doctor Frankenstein and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s various alchemists. Doctor Faustus hovers in the background, but he wanted youth and wealth and sex in return for his soul and Moreau has no interest in such things: he despises what he calls ‘materialism’, which includes pleasure and pain. He dabbles in bodies, but wishes to detach himself from his own. (He has some literary brothers: Sherlock Holmes would understand his bloodless intellectual passion. So would Oscar Wilde’s Lord Henry Wotton, of that earlier fin de siècle transformation novel The Picture of Dorian Gray.)

But in Christianity, God is a Trinity, and on Moreau’s island there are three beings whose names begin with M. Moreau as a name combines the syllable ‘mor’ – from mors, mortis, no doubt – with the French for ‘water’, suitable in one who aims at exploring the limits of plasticity. The whole word means ‘Moor’ in French. So the very white Moreau is also the Black Man of witchcraft tales, a sort of anti-God.

Montgomery, his alcoholic assistant, has the face of a sheep. He acts as the intercessor between the Beast Folk and Moreau, and in this function stands in for Christ the Son. He’s first seen offering Prendick a red drink that tastes like blood and some boiled mutton. Is there a hint of an ironic Communion Service here – blood drink, flesh of the Lamb? The communion Prendick enters into by drinking the red drink is the communion of carnivores, that human communion forbidden to the Beast Folk. But it’s a communion he was part of anyway.

The third person of the Trinity is the Holy Spirit, usually portrayed as a dove – God in living but non-human form. The third M-creature on the island is M’Ling, the beast-creature who serves as Montgomery’s attendant. He too enters into the communion of blood: he licks his fingers while preparing a rabbit for the human beings to eat. The Holy Spirit as a deformed and idiotic man-animal? As a piece of youthful blasphemy, The Island of Doctor Moreau was even more blasphemous than most commentators have realized.

Just so we don’t miss it, Wells puts a serpent-beast into his dubious garden: a creature that was completely evil and very strong, and that bent a gun-barrel into the letter S. Can Satan, too, be created by man? If so, blasphemous indeed.

7. The New Woman as Catwoman

There are no female human beings on Moreau’s island, but Moreau is busily making one. The experiment on which he’s engaged for most of the book concerns his attempt to turn a female puma into the semblance of a woman.

Wells was more than interested in members of the cat family, as Brian Aldiss pointed out in his introduction to the 1993 Everyman edition of the novel. During his affair with Rebecca West, she was ‘Panther’, he was ‘Jaguar’. But ‘cat’ has another connotation: in slang, it meant ‘prostitute’. This is Montgomery’s allusion when he says – while the puma is yelling under the knife – ‘I’m damned… if this place is not as bad as Gower Steet – with its cats’. Prendick himself makes the connection explicit on his return to London when he shies away from the ‘prowling women (who) would mew after me’.

‘I have worked hard at her head and brain,’ says Moreau of the puma, ‘… I will make a rational creature of my own’. But the puma resists. She’s almost a woman – she weeps like one – but when Moreau begins torturing her again, she utters a ‘shriek almost exactly like that of an angry virago’. Then she tears her fetter out of the wall and runs away, a great bleeding scarred suffering female monster. It is she who kills Moreau.

Like many men of his time, Wells was obsessed with the New Woman. On the surface of it he was all in favour of sexual emancipation, including free love, but the freeing of Woman evidently had its frightening aspects. Rider Haggard’s She can be seen as a reaction to the feminist movement of his day – if women are granted power, men are doomed – and so can Wells’s deformed puma. Once the powerful monstrous sexual cat tears her fetter out of the wall and gets loose, minus the improved brain she ought to have courtesy of Man the Scientist, look out.

8. The Whiteness of Moreau, the Blackness of M’Ling

Wells was not the only nineteenth-century English writer who used furry creatures to act out English socio-dramas. Lewis Carroll had done it in a whimsical way in the Alice books, Kipling in a more militaristic fashion in The Jungle Books.

Kipling made the Law sound kind of noble, in The Jungle Books. Not so Wells. The Law mumbled by the animal-men in Moreau is a horrible parody of Christian and Jewish liturgy; it vanishes completely when the language of the beasts dissolves, indicating that it was a product of language, not some eternal God-given creed.

Wells was writing at a time when the British Empire still held sway but the cracks were already beginning to show. Moreau’s island is a little colonial enclave of the most hellish sort. It’s no accident that most (although not all) of the Beast Folk are black or brown, that they are at first thought by Prendick to be ‘savages’ or ‘natives’, and that they speak in a kind of mangled English. They are employed as servants and slaves, a regime that’s kept in place with whip and gun; they secretly hate the real ‘men’ as much as they fear them, and they disobey the Law as much as possible and kick over the traces as soon as they can. They kill Moreau and they kill Montgomery and they kill M’Ling, and, unless Prendick can get away, they will kill him too, although at first he ‘goes native’ and lives among them, and does things that fill him with disgust, and that he would rather not mention.

White man’s burden, indeed.

9. The Modern Ancient Mariner

The way in which Prendick escapes from the island is noteworthy. He sees a small boat with a sail and lights a fire to hail it. It approaches, though strangely it doesn’t sail with the wind, but yaws and veers. There are two figures in it, one with red hair. As the boat enters the bay, ‘Suddenly a great white bird flew up out of the boat, and neither of the men stirred. It circled round, and then came sweeping overhead with its strong wings outspread’. This bird cannot be a gull: it’s too big and solitary. The only white seabird usually described as ‘great’ is the albatross.

The two figures in the boat are dead. But it is this death-boat, this life-in-death coffin-boat, that proves the salvation of Prendick.

In what other work of English literature do we find a lone man reduced to a pitiable state, a boat that sails without a wind, two death-figures, one with unusual hair, and a great white bird? The work is of course ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’, which revolves around man’s proper relation to Nature, and concludes that this proper relation is one of love. It is when he manages to bless the sea-serpents that the Mariner is freed from the curse he has brought upon himself by shooting the albatross.

The Island of Doctor Moreau also revolves around man’s proper relation to Nature, but its conclusions are quite different, because Nature itself is seen differently. It is no longer the Nature eulogized by Wordsworth, that benevolent motherly entity who never did betray that heart that loved her, for between Coleridge and Wells came Darwin.

The lesson learned by the albatross-shooting Mariner is summed up by him at the end of the poem:

He prayeth well, who loveth well
 Both man and bird and beast.

He prayeth best, who loveth best
 All things both great and small;
 For the dear God who loveth us,
 He made and loveth all.

In the Ancient-Mariner-like pattern at the end of The Island of Doctor Moreau, the ‘albatross’ is still alive. It has suffered no harm at the hands of Prendick. But he lives in the shadow of a curse anyway. His curse is that he can’t love or bless anything living: not bird, not beast, and most certainly not man. He is weighed down by another curse, too: the Ancient Mariner is doomed to tell his tale, and those who hear it are convinced by it. But Prendick chooses not to tell, because, when he tries, no one will believe him.

10. Fear and Trembling

What then is the lesson learned by the unfortunate Prendick? It can perhaps best be understood in reference to The Ancient Mariner. The God of Moreau’s island can scarcely be described as a dear God who makes and loves all creatures. If Moreau is seen to stand for a version of God the Creator who ‘makes’ living things, he has done – in Prendick’s final view – a very bad job. Similarly, if God can be considered as a sort of Moreau, and if the equation ‘Moreau is to his animals as God is to man’ may stand, then God himself is accused of cruelty and indifference – making man for fun and to satisfy his own curiosity and pride, laying laws on him he cannot understand or obey, then abandoning him to a life of torment.

Prendick cannot love the distorted and violent furry folk on the island, and it’s just as hard for him to love the human beings he encounters on his return to ‘civilization’. Like Swift’s Gulliver, he can barely stand the sight of his fellow-men. He lives in a state of queasy fear, inspired by his continued experience of dissolving boundaries: as the beasts on the island have at times appeared human, the human beings he encounters in England appear bestial. He displays his modernity by going to a ‘mental specialist’, but this provides only a partial remedy. He feels himself to be ‘an animal tormented… sent to wander alone…’.

Prendick forsakes his earlier dabblings in biology, and turns instead to chemistry and astronomy. He finds ‘hope’ – ‘a sense of infinite peace and protection in the glittering hosts of heaven’. As if to squash even this faint hope, Wells almost immediately wrote The War of the Worlds, in which not peace and protection, but malice and destruction, come down from the heavens in the form of the monstrous but superior Martians.

The War of the Worlds can be read as a further gloss on Darwin. Is this where evolution will lead – to the abandonment of the body, to giant sexless bloodsucking heads with huge brains and tentacle-like fingers? But it can also be read as a thoroughly chilling coda to The Island of Doctor Moreau.

Margaret Atwood

NOTE

1. The ‘brass brassière’ is from an oral history of science fiction prepared by Richard Wolinsky for the radio station KPFA-FM in Berkeley, California.
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Note on the Text

H. G. Wells began writing The Island of Doctor Moreau in January 1895, immediately after finishing The Time Machine. By April of that year he had placed an early version of the story in the hands of his agent, A. P. Watt. The book was completed in June, but negotiations over its publication were protracted and, unusually for Wells, no magazine serialization was forthcoming. The first London edition was published by William Heinemann in April 1896, while the New York edition, subtitled ‘A Possibility’, appeared from Stone and Kimball in August. In a ‘Note’ at the end of both texts Wells draws attention to a Saturday Review article (‘the Limits of Individual Plasticity’, 19 January 1895) where he had set out the substance of Dr Moreau’s explanation in Chapter 14. The ‘Note’ adds that:

Strange as it may seem to the unscientific reader, there can be no denying that, whatever amount of credibility attaches to the detail of this story, the manufacture of monsters – and perhaps even of quasi-human monsters – is within the possibilities of vivisection.

Wells made extensive stylistic revisions to The Island of Doctor Moreau for the benefit of its French translator, Henry-D. Davray, whose version appeared in three instalments in the Mercure de France (December 1900–February 1901). Some, though by no means all, of these revisions were incorporated into a revised edition published by Heinemann in 1913, which Wells later used as the basis for the text included in Volume II of the Atlantic Edition of the Works of H. G. Wells (London: T. Fisher Unwin, and New York: Scribner’s, 1924). The Atlantic text was intended to be definitive, but the 1913 Heinemann edition on which it was based is, unfortunately, unreliable at a number of points. In addition, Wells continued to allow earlier versions of the text to be reprinted during his lifetime. The latest of these reprints was the 1946 Penguin edition, which contains two crucial corrections not found in any earlier version. It follows that a composite text of The Island of Doctor Moreau will best serve the needs of twenty-first-century readers.

The present edition therefore follows the Atlantic text, modified as set out below. The most difficult decision for an editor of The Island of Doctor Moreau concerns the Introduction (with a consequent footnote in Chapter 15), supposedly by Edward Prendick’s nephew. The Introduction was included in the London and New York first editions but omitted from the 1913 Heinemann and the Atlantic. It then reappeared in the 1946 Penguin edition, which was prepared during Wells’s lifetime though actually published a few weeks after his death. The 1946 version corrects a blatant error in the 1896 editions, changing the longitude of ‘105º E’ to ‘105º W’ and thus placing Edward Prendick’s disappearance in the Pacific Ocean (and close to the Galapagos Islands). All recent editions of The Island of Doctor Moreau have included the Introduction, sometimes printing it as an Appendix. In the present edition I have followed the precedent of previous Penguin editions by restoring it to the main text and retaining the footnote. The textual source for the Introduction is the 1946 Penguin.

In the Introduction (6:5), Stone and Kimball 1896 and Penguin 1946 read ‘Africa’, which is apparently a misreading of Heinemann 1896’s ‘Arica’ (a port in Chile). Apart from the restoration of the Introduction and the footnote in Chapter 15, the substantive emendations to the Atlantic text in the present edition are listed below. In addition, the hyphens have been removed from about a dozen words, including blood-stained, gun-boat, half-way, to-morrow and to-night, in accordance with modern practice. ‘Any one’ has been changed to ‘anyone’, ‘every one’ to ‘everyone’, ‘some one’ to ‘someone’ and ‘leaped’ to ‘leapt’ where appropriate. Half a dozen commas found in Heinemann 1913 have been restored for the sake of clarity, and two new paragraphs made (27:10, 78:14). The following spellings have been modernized: ‘dinghy’ for ‘dingey’, ‘coconut’ for ‘cocoanut’, ‘faggots’ for ‘fagots’, ‘hyena’ for ‘hyæna’.

Housestyling of punctuation and spelling has also been implemented to make the text more accessible to the reader: single quotation marks (for doubles) with doubles inside singles as needed; end punctuation placed outside end quotation marks when appropriate; spaced N-dashes (for the heavier, longer M-dash) and M-dashes (for double-length 2M-dash); ‘iz’ spellings (e.g. recognize, not recognise), and acknowledgements and judgement, not acknowledgments and judgment; no full stop after personal titles (Dr, Mr, Mrs) or chapter titles, which may not follow the capitalization of the copy-text.

SOURCES OF SUBSTANTIVE EMENDATIONS

The list specifies the earliest text containing each reading, using the following abbreviations: A = Atlantic, H 1 = Heinemann 1896, H 2 = Heinemann 1913, P = Penguin, S = Stone and Kimball.

 
 
 	Page/line

 	Reading adopted

 	Atlantic reading rejected



 
 	7:23

 	breaker (H 1)

 	breaker (H 2)



 
 	42:13

 	raising (H 1)

 	rising (H 2)



 
 	44:17

 	level place (H 1)

 	level (H 2)



 
 	59:6

 	or (H 2)

 	of (A)



 
 	60:32

 	grey (H 1)

 	great (H 2)
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 	78:19
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 	at (H 2)



 
 	79:30
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 	he (H 2)



 
 	81:37

 	[footnote] (H 1)

 	[no footnote] (H 2)
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 	[ends] (A)





Volume II of the Atlantic Edition contains a brief preface, mainly devoted to The Sleeper Awakes, but Wells’s remarks on The Island of Doctor Moreau are as follows. (The ‘scandalous trial’ is evidently that of Oscar Wilde.)

The Island of Doctor Moreau was written in 1895, and it was begun while The Wonderful Visit was still in hand. It is a theological grotesque, and the influence of Swift is very apparent in it. There was a scandalous trial about that time, the graceless and pitiful downfall of a man of genius, and this story was the response of an imaginative mind to the reminder that humanity is but animal rough-hewn to a reasonable shape and in perpetual internal conflict between instinct and injunction. This story embodies this ideal, but apart from this embodiment it has no allegorical quality. It is written just to give the utmost possible vividness to that conception of men as hewn and confused and tormented beasts. When the reader comes to read the writings upon history in this collection [in volume XXVII], he will find the same idea of man as a reshaped animal no longer in flaming caricature, but as a weighed and settled conviction.

The genesis of The Island of Doctor Moreau from the earliest manuscripts to the Atlantic text has been meticulously traced by Bernard Loing in H. G. Wells à l’oeuvre: Les débuts d’un écrivain (1894 – 1900) (Paris: Didier, 1984) and by Robert M. Philmus in his ‘Variorum Text’ edition of The Island of Doctor Moreau (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1993), to both of which I am greatly indebted. Four different draft versions of Wells’s novel are in the Wells Collection at the Rare Book and Special Collections Library, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
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Introduction

On February the 1st, 1887, the Lady Vainwas lost by collision with a derelict when about the latitude 1º S. and longitude 107ºW.

On January the 5th, 1888 – that is, eleven months and four days after – my uncle, Edward Prendick, a private gentleman, who certainly went aboard the Lady Vainat Callao,1 and who had been considered drowned, was picked up in latitude 5º 3’S. and longitude 101ºW. in a small open boat, of which the name was illegible, but which is supposed to have belonged to the missing schooner2 Ipecacuanha. He gave such a strange account of himself that he was supposed demented. Subsequently, he alleged that his mind was a blank from the moment of his escape from the Lady Vain. His case was discussed among psychologists at the time as a curious instance of the lapse of memory consequent upon physical and mental stress. The following narrative was found among his papers by the undersigned, his nephew and heir, but unaccompanied by any definite request for publication.

The only island known to exist in the region in which my uncle was picked up is Noble’s Isle, a small volcanic islet, and uninhabited. It was visited in 1891 by H. M. S. Scorpion. A party of sailors then landed, but found nothing living thereon except certain curious white moths, some hogs and rabbits, and some rather peculiar rats. No specimen was secured of these. So that this narrative is without confirmation in its most essential particular. With that understood, there seems no harm in putting this strange story before the public, in accordance, as I believe, with my uncle’s intentions. There is at least this much in its behalf: my uncle passed out of human knowledge about latitude 5ºS. and longitude 105ºW., and reappeared in the same part of the ocean after a space of eleven months. In some way he must have lived during the interval. And it seems that a schooner called the Ipecacuanha, with a drunken captain, John Davis, did start from Arica3 with a puma and certain other animals aboard in January 1887, that the vessel was well-known at several ports in the South Pacific, and that it finally disappeared from those seas (with a considerable amount of copra aboard), sailing to its unknown fate from Banya in December 1887, a date that tallies entirely with my uncle’s story.

CHARLES EDWARD PRENDICK

I

IN THE DINGHY OF THE ‘LADY VAIN’

I do not propose to add anything to what has already been written concerning the loss of the Lady Vain. As everyone knows, she collided with a derelict when ten days out from Callao. The long-boat with seven of the crew was picked up eighteen days after by H. M. gunboat Myrtle, and the story of their privations has become almost as well known as the far more terrible Medusa case.1 I have now, however, to add to the published story of the Lady Vain another as horrible, and certainly far stranger. It has hitherto been supposed that the four men who were in the dinghy2 perished, but this is incorrect. I have the best of evidence for this assertion – I am one of the four men.


But, in the first place, I must state that there never were four men in the dinghy; the number was three. Constans, who was ‘seen by the captain to jump into the gig’3 (Daily News, March 17, 1887), luckily for us, and unluckily for himself, did not reach us. He came down out of the tangle of ropes under the stays of the smashed bowsprit;4 some small rope caught his heel as he let go, and he hung for a moment head downward, and then fell and struck a block or spar floating in the water. We pulled towards him, but he never came up.

I say luckily for us he did not reach us, and I might also add luckily for himself, for there were only a small breaker of water5 and some soddened ship’s biscuits with us – so sudden had been the alarm, so unprepared the ship for any disaster. We thought the people on the launch would be better provisioned (though it seems they were not), and we tried to hail them. They could not have heard us, and the next morning when the drizzle cleared – which was not until past midday – we could see nothing of them. We could not stand up to look about us because of the pitching of the boat. The sea ran in great rollers, and we had much ado to keep the boat’s head to them. The two other men who had escaped so far with me were a man named Helmar, a passenger like myself, and a seaman whose name I don’t know, a short sturdy man with a stammer.

We drifted famishing, and, after our water had come to an end, tormented by an intolerable thirst, for eight days altogether. After the second day the sea subsided slowly to a glassy calm. It is quite impossible for the ordinary reader to imagine those eight days. He has not – luckily for himself – anything in his memory to imagine with. After the first day we said little to one another, and lay in our places in the boat and stared at the horizon, or watched, with eyes that grew larger and more haggard every day, the misery and weakness gaining upon our companions. The sun became pitiless. The water ended on the fourth day, and we were already thinking strange things and saying them with our eyes; but it was, I think, the sixth before Helmar gave voice to the thing we all had in mind.6 I remember our voices dry and thin, so that we bent towards one another and spared our words. I stood out against it with all my might, was rather for scuttling the boat and perishing together among the sharks that followed us; but when Helmar said that if his proposal was accepted we should have drink, the sailor came round to him.

I would not draw lots, however, and in the night the sailor whispered to Helmar again and again, and I sat in the bows with my clasp–knife in my hand – though I doubt if I had the stuff in me to fight. And in the morning I agreed to Helmar’s proposal, and we handed halfpence to find the odd man.

The lot fell upon the sailor, but he was the strongest of us and would not abide by it, and attacked Helmar with his hands. They grappled together and almost stood up. I crawled along the boat to them, intending to help Helmar by grasping the sailor’s leg, but the sailor stumbled with the swaying of the boat, and the two fell upon the gunwale and rolled overboard together. They sank like stones. I remember laughing at that and wondering why I laughed. The laugh caught me suddenly like a thing from without.

I lay across one of the thwarts7 for I know not how long, thinking that if I had the strength I would drink sea water and madden myself to die quickly. And even as I lay there I saw, with no more interest than if it had been a picture, a sail come up towards me over the skyline. My mind must have been wandering, and yet I remember all that happened quite distinctly. I remember how my head swayed with the seas, and the horizon with the sail above it danced up and down. But I also remember as distinctly that I had a persuasion that I was dead, and that I thought what a jest it was they should come too late by such a little to catch me in my body.

For an endless period, as it seemed to me, I lay with my head on the thwart watching the dancing schooner – she was a little ship, schooner–rigged fore and aft – come up out of the sea. She kept tacking to and fro in a widening compass, for she was sailing dead into the wind. It never entered my head to attempt to attract attention, and I do not remember anything distinctly after the sight of her side, until I found myself in a little cabin aft. There is a dim half–memory of being lifted up to the gangway and of a big round countenance, covered with freckles and surrounded with red hair, staring at me over the bulwarks. I also had a disconnected impression of a dark face with extraordinary eyes close to mine, but that I thought was a nightmare until I met it again. I fancy I recollect some stuff being poured in between my teeth. And that is all.




II

THE MAN WHO WAS GOING NOWHERE

The cabin in which I found myself was small and rather untidy. A youngish man with flaxen hair, a bristly straw–coloured moustache, and a dropping nether lip was sitting and holding my wrist. For a minute we stared at one another without speaking. He had watery grey expressionless eyes.


Then just overhead came a sound like an iron bedstead being knocked about and the low angry growling of some large animal. At the same time the man spoke again.

He repeated his question: ‘How do you feel now?’

I think I said I felt all right. I could not recollect how I had got there. He must have seen the question in my face, for my voice was inaccessible to me.

‘You were picked up in a boat – starving. The name on the boat was the Lady Vain, and there were queer marks on the gunwale.’1 At the same time my eye caught my hand, so thin that it looked like a dirty skin purse full of loose bones, and all the business of the boat came back to me.

‘Have some of this,’ said he, and gave me a dose of some scarlet stuff, iced.

It tasted like blood, and made me feel stronger.

‘You were in luck,’ said he, ‘to get picked up by a ship with a medical man aboard.’ He spoke with a slobbering articulation, with the ghost of a lisp.

‘What ship is this?’ I said slowly, hoarse from my long silence.

‘It’s a little trader from Arica and Callao. I never asked where she came from in the beginning. Out of the land of born fools, I guess. I’m a passenger myself from Arica. The silly ass who owns her – he’s captain too, named Davis – he’s lost his certificate or something. You know the kind of man – calls the thing the Ipecacuanha – of all silly infernal names, though when there’s much of a sea without any wind she certainly acts according.’2

Then the noise overhead began again, a snarling growl and the voice of a human being together. Then another voice telling some ‘Heaven–forsaken idiot’ to desist.

‘You were nearly dead,’ said my interlocutor. ‘It was a very near thing indeed. But I’ve put some stuff into you now. Notice your arm’s sore? Injections. You’ve been insensible for nearly thirty hours.’

I thought slowly. I was distracted now by the yelping of a number of dogs. ‘May I have solid food?’ I asked.

‘Thanks to me,’ he said. ‘Even now the mutton is boiling.’

‘Yes,’ I said, with assurance; ‘I could eat some mutton.’

‘But,’ said he, with a momentary hesitation, ‘you know I’m dying to hear how you came to be alone in the boat.’ I thought I detected a certain suspicion in his eyes.

‘Damn that howling!’

He suddenly left the cabin, and I heard him in violent controversy with someone who seemed to me to talk gibberish in response to him. The matter sounded as though it ended in blows, but in that I thought my ears were mistaken. Then he shouted at the dogs and returned to the cabin.

‘Well?’ said he, in the doorway. ‘You were just beginning to tell me.’

I told him my name, Edward Prendick, and how I had taken to natural history as a relief from the dulness of my comfortable independence. He seemed interested in this. ‘I’ve done some science myself –1 did my Biology at University College, – getting out the ovary of the earthworm and the radula of the snail3 and all that. Lord! it’s ten years ago. But go on, go on – tell me about the boat.’

He was evidently satisfied with the frankness of my story, which I told in concise sentences enough, – for I felt horribly weak, – and when it was finished he reverted presently to the topic of natural history and his own biological studies. He began to question me closely about Tottenham Court Road and Gower Street. ‘Is Caplatzi still flourishing? What a shop that was!’4 He had evidently been a very ordinary medical student, and drifted incontinently to the topic of the music–halls. He told me some anecdotes. ‘Left it all,’ he said, ‘ten years ago. How jolly it used to be! But I made a young ass of myself…. Played myself out before I was twenty–one. I dare say it’s all different now…. But I must look up that ass of a cook and see what he’s doing to your mutton.’

The growling overhead was renewed, so suddenly and with so much savage anger that it startled me. ‘What’s that?’ I called after him, but the door had closed. He came back again with the boiled mutton, and I was so excited by the appetizing smell of it, that I forgot the noise of the beast forthwith.

After a day of alternate sleep and feeding I was so far recovered as to be able to get from my bunk to the scuttle5 and see the green seas trying to keep pace with us. I judged the schooner was running before the wind. Montgomery – that was the name of the flaxen–haired man – came in again as I stood there, and I asked him for some clothes. He lent me some duck things6 of his own, for those I had worn in the boat, he said, had been thrown overboard. They were rather loose for me, for he was large and long in his limbs.

He told me casually that the captain was three parts drunk in his own cabin. As I assumed the clothes I began asking him some questions about the destination of the ship. He said the ship was bound to Hawaii, but that it had to land him first.

‘Where?’ said I.

‘It’s an island…. Where I live. So far as I know, it hasn’t got a name.’

He stared at me with his nether lip dropping, and looked so wilfully stupid of a sudden that it came into my head that he desired to avoid my questions. ‘I’m ready,’ I said. He led the way out of the cabin.
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