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NATHAN BENJULIA, A PROTOTYPE OF DR. MOREAU?
BY

E.D. MACKERNESS

In the Preface to Volume II of the Atlantic edition of his Works, H. G.
Wells acknowledges the influence of Swift on the conception of The
Island of Dr. Moreau (1895). This is evident in many parts of the
book; but the affinity with Gulliver's Travels is especially noticeable
in the final chapter, which describes the difficulties experienced by
the narrator, Prendick, when, after his return from the island in-
habited by the freakish Beast People, he attempts to adjust to the
necessity of having to mix once more with his fellow men (‘Par-
ticularly nauseous were the blank expressionless faces of people in
trains and omnibuses ...’). Yet Prendick’s personality is very
different from that of the Gulliver we meet in Swift’s fourth book;
mercifully, the visitor to Houyhnhnmland never had to contend with a
subtle and impetuous character like Dr. Moreau. Swift could con-
ceivably have created an individual endowed with Moreau’s intellectual
tendencies; but during the eighteenth century, the activities which re-
sulted in his presence on the island were less conspicuously the
subject of public comment than in Wells’s time. The name of Moreau,
Prendick recalls in Chapter VII, has stuck in his mind because of a
scandal involving ‘a prominent and masterful physiclogist, well known
in scientific circles for his extraordinary imagination and his brutal
directness in discussion’. Moreau, it transpires, has been forced to
leave England because his experiments on living animals have been
exposed by a journalist posing as a laboratory assistant. This re-
porter’s ‘gruesome pamphlet’ became notorious, and as a con-
sequence. Dr. Moreau’s ‘valuable work on morbid growths’ had to be
abandoned when it became necessary for the doctor to flee from the
gaze of a prurient public. In this connection Wells could, perhans,
have worked up a notion suggested by some half-forgotten piece of
humanitarian propaganda. But he may also have been drawing on a
novel published in a previous decade. This is suggested by one sen-
tence in particular. ‘On the day of its (the pamphlet’s) publication’,
we are told, ‘a wretched dog, flayed and otherwise mutilated, escaped
from Moreau’s house’. In Chapter LXII of Wilkie Collins’s Heart
and Science (1883), ‘a large dog, limping as if one of its legs was
injured’ is released from a ‘laboratory’ in not dissimilar circum-
stances.

Wilkie Collins is not the Victorian novelist one most readily
associates with the name of H. G, Wells. A reference to Collins in an
article on ‘The Novels of Mr. George Gissing’ which Wells con-
tributed to the Contemporary Review for August 1897 indicates that in
respect of plot Wells had carefully compared Collins’s technique with
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that of Dickens; whether he attempted to emulate tll—xe author of Tfie
is another matter. In Heart and Science the Dureyf
scientific element is skilfully bound up with a highly complicated sett. o
relationships from which emerge two characters whose nreoc;:'upla ion
with fscience’ reveals that below the surf.ace they have litt et1n
common. On the one hand there is Mrs. Gallilee the amateur devczi e;e
of Natural Philosophy as presented in popular ac&::otfnts aildres_selist?
the general reader: on the other we have Dr. Benjulia, a SD}’TCIaver
in brain diseases and nervous complaints. Nathan P?nj_uha,‘ owe‘if ! s
is no mere run-of-the-mill practitioner. He flimits hlmdse blo
serious cases’ and lends expert assistance when less knowle gei hZ
physicians need the help of a consultant. In_the cause of 1'esea‘r<:entS
has ‘sacrificed his professional interests to }_ns mania fo?' exgerm‘;me'
in chemistry’ — ¢chemistry’ being a conveme.nt _eu,phemlsrp ort: by
thing less pleasant to contemplate. What Benjulia’s experimen e
sist of no one is allowed to know; a man servant who Eftte:mp st1
satisfy his curiosity by spying on the Doctor’s laboratory 1s 1nstanthy
dismissed, and the scene of Benjulia’s labours is as mysterious as de
‘kind of Bluebeard’s Chamber’ in which Wells’s Dr. Mc:reau st:;tla_nhs
the best part of his time on the island. At Dr. Moreau’s esta le -
ment ‘the elaborate locking up of the place’ stnke-s .Pr‘endlc t;s
peculiar; in Heart and Science we learn that Nathan .Ben;]uha ke'eps Sz
key of his laboratory about him by day and by night’. Furtlvt}nih
seems to be second nature to these‘ particular examples O e
scientific temperament. For Dr. Benjulia and Dr. Moreau are experi-
enced vivisectioanists; and though Wells‘do_es not _spend as Tnu];:_h ttl\l;rr:gelfiﬁ
describing physical appearances as W11k1g -Collfms_ d-ties‘;n 1sBoﬂ1 s
chapter, the two scientists have many points of similarity. I
unmarried: both remorselessly f‘under the overmas-terlng r;'other
research’: and neither has any real concern for tbe interest c?s i
people. Both men, in fact, adopt a perer.nptc?ry attitude tolv'var it
about them: Benjulia is abrupt and dominating when dealing ol
members of his household, Moreau adopts alpo‘sture of .:h:;)nterx-uai s
indifference to the subservient creatures on h1{s island, v;r ose o%glike
bodily characteristics he 113/[35 modLﬁed 1r;tr?aié};%1rt:rfn5{lernet hc;zn;_.ssistant,
juli Dr. oreau has m ‘ :
?Azlyt;lé?r;e f;f?:i;é ‘all;omination’ which is his major life-interest.

Nathan Benjulia’s function in the main action of 'Healrt and Socjf;c\(ree;:
to place in perspective the career of anf)ther med%gal.}?nir‘a;e o ipkdegn
(Mrs. Gallilee’s son by a former marr1a_ge). Ovi 1feh115 e b
disorders of the human brain, and applies to one o 2 M e
curative treatment he has derwed_frqm a ph\}'SJLFI;nBW i

ribed the experimental investigations to wh1§ enjuli T
ey Ovid is able in his own medical work to dlSP-EI"IEe with labor
atory’ researéhes. His outstanding s_uccess .in c11r}1cal Eralit:tceer 12
h r?;fore a blow to Benjulia’s professmna_l pride, smcebt e oo
E:oenvinced that only by vivisectionlcahn cllfnedlcal }:nz}vli:ge tree:ta;nem ir;

i i 2 ished accoun 3
Mter' re}?dlrgali(zzgdth\afjr‘ethz bpc:ﬁc had forestalled him in the discovery
?ue\i;liocr;l hi: head devoted his life’. His experimental work with animals
o

mitted.
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is shown up as futile; so in despair he eventually destroys his labor-
atory, liberating some of his animals in the process — among them the
limping dog, which is discovered by a servant — and then commits
suicide. The conclusion, as Wilkie Collins expresses it, is perfectly
straight-forward: ¢‘Vivisection had been beaten on its own field of dis-
covery’.

There is, of course, something sensational — and slightly im-
plausible — about the later stages of Benjulia’s career. But though
Heart and Science 18 obviously designed to discredit practices which
were the subject of much controversy in the decades following the
Cruelty to Animals Act of 1876, Collins refrained from suggesting
offensive particularities. As he told Frances Power Cobbe in a letter
dated 23rd June, 1882, ‘I shall be careful to present him (Benjulia) to
the reader as a man not infinitely wicked and cruel, and to show the
efforts made by his better instincts to resist the inevitable hardening
of the heart ... produced by the deliberately merciless occupations of
his life? (1). In this he was not wholly successful; but towards the end
of the novel it becomes clear that Benjulia is not really the diabolical
monster he seems to be about halfway through the story. Intimations
of this occur in Chapter XXXII, in which Nathan receives a visit from
his brother Lemuel, who knows the full truth about his experiments.
Lemuel] understands the nature of the fallacies by means of which the
vivisectionists attemp! to justify their obsessions; his discussion of
this matter forces Nathan to adopt a position in which he is obliged to
enlarge on the rationale of his pursuits. He does this in a long and
impassioned speech which concludes with the phrase ‘All for
Knowledge! all for Knowledge’. Throughout this harangue, Benjulia
tries to argue that pure research is an end in itself which it is incum-
bent upon the scientist to follow to the bitter end, no matter what may
be the means employed. ‘Knowledge sanctifies cruelty’, he affirms:
and in the ‘glorious cause’ the experimental investigator purposely
inhibits his better feelings. But the act of making this pronouncement
is too much for Nathan Benjulia: *‘The jackal had roused the lion; the
mean spirit of mischief in him had not bargained for this’. Lemuel’s
provocative criticism, in short, has unmanned an otherwise inflexible
and obdurate nature.

The parallel to this encounter in The Island of Doctor Moreau is
Chapter XIV. In this (‘Doctor Moreau Explains’) Moreau discloses
the facts about his experimental work. Knowing that Prendick’s
position vis-d-vis his special devartment of physiological study is
directly opposed to his, Moreau represents himself as taking up a new
kind of research which involves ‘a really scientific knowledge of the
laws of growth’. The potentialities of vivisection do not stop at ‘a
mere physical metamorphosis’ but can, Moreau insists, extend to

(1) Frances Power Cobbe, Life as told by herself (posthumous edition,
1904), p. 559.
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bodily functions involving the nervous system and thus ultimately the
instincts which lie at the back of ethical choices. Confronted with the
question ‘Where is your justification for inflicting all this pain?’,
Moreau’s answer is a good deal more sophisticated than Benjulia’s.
It is virtually that although pain serves its purpose as part of a warn-
ing mechanism in the present state of animal evolution, this does not
mean that it will always be a necessary concomitant of men’s exist-
ence: ‘the more intelligent they become the more intelligently they will
see after their own welfare, and the less they will need the goad to
keep them out of danger’. Thus Moreau rationalises his ambition,
already to some extent fulfilled, of producing creatures who do not
have ‘the mark of the beast upon them’® — this mark being signalised by
tthis store men and women set on pleasure and pain’. Like Nathan
Benjulia, Doctor Moreau is uninhibited by the moral aspects of his
situation: ‘The study of Nature’, he says ‘makes a man at last as re-
morseless as Nature’. But what gives Wells’s presentation of his
physiologist a greater depth and interest than Wilkie Collins’s is the
irony that even while enunciating his aspirations to the startled
Prendick he is almost half convinced that in the finish his efforts will
end in failure. And yet he drives himself to continue, despite the fact
that after trying for twenty years fto bring forth ‘a rational creature of
my own’, he still falls short of his ideal. Unwilling to contemplate
defeat he takes refuge in the submission that time is still young; ‘Man
has been a hundred thousand (years) in the making® and the occasion
may arise when he (or someone after him) may succeed.

Given that Dr. Moreau’s physiological theories are credible, the
catastrophe which finally destroys him is altogether more convincing
than the demise of Nathan Benjulia. It is implied that the latter kills
himself after he has been overcome by remorse on realising that
society will not sanction the monstrous inhumanity of his investi-
gations. Moreau is in the end brought down by the very creature — a
puma — he has used in his attempt to improve on previous e_fforts; the
puma’s sufferings are the result of a mad enthusiasm which lml;?els the
scientist to evolve a being capable (as he hopes) of overcoming the
very instincts which lead to a fatal confrontation. There is no sign of
remorse on Moreau’s part. After his death it remains for Prendick to
point out the criminality of his ways and the evil nature of his legacy to
the island; the Beast Folk he has created are, indeed, less than beasts
because condemned to a fmock-human existence’® with which they are
unfitted to deal. Itis Moreau’s wantonness and irresponsibility whic.h
finally provoke the unhappy Prendick’s disgust: ‘His curiosity, his
mad, aimless investigations, drove him on, and the things were
thrown out to live a year or so, to struggle and blunder am;] sgff‘er-_ at
last to die painfully’. As if this were not a serious enough indictment,
there is the additional fact that after this experience On the island,
Prendick’s own mind is disordered. What he has seen of Dr.
Moreau’s nefarious labours leaves a permanent impairment in the life
of an otherwise normal human being., Prendick in a sense pays the
penalty for having witnessed the results of abstract scientific research
pushed to a point where only fanatical perversity could take them.
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It is hardly possible to prove conclusively that Dr. Moreau is
modelled on Nathan Benjulia. If Wells did take up ideas which
occurred to him after reading Heart and Science he modified them in
the light of more advanced scientific knowledge. Benjulia does not
dominate Wilkie Collins’s novel to the same extent as Dr. Moreau
dominates Wells's ‘theological grotesque’. But the very strength of
his personality and the single-mindedness with which he submits to the
influence of his ruling passion makes it possible that Wells could have
developed Dr. Moreau out of Collins’s earlier and more melodramatic
version of the man of science. EDM/KMJ

15th March, 1974
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