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KING SOLOMON’S MINES

HENRY RIDER HAGGARD was born in Bradenham in Norfolk in 1856. He was the sixth son of a lawyer and was educated in Ipswich. In 1875, his father procured for him the post of junior secretary to the Lieutenant-Governor of Natal, Sir Henry Bulwer. He set sail for South Africa and spent six years there, fascinated by its landscape, wildlife, tribal society and mysterious past. He returned to England in 1881 and was called to the bar at Lincoln’s Inn four years later. His novel, King Solomon’s Mines, was published soon after he had qualified in 1885 and was so successful that Haggard was able to move back to Norfolk where he could concentrate on his writing. He went on to produce a series of extravagant romances set in far-flung corners of the world: Iceland, Constantinople, Mexico and Ancient Egypt and, of course, Africa. Both She and Allan Quatermain were published in 1887 and by 1890, at the age of thirty-four, Haggard had become both an enormously successful writer and a household name. He used his position to further causes, accepting an honorary post and giving countless after-dinner speeches. He was great friends with fellow-writer Rudyard Kipling and with the anthropologist and scholar Andrew Lang, to whom She is inscribed.

A private man, Haggard was deeply affected by the death of his son in 1891, and for many months afterwards was rarely to be seen outside his Norfolk home. After an unsuccessful stand for Parliament in 1894, Haggard threw himself into his campaigning and writing once again. He wrote extensively about the state of British agriculture, and his A Farmer’s Year (1898) and Rural England (1902) made a substantial contribution to alleviating the plight of farmers and smallholders of the time. Throughout his life Haggard continued to travel widely, visiting exotic places which helped fuel his imagination for new stories. He was knighted in 1912 and died in 1925.
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Preface

In his Spectator review of the 1937 Gaumont film of King Solomon’s Mines – the one in which singer Paul Robeson plays Umbopa – Graham Greene says the film ‘must be a disappointment to anyone who like myself values Haggard’s book a good deal higher than Treasure Island’. The remark is a covert reference to a famous story about the genesis of this book: it is said that Haggard was bet by his brother that he could not write a novel as good as Robert Louis Stevenson’s.

Well, Greene is certainly right about the film, and maybe about Treasure Island too, but his observation also raises the question as to how King Solomon’s Mines itself may be a disappointment to readers today. It has become a novel one must defend against charges of misogyny and racism.

It is certainly guilty of both of those. Right from the dedication onwards, the tale is directed at the male gender: ‘This faithful but unpretending record of a remarkable adventure is hereby respectfully dedicated by the narrator, Allan Quatermain, to all the big boys and little boys who read it.’ Quatermain freely admits, ‘I can safely say that there is not a petticoat in the whole history’ (p. 10).

The possibility of a relationship between the (petticoatless) Kukuana maiden Foulata and Royal Navy officer Captain Good gives Quatermain a great deal of discomfort. As for race issues generally, King Solomon’s Mines exemplifies all the standard cultural bias against Africans one finds in the period – in sporting books and travelogues, as well as in the few novels that had yet appeared about colonial Africa; one was R. M. Ballantyne’s The Gorilla Hunters (1861).

Yes, there is some unspeakable stuff in King Solomon’s Mines, to modern eyes and ears. Yet writer after writer and reader after reader will stand up and defend this book. Why is that? I want to try to answer that question in this preface, wondering as I do why my answer should feel like a personal apologia.

One route of argument in Haggard’s defence is that the ideologies promulgated and attitudes struck in the book are those of Quatermain, not of the author himself. Another is the simple bulwark of realism: that he was describing the relationships between black and white, servant and master, oppressed and oppressor, as they were at the time – and to do otherwise would be to do a disservice to his reader.

A more sophisticated argument is that as the quest develops (for like Treasure Island, this is a quest novel) the relationships between the four men engaged on it – Quatermain, Umbopa, Sir Henry Curtis and Captain Good – develop deeper, more human dimensions than normally allowed by Victorian stereotypes. There is some evidence for this, and also for the related argument that Haggard is concerned not so much by cultural specifics as by the transience and fragility of all cultures.

Nowhere – nowhere in literature as well as nowhere else in King Solomon’s Mines – is this better conveyed than in the battle-eve scene, as the rebels gather above Loo. ‘“How many of these do you suppose will be alive at this time to-morrow?”’ asks Sir Henry of Quatermain, as they survey thousands of sleeping warriors, whose ‘tall and hearse-like plumes’ the chilly night wind tosses in weird confusion. Those plumes always make me think of Waterloo, which took place seventy years before the novel’s publication, but in the book the old hunter is set on a morbid train of thought that is, if anything, pan-historical:

My mind’s eye singled out those who were sealed to slaughter, and there rushed in upon my heart a great sense of the mystery of human life, and an overwhelming sorrow at its futility and sadness. (p. 145)

He is rescued from this condition by the idea sweeping into his mind – is this not a superb piece of stream-of-consciousness writing as well of magnificent prose? – of a form of immortality largely based on the conservation of energy:

Yet man dies not whilst the world, at once his mother and his monument, remains. His name is forgotten, indeed, but the breath he breathed yet stirs the pine-tops on the mountains, the sound of the words he spoke yet echoes on through space; the thoughts his brain gave birth to we have inherited to-day; his passions are our cause of life; the joys and sorrows that he felt are our familiar friends – the end from which he fled aghast will surely overtake us also!

And then something odd happens. Against his nature, as it seems, Quatermain makes something like a prophecy of the syncretic culture of our own times, in which the cultural types he has been at pains to keep separate are subjected to beneficial turbulence:

Truly the universe is full of ghosts, not sheeted churchyard spectres, but the inextinguishable and immortal elements of life, which, having once been, can never die, though they blend and change and change again for ever. (p. 146)

As so often in this book – it is one of the reasons for its wit and humanity – any sense of pretension is dashed by a bathetic remark a few lines down, in this case made by Sir Henry: ‘“Look here, Quatermain, this business is a nasty one, and one with which, properly speaking, we ought not to be mixed up, but we are in for it, so we must make the best of it”’ (p. 146).

‘Mixing up’ may be open to those in immediate jeopardy, or to phantom blended beings of the distant future, as adumbrated in Quatermain’s fleeting thoughts; but in our time, once we are out of this jam, it will be cultural stereotypes as normal. It is as if Haggard is tempted to have his cake and eat it, but in the end must settle for the status quo. One sees the same kind of temptations in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899), though the whole thing is much more subtly handled there.

Negative portrayals of the impact of European ‘civilization’ on Africa are another way by which Haggard tries to undermine the cultural stereotypes of his time. Throughout, the white man’s greed for ‘bright stones’ (p. 199), i.e. diamonds, is deprecated: it should be remembered that, at the time of publication, Cecil Rhodes was in his pomp, already a notorious figure. Umbopa, or Ignosi as he becomes, is a vehicle for other deprecations by the end of the book: ‘No other white man shall cross the mountains, even if any may live to come so far. I will see no traders with their guns and rum’ (p. 223).

And what are we to make of the stalactite-pickled spectres in the Hall of the Dead, the seated forms and the fifteen-foot-high skeleton who, ‘holding in his skeleton fingers a great white spear’, presides over these entombed kings of Kukuanaland (p. 195)? Could it be that this ‘White Death’ shows the degree to which Haggard feared the destruction of the great African civilizations at the hands of their white invaders, occupiers and suborners?

If these are some arguments to rehabilitate Haggard on modern terms, they do not show readily why King Solomon’s Mines remains a classic. That is largely to do with what he called ‘grip’, or narrative tension. It depends on the interplay of polarities, in particular those of loss and restitution (Sir Henry’s lost brother and Umbopa’s lost kingdom). This interplay appeals to primitive, atavistic emotions that, in themselves, transcend cultural differences. Black and white, African and European, we all want to jump back to our mutual caveman past now and then.

Haggard’s real trade was telling stories, and it is in this sphere that he is still most useful to all of us. Along with Stevenson, he made possible the rise of the modern blockbuster. King Solomon’s Mines can fairly lay claim to be the second of that ilk, after Treasure Island (1883). Haggard took the by then already standard forms of boys’ adventure books, as purveyed by R. M. Ballantyne (1825–94) and G. A. Henty (1832–92), stripped them of their veneer of missionary-inflected chivalry, and made them sublime.

The result does exactly what Quatermain’s epigraph implies: it allows a recrudescence of the boyish desire to be a hero. It allows us, by proxy, to engage in risk. It allows us adventure, in short, and I want to say a few words about that by way of conclusion.

However many ‘extreme sports’ are on offer in the modern world, I don’t feel they really make the cut as adventures. When risk is prepared and packaged, it is hardly risk at all, even if it is dangerous per se.

Adventure’s not simply about danger, anyway; its essential characteristic (which King Solomon’s Mines deals up in spades) is the unexpected. The word actually comes from the sea-going trade ‘ventures’ that sixteenth-century insurers would under-write. What’s going to happen, will our ship make it? That was what worried those early brokers, and it’s the same feeling that quickens the heart now, when one is faced with a dicey prospect. In other words, adventure’s not about broken bones, it’s about overcoming an unforeseen course of events within the context of a particular experience.

We are now seldom exposed to those kinds of events. Office-bound, well-fed, TV- and internet-fixated, we are too comfortable these days. In a sterilized world we need an outlet for a dependency on contingency so deep-rooted it seems genetically hot-wired. King Solomon’s Mines provides that outlet.

Am I speaking for men alone? I am certainly speaking for myself, who first read this book in Africa, in the old blood-red-bound Longmans edition of the 1890s. I was about eight or nine. My family was living in Malawi, which in 1975 was about to celebrate its tenth year of independence from Britain. I can distinctly remember handling the book as if it might somehow give me, a boy in Africa, magical access to the African adventures it contained. Why, had I not heard my father talk of ‘the Manica country’, just as Quatermain does? Manicaland was just next door in Mozambique. It seemed within reach. It still does now, even though I am in London and over thirty years have passed. I need only pick up this book and, like the door to Solomon’s treasure chamber, a mass of stone rises from the floor and vanishes into the rock above.

Giles Foden


Introduction

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

Robert Louis Stevenson begins his essay ‘A Gossip on Romance’ with a description of the pleasures of reading. Reading is ‘absorbing and voluptuous’: when we read a novel, we should be ‘rapt clean out of ourselves’, and, when we rise from reading, our mind should be ‘filled with the busiest, kaleidoscopic dance of images’.1 This is precisely the kind of pleasure that King Solomon’s Mines provides. This novel, offered, in its dedication, to ‘all the big and little boys who read it’, belongs to that late-Victorian promotion of manly adventure fiction that deliberately set its face against the artistically self-conscious, the intellectual, the thoughtful and the thought-provoking.2 Henry James might want his reader to stand back and observe with the finest possible discriminations the drama of ‘fine consciences’ that his fiction presents, but Stevenson will have none of this: ‘we read story-books in childhood, not for eloquence or character or thought, but for some quality of the brute incident’.3 Haggard, in King Solomon’s Mines, might almost be writing to satisfy this programme: the exciting adventures he narrates fulfil exactly Stevenson’s demand for ‘fit and striking incident’, for ‘epoch-making scenes’, and even that last ‘triumph of romantic story-telling’, when we ‘push the hero aside’ and ‘plunge into the tale in our own person’.4

However, while King Solomon’s Mines can still be read in this way, offering the naive pleasures of identifying with its central characters, it also invited more critical readings. It is very much of its time in its class attitudes, racist language and models of masculinity. It is also an important and symptomatic example of the late Victorian fiction of Empire, with its roots in an earlier literature of travel and exploration, that helped in the construction of ‘the imperial subject’.5

I. HAGGARD AND AFRICA

Henry Rider Haggard was born on 22 June 1856, the eighth of ten children. The Haggard family, who were Norfolk land-owners, claimed descent from a Danish nobleman, Andrew Agard, who came to England in the fifteenth century. Rider Haggard grew up in Norfolk at Bradenham Hall, which had been acquired by his great-grandfather. However, within three generations that way of life had gone, and his father, William Haggard, was the last Haggard to live the traditional life of the squirearchy. As a child, Rider’s life revolved around riding, hunting and shooting; he also had happy memories of reading Robinson Crusoe, The Arabian Nights and The Three Musketeers.6 After unsuccessful initial education at two day-schools in London (at the end of which his father thought that he was ‘only fit to be a greengrocer’), Haggard was sent, at the age of ten, to be educated by the Reverend H. J. Graham at Garsington Rectory near Oxford.7 From there he went to the Grammar School at Ipswich. By comparison, five of his six brothers had been sent to public schools and had gone on to Oxford or Cambridge.8 Morton Cohen suggests that Rider Haggard had a different education from his brothers because he was regarded as stupid, but he was also a sensitive and imaginative child, who, by the time he left Ipswich Grammar, had shown some evidence of literary ability.9

In 1875, William Haggard heard that his Norfolk neighbour, Sir Henry Bulwer, was taking up the post of Lieutenant-Governor of Natal, and arranged for his son Rider to go with him as an unpaid member of his staff. Like many younger sons of upper-class families, Haggard was sent to sink or swim in the colonies. As Anne McClintock puts it, Haggard’s experience in South Africa was ‘representative of a specific moment in imperial culture, in which the nearly anachronistic authority of the vanishing feudal family […] was displaced onto the colonies and reinvented within the new order of the colonial administration’.10 Rider worked as Bulwer’s aide at Government House in Pietermaritzburg. He spent his spare time hunting on the veldt and making notes of his experiences. He was particularly impressed by the Zulus and their culture, and he learned enough Zulu to communicate directly with them. He also took advantage of opportunities to get away from Government House. In May 1876, for example, he accompanied Sir Henry Bulwer up-country to visit the Zulu chief Pagate, and he published an account of the experience, ‘A Zulu War Dance’, in the Gentleman’s Magazine (July 1887). Haggard was also increasingly aware of the political situation in southern Africa: his time there coincided with the annexation of the Transvaal in 1877, the Zulu War in 1879 and the Boer Rebellion in 1880.

The 1874 General Election brought Disraeli back as an openly imperialistic prime minister. In 1876, he appointed Sir Bartle Frere as the new High Commissioner and Governor of the Cape, and Theophilus Shepstone as Secretary for Native Affairs in Natal. Shepstone was given explicit instructions to annex any territory he thought should be annexed and a battalion of troops to help do this. Haggard was selected by Shepstone as one of the ten-man official party to cross the border into the Boer republic of the Transvaal and explore conditions there. There had been border skirmishes between the Boers and their African neighbours, the Pedi chief Sikukuni and the Zulu king, the famed Cetywayo (Cetshwayo). There was also conflict between the president of the Transvaal, T. F. Burgers, and the Boer farmers, which had ended in their refusing to pay taxes to his government in Pretoria. Germany, Belgium and Portugal all threatened to intervene, to advance their own imperialist aspirations. In this context, Shepstone and his staff were welcomed in Pretoria and began arrangements for the British annexation of the Transvaal, which took place in April 1877. Haggard took an active part in these events, and was personally responsible for raising the British flag at the ceremony to mark the annexation. In June, Haggard received his first salaried position – as English Clerk to the new Colonial Secretary of the Transvaal. He now had his foot ‘on the first rung of the Colonial ladder’.11 Shortly afterwards, in August, the Master and Registrar of the High Court died, and the twenty-one-year-old Haggard was appointed to the post.

By late 1877, however, Zulu armies were again assembling on the borders of the Transvaal to take back their land, and the Boers were growing increasingly unhappy about their loss of autonomy under Shepstone’s administrative arrangements. In December 1878, Frere attempted to impose a British Resident on Zululand, and, early the following year, British troops were sent against the Zulus. The British were defeated at Isandhlwana, but this proved a short-lived victory for the Zulus, and, by August 1879, the British forces had captured Cetshwayo and subjugated the Zulu nation.

By this time, however, Haggard had left government service. In May 1879, he had decided to turn to ostrich farming. In August 1879, he returned to England and met Louisa Margitson, a Norfolk heiress, whom he married the following year. When the Haggards arrived back in Natal in December 1880, they were in time to receive news of the start of the Boer Rebellion. Haggard’s ostrich farm was just over a mile from the British headquarters and within hearing range of the British and Boer guns. In March 1881 an armistice was concluded, and in August that year the Transvaalers were granted self-government. By the end of the month, Haggard and his family had returned to England.

Back in England, Haggard’s initial plan was to read for the Bar, and to follow his father and elder brothers into the law. He had already published three essays on South African topics while still in Africa.12 While studying for the Bar, he now wrote his first book, Cetywayo and His White Neighbours, which was published (partly at his own expense) in 1882. This account of events in Natal, Zululand and the Transvaal between 1875 and 1881 criticized the return of the Transvaal to the Boers and advocated instead a Zulu protectorate. This was followed by two novels of English country life, Dawn (1884) and The Witch’s Head (1884). Then, early in 1885, Haggard read Stevenson’s novel Treasure Island and was prompted by it ‘to try and write a book for boys’.13 Thirteen weeks later, Haggard had completed his first adventure novel, King Solomon’s Mines.

II. MAPS AND EMPIRE

In his essay ‘My First Book’, Stevenson describes how Treasure Island was written in response to a map he had drawn for his stepson, Lloyd Osbourne:

As I pored upon my map of Treasure Island, the future characters of the book began to appear there visibly among imaginary woods, and their brown faces and bright weapons peeped out upon me from unexpected quarters, as they passed to and fro, fighting and hunting treasure, on these four square inches of a flat projection.14

Stevenson’s story was inspired by the map and performed a reading of its topographical features. Treasure Island first appeared as a serial in the children’s magazine Young Folks in October 1881, and as a book two years later. As Cohen notes, although Treasure Island was written for the popular market, it took a while for it to catch on.15 It did not increase the sales of Young Folks, and, once it had appeared in book form, a second edition was not required for another two years.16 Nevertheless, the relative success of Treasure Island prompted the writing of King Solomon’s Mines. According to Haggard’s daughter Lilias, ‘Travelling up to London with one of his brothers they started discussing Treasure Island, just then making a great success. Rider said he didn’t think it was so very remarkable, whereupon his brother replied, rather indignantly: “Well, I’d like to see you write anything half as good – bet youa bob you can’t.”’17

Whatever the truth of this story, King Solomon’s Mines clearly picks up on Stevenson’s novel, and, indeed, when King Solomon’s Mines was first published in September 1885, it was bound as a matching volume to Treasure Island. King Solomon’s Mines was an immediate success. Cohen suggests that Treasure Island had ‘helped prepare the reading public for more tales of adventure’ and had ‘made adult readers less reluctant to pick up a book “for boys”’.18 In addition, the time was propitious for a book set in Africa: from November 1884 to February 1885, attention was focused on the Berlin Conference on African Affairs, where representatives of fourteen countries laid down the ground rules for dividing Africa’s spoils. At the same time, King Solomon’s Mines also benefited from an intensive pre-publication publicity campaign that made it famous overnight.19

Like Treasure Island, King Solomon’s Mines is based on a map: the map drawn in blood by a Portuguese adventurer, José da Silvestra, on a bit of linen torn from his shirt. A facsimile of this document appeared as a frontispiece to the earliest editions, and the map appears again in Chapter II. The importance of the map is suggested by one of Haggard’s anecdotes:

In the carriage of the Underground Railway I perceived an old lady engaged in a close, indeed an almost ferocious study of the map printed at the beginning of the printed volume which rested on her knees. This was too much for me. Drawing the original map from my pocket, I placed it on my knee – we were seated opposite each other – and began to study it with like attention. The old lady looked up and saw. She stared first at her map and then at mine, and stared, and stared.20

This map, which records da Silvestra’s journey, prompts and predicts the adventures of the protagonists. As in Treasure Island, the narrative involves first the journey to the location represented on the map and then the central characters’ retracing of the features of the map on the physical landscape. At the same time, as we are repeatedly reminded, Sir Henry Curtis, Good and Quatermain are reliving and recovering da Silvestra’s earlier experience. Like Haggard’s next published novel, She (1887), King Solomon’s Mines is temporally layered: the protagonists’ adventures are palimpsestically written over da Silvestra’s journey 300 years earlier, just as Leo Vincy’s adventures in She repeat those of his ancestor, Kallicrates, 2,000 years before.

The European mapping of Africa began with the Portuguese in the fifteenth century. Under the direction of Prince Henry the Navigator (1394–1460), Portuguese sailors began to explore the west coast of Africa. Then, in the 1450s, missions were sent inland in search of the legendary king, Prester John. By the sixteenth century, the Portuguese had entered present-day Mozambique and settled the region around Delagoa Bay. British exploration of the interior began in the late eighteenth century: Mungo Park in the western Sudan was followed by James Bruce in Abyssinia and Richard Burton and John Hanning Speke mapping the Great Lakes. In the mid nineteenth century, however, as Joseph Conrad repeatedly reminds us in relation to his experiences in the Congo, there was still a blank space at the heart of Africa in European maps.21 Even as late as 1935, when Graham Greene made his journey across Liberia, he encounters at the outset ‘the usual blank map’, indicating just ‘a few towns along the coast, a few villages along the border’; and the only two large-scale maps he can find are military maps – one issued by the British General Staff ‘with a few dotted lines indicating the conjectured course of rivers… and a fringe of names along the boundary’, and the other issued by the United States War Department: ‘Where the English map is content to leave a blank space, the American in large letters fills it with the word “Cannibals”.’22 When Haggard was in South Africa, the area was still actively being mapped. Haggard would have used Thomas Baines’s recent ‘Map of the Gold Fields of South Eastern Africa’ (1873). Another near contemporary was the German explorer Karl Mauch (1837–75). Haggard stayed with Mauch’s friend, the Reverend A. Merensky of the Berlin Mission Society, at his mission near Lydenburg in March 1877, and it is hard to imagine that Mauch’s work was not discussed. In 1865, Mauch produced a map of the South African Republic; in 1866, he produced the first geological map of the Transvaal; he subsequently mapped the whole region from the Vaal River to the Zambezi and planned to map ‘the – up to the present – totally unknown parts of the equatorial regions’.23

Where Heart of Darkness is rooted in the Belgian colonization of the Congo, King Solomon’s Mines opens on to the mythic side of map-making and empire. The story of the sixteenth-century José da Silvestra can be read as the trace of the early European explorations of Africa by the Portuguese. The Portuguese quest for the kingdom of Prester John, which prompted the earliest explorations of the interior, resonates with da Silvestra’s discovery of King Solomon’s mines in Africa. References to Prester John began around 1145 with rumours in Western Europe of a remote Christian ‘priest king’. These rumours gained strength in 1165 when a forged letter was circulated allegedly from Prester John, ruler of the ‘Three Indias’, a Christian King living on the other side of the Islamic world – but whether this meant in China, southern India, Central Asia or Africa was not clear. As Robert Silverberg notes, medieval geographers applied the term ‘India’ to the Far East, Near East and parts of Africa.24 In Mandeville’s Travels, for example, which began to circulate between 1356 and 1366, Prester John was identified as ‘the Emperor of Greater and Lesser India’.25 By ‘Greater India’ Mandeville means the Indian subcontinent, while ‘Lesser India’ stretches from the Indus to Arabia and Ethiopia. However, by the mid fourteenth century, Europeans had become aware – from contact with Ethiopian pilgrims and with Ethiopian envoys to Italy – that there was a Christian kingdom in Africa, and it became a firm conviction in Europe that the ruler of Ethiopia was the ‘Prester John of fable and legend’.26 From 1487, the Portuguese sent successive missions into Africa to make contact with ‘Prester John’s court’ and to establish another trade route to India.27 In Ethiopia they were welcomed by a royal dynasty that traced its ancestry back to King Solomon. According to Ethiopian legend, Makeda, the Queen of Ethiopia, was the biblical Queen of Sheba, and Menelik, her son by Solomon, had converted the nation to Judaism prior to its later adoption of Christianity.28

The immediate source for the location of King Solomon’s mines, however, was the recent European rediscovery of the ruins of Great Zimbabwe. These ruins, in the mountainous country between the Limpopo and the Zambezi, were, of course, well known to local people and also to Arab traders, who had had a settlement on the East African coast since 739. The Portuguese had heard of the ‘ancient ruins’ from the Arabs, and Portuguese records from 1496 connect the ruins to Solomon.29 The site was visited by Dominican priests in the sixteenth century and, in the early seventeenth century, Dutch settlers from the Cape unsuccessfully sent out expeditions to locate the ruins. They were rediscovered in the latter half of the nineteenth century by Adam Render, who had settled near them. In September 1871, he accompanied Karl Mauch, who was the first European to map the site. Mauch, however, did more than just measure and map the ruins: he identified Great Zimbabwe with the biblical Ophir, decided that ‘the Queen of Sheba had converted to Judaism’, and attributed the buildings to Phoenician builders.30 He associated the ruins with local ideas that ‘white people once inhabited the region’, and clearly assumed that the buildings ‘could not have been produced by the blacks’.31 In his Preface to Alexander Wilmot’s Monomotapa, Haggard refers to Great Zimbabwe, when he notes that ‘Baines, and other travellers now dead, reported on the existence of great ruins in the territories known as Matabele and Mashona Lands’.32 He mentions Mauch’s ‘re-discovery of the fortress-temple of Zimbabwe’ and follows Mauch in identifying it with Ophir and ‘the court of the so-called Emperor of Monomotapa’.33 More than that, he asserts that ‘a Christian Church flourished, or at any rate existed there’.34

In his essay ‘Geography and Some Explorers’, Conrad talks about geography having a ‘fabulous phase’, when it ‘delineated imaginary kingdoms of Monomotapa and of Prester John’, which was followed by a militant phase of exploration and cartography with a ‘scientific spirit’.35 However, in the case of Great Zimbabwe, modern cartography went along with fabulous speculation. In accord with the racist assumptions of the time, neither Mauch nor Haggard could accept the ruins for what they were – African artefacts and the remains of an older African culture. Haggard begins his Preface to Monomotapa by observing that ‘Southern and South Central Africa has been named the country without a past’.36 The irrefutable evidence of a past provided by Great Zimbabwe then had to be explained away as the traces of an imported culture rather than as signs of an indigenous civilization. What the story of Prester John and these fabulous speculations about Great Zimbabwe have in common is the idea of an earlier Judaeo-Christian culture in Africa. In the medieval period, this held out the prospect of a staging post for trade to India and a strategic alliance against Islam. In the modern period, it amounted to prior cultural claim to African spaces.

III. QUESTS

Patrick Brantlinger has observed that the narratives written by nineteenth-century European explorers take the form of ‘non-fictional quest romances’ where the quest has a double goal: there is the ostensible goal, such as finding the source of the Nile, and there is the secondary goal, which may be summarized as ‘sheer survival and return home’.37 This secondary goal is, of course, present as a narrative element in King Solomon’s Mines, although the fact of narration after the event should remove any suspense about the outcome. Haggard’s quest romance, however, has more than just a double goal. As its title suggests, the underlying narrative in King Solomon’s Mines, as in Treasure Island, is a treasure hunt. However, Haggard overlays this primary quest with other quests. In the first place, there is Sir Henry Curtis’s search for his younger brother. After a bitter quarrel between the two men, the younger went off to South Africa ‘in the wild hope of making a fortune’ (p. 17). The missing brother was last heard of setting off to discover King Solomon’s mines. Sir Henry’s journey is motivated by the desire to find his brother, and this desire derives from feelings of guilt and remorse, although these feelings are asserted rather than dramatized. The second quest, which for a while displaces the first, is Umbopa’s wish to return to his home country and to take up his rightful identity. These two quests are connected by the motifs of inheritance, fraternal conflict and the search for a brother, with Curtis’s quest as almost the reverse image of Umbopa’s: Umbopa has been deprived of his inheritance and has very different motives for wanting to find his brother. A third quest, more concealed, relates to Quatermain’s uncertainties about his status.

Quatermain foregrounds, as his motive for undertaking the journey, his desire to provide financially for his son. However, his covert motive is suggested by two questions he asks at the start of his narrative: ‘am I a gentleman?’ and ‘What is a gentleman?’ He notes his legal identity (‘Allan Quatermain, of Durban, Natal, Gentleman’) and that he was ‘born a gentleman’, but he also observes that he has been ‘a poor travelling trader and hunter’ (pp. 10–11) and has spent his life ‘trading, hunting, fighting, or mining’ (p. 9). He clearly feels that his gentlemanly status has been compromised by the need to work for his living – and by the lack of wealth that has necessitated this. These issues are also explored by other reflections in the opening chapters. For example, he answers the question ‘What is a gentleman?’ by affirming ‘a Royal Naval officer is’, though he then has to concede that even this is not certain since ‘there may be a black sheep among them here and there’ (p. 12). This reflection introduces a moral component (‘what men ought to be’, p. 12) into the concept of the gentleman. Good’s attention to dress adds another possible component: he explains to Quatermain that he has brought a supply of gutta-percha collars with him, because he likes ‘to look like a gentleman’, and he is dressed in ‘a shooting suit of brown tweed, with a hat to match, and neat gaiters’ (p. 44) as if he were a member of a shooting party at a country-house weekend. Good’s own situation, however, as a half-pay officer, returns to the question of money. Good, like Quatermain, has a financial interest in the outcome of the search for treasure. Curtis, who is undeniably a gentleman in every sense – by birth, by wealth, by moral qualities – makes clear from the outset that he has no interest in the treasure, and refuses to benefit financially from the quest. His brother, however, does have this interest. As the younger son, he has been left penniless by his father’s death, while, as a gentleman, he was ‘not brought up to any profession’ (p. 17). By the end of the journey, Quatermain, like Good and George Curtis, has ‘made [his] pile’ (p. 9), but, perhaps more important, he is also invited by Sir Henry to ‘come home’ and ‘buy a place near here’ (p. 232). Stevenson’s Treasure Island is in part the story of Jim Hawkins’s growth to maturity, but it is also the story of his identification with the gentlemanly circle of the doctor, the captain and the squire. Jim begins as the son of an innkeeper, but, by the end, has earned his place among this group of respectable gentlemen. Haggard’s novel explores not so much upward social mobility and the acquisition of gentlemanly status, as anxieties about the loss of gentlemanly status. Quatermain, like Umbopa, has the prospect of returning home and recovering his birthright.

In his reflections on the nature of ‘the gentleman’ Quatermain introduces another complication: ‘I’ve known natives who are’ and ‘mean whites with lots of money and fresh out from home, too, who ain’t’ (p. 10). Wealth alone, clearly, is not enough to make a gentleman, but it is interesting that Quatermain considers ‘the gentleman’ as a category that transcends ‘race’. David Cannadine, in his critique of the emphasis on ‘othering’ in post-colonial theory, has drawn attention instead to the ‘construction of affinities’ in colonial practice.38 In other words, ‘domestically originated perceptions of the social order’ are projected on to the colonized society.39 This is acted out, in King Solomon’s Mines, through the figure of Umbopa and through the mirroring of Umbopa and Curtis. Umbopa raises the issue of status in almost all his appearances in the novel. From the outset, this is evident in his behaviour towards the Europeans: in his manner and his language, he refuses to kowtow to them, but asserts instead his equality, if not superiority.40 The mirroring of Curtis and Umbopa is implicit from Curtis’s first appearance. Curtis is introduced by reference to his Danish ancestry, which leads to a description of Vikings as ‘a kind of white Zulus’. Taking this comparison further, Quatermain imagines Curtis as a Viking in a ‘chain shirt’ with a ‘big battle-axe’ (p. 12) – a vision that is realized in the battle scenes in Kukuanaland. The juxtaposition of Sir Henry and Umbopa at the end of Chapter III can be read in terms of a homoerotic gaze on the male body, but it can perhaps more productively be seen as an exploration of similarity and difference across the concept of ‘race’. In Chapter XII, Sir Henry dons a Kukuana war uniform, in an act of cultural cross-dressing, and is again explicitly juxtaposed to Umbopa in the same costume in a further exploration of equivalence. This second mirroring is the precursor to the novel’s extended and vivid descriptions of battle and to the Europeans’ experience of ‘a savage desire to kill and spare not’ (pp. 164–5). The implication of the battle scenes is, as Haggard makes explicit elsewhere, ‘as the savage is, so is the white man’.41 At the same time, the novel as a whole suggests that, if Sir Henry is, indeed, ‘a kind of white Zulu’, then Umbopa is a kind of black Sir Henry.

In King Solomon’s Mines, the quest for treasure also uncovers a lost civilization. To be precise, Curtis and his team uncover two lost civilizations: the civilization that originally developed the mines, which the narration links with Egypt and Phoenicia, and the current occupants of this site, the Kukuanas, who are ethnically, culturally and linguistically related to the Zulus. In She, Haggard repeats this pattern: Horace Holly and Leo Vincey encounter the Amahagger, an isolated non-Zulu African people, who live in the remains of an earlier civilization, which the narration again links with ancient Egypt. The idea of a ‘lost world’ is common in adventure romance. Arthur Conan Doyle’s novel of that title, for example, uncovers an enclosed plateau in the Amazon jungles, where pterodactyl and megalosaurus have survived.42 Conan Doyle’s interest is primarily scientific – his explorers eventually encounter the ‘missing link’ between humans and apes. Haggard’s interest in King Solomon’s Mines – apart from his personal fascination with ancient Egypt and its death-cult – is political. Martin Green calls adventure-romances ‘the energising myth of English imperialism’: ‘the story England told itself as it went to sleep at night’, the dream that charged England’s will ‘to go out into the world and explore, conquer, and rule’.43 Brantlinger, in relation to She, suggests that the fantasy of a lost civilization appealed to Haggard because ‘it reinforced the notion that black Africans needed white civilization… if not to become civilized themselves, then at least to escape from the worst effects of their own savagery and superstitions’.44 In short, Brantlinger concludes, they needed the British Empire. In King Solomon’s Mines, Haggard is more nuanced. The novel reproduces the imperialist myth of disinterested involvement in local politics: the Europeans engage in regime change in order to overthrow a tyrant and place the rightful ruler back in power. In addition, as Brantlinger suggests, ‘white civilization’ tempers African practices. Curtis and his team are particularly concerned with justice: they insist that the witch hunt must be ended, that due process must be followed before the death penalty is imposed, and that there should be other legal penalties besides the death sentence. (In return, it might be noted, they are granted a monopoly on trade by the new regime.) Haggard is here drawing directly on his South African experiences: Ignosi’s address to the troops before the battle (p. 142) reproduces the four articles enunciated by Shepstone at the coronation of King Cetshwayo in 1873.45 In effect, Haggard is rewriting recent history and granting the Zulus the British protectorate that he had advocated.

IV. MEN AND WOMEN

King Solomon’s Mines is not just engaged with the concept of ‘the gentleman’: it is also concerned with ‘what men ought to be’ in terms of ‘manliness’. Sir Henry provides the measure for both. He is the object of Quatermain’s admiration throughout, but he is also a somewhat uninflected, monolithic figure. The idealization of Sir Henry as an exemplar of manliness, however, is offset by the representation of Quatermain and Good. If Sir Henry provides the heroic measure, Good and Quatermain literally both fall short. This is concretized in the chain-armour shirts with which all three are presented, ‘which hung somewhat loosely’ upon Good and Quatermain, but fitted Sir Henry ‘like a glove’ (p. 118). Similarly, in Chapter XII, in the preparations for battle, when Sir Henry puts on the Kukuana war uniform over the chain-armour shirt, it too fits perfectly and ‘showed off his magnificent physique to the greatest advantage’ (p. 147), but Good and Quatermain look less impressive when they dress for battle. Neither attempts to don the Kukuana war uniform. Good, ‘a stout, short gentleman with an eyeglass’, wears his chain-armour shirt ‘tucked into a very seedy pair of corduroys’. Quatermain wears his chain-armour shirt over his ordinary clothes, ‘which caused it to bulge out in a somewhat ungainly fashion’, but discards his trousers ‘to go into battle with bare legs’ (p. 148). Elsewhere, Quatermain insists self-deprecatingly on his lack of fighting courage, and repeatedly presents an unheroic image of himself on the battlefield: ‘Getting as much as I could behind Ignosi’s huge frame, I made the best of a bad job, and toddled along to be killed, as though I liked it’ (p. 153).

Indeed, despite Sir Henry’s exemplary character, the emphasis is on the collective rather than the individual – on the team and teamwork rather than the single brilliant player. As Quatermain puts it: ‘a strong team will come through at last’ (p. 10). Thus, at the outset, the novel is at pains to establish various important male bonds – the consanguinary bonds of father and son (as represented by Quatermain and Harry) and of brothers (as represented by Sir Henry and George Curtis); and the homosocial world of the Navy (Good). This provides the context for the homosocial group that is formed in the opening chapters. This focus on the world of men and on manliness deliberately excludes the female. As Quatermain proudly puts it, there is ‘not a petticoat in the whole history’ (p. 10). Quatermain has had two wives, but both are dead. Sir Henry seems to have no interest in women, but he has so little inner life that it is hard to tell. Good is ‘of a susceptible nature’ (p. 132), but this becomes the sentimental counterpart to the comic presentation of his character. Otherwise, his character is little more than a neatness of dress, a fixed eyeglass and a set of false teeth, and it is dramatized through his being positioned as the butt of various humiliations (as in his unplanned ride on the back of the quagga). This role is fixed on him thoughout his stay in Kukuanaland through his half-shaved face and his enforced lack of trousers. The joke about the public display of Good’s ‘beautiful white legs’ never ceases to amuse Quatermain.

However, two female characters are given prominent parts in the novel: Gagool and Foulata. Gagool is drawn from accounts of African isanusis (witch doctors). She is ancient, apparently indestructible, and has magic powers and special knowledge. She represents, in effect, a primitive female principle that is hostile to the male protagonists. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar observe of her that ‘such racial/sexual otherness could unman western marauders… precisely because it might ironically call into question the very nature and culture of the imperialist project’.46 Foulata, by contrast, is beautiful, young and caring. Together the two women embody a dual view of woman as treacherous and destructive or attractive and nurturing. This ambivalent attitude towards women reappears in She, where the sexually attractive and the destructive are combined in one female figure, the central character Ayesha.

Gagool is introduced as ‘not marriageable, so I don’t count her’ (p. 10) – itself an eloquent comment on Quatermain’s view of women and their role. However, as it turns out, neither woman is ‘marriageable’ within the novel’s sexual economy. When they first arrive in Kukuanaland, Quatermain contrasts Good’s susceptibility to women with his own maturer and wiser view, according to which involvement with women means ‘endless complications’ because ‘women bring trouble as surely as the night follows the day’ (p. 132). At the end of the novel, Quatermain maintains this position in his judgement on the outcome of Good’s relationship with Foulata: ‘complications would have been sure to ensue’ (p. 219). In this case, the ‘complications’ would have been those of an interracial marriage and its problematic reception back in England. One of the features of the novel, however, is that the ‘impossibility’ of this marriage is asserted by the African characters. Foulata simultaneously affirms her love for Good and her belief that ‘the sun cannot mate with the darkness, nor the white with the black’ (p. 206). Umbopa makes a similar assertion when his English friends seek to return home: ‘that which flies in the air loves not to run along the ground; the white man loves not to live on the level of the black’ (p. 223). In both cases, the imagery used suggests that the separation of the two groups has the force of a natural law, and this is reinforced by putting the words into the mouths of the African characters, since it implies that this is not simply a matter of European prejudices. At the same time, cross-cultural love affairs in colonial fiction are often, as Mary Louise Pratt suggests, the ‘romantic transformation of a particular form of colonial sexual exploitation’: in some parts of Africa, ‘concubinage was considered essential to the Europeans’ survival, since the women knew how to prepare local food and medicine, and could tend Europeans when they were sick’.47 The colonial practice of concubinage was converted by sentimental travel-writing into the figure of the ‘beneficent female’ tending to ‘the suffering European out of pity, spontaneous kindness, or erotic passion’.48 The representation of Foulata falls clearly into this tradition.

In addition, while the narrator tries to marginalize women, the female is inescapably present in both the map and the landscape the male characters explore. The female body is, as it were, the elephant in the room. The map, so carefully handed down from man to man, is self-evidently an inverted image of a headless, female body. The adventures played out across the terrain represented on the map enact an emotional and imaginative engagement with the female body. This is apparent when the travellers gaze in awe at Sheba’s Breasts:

There, straight before us, were two enormous mountains, the like of which are not, I believe, to be seen in Africa, if, indeed, there are any other such in the world… Their bases swelled gently up from the plain, looking, at that distance, perfectly round and smooth; and on the top of each was a vast round hillock covered with snow, exactly corresponding to the nipple on the female breast. (p. 66)

These cold, un-nurturing breasts provide a clue to the emotional tone and the psychological implications of the novel’s engagement with the female body. This psychological subtext is most striking in the exploration of King Solomon’s mine – with its pit, cave and ‘secret chamber’ (p. 183) – which represents the end of their quest. They finally reach the ‘treasure’ that they have sought, but, at the same time, they remember that ‘the wonderful mines… had been the cause of the miserable death of the old Portuguese Dom, three centuries ago, of my poor friend, his ill-starred descendant, and also, as we feared, of George Curtis, Sir Henry’s brother’ (pp. 187–8). This passage invokes both male precursors and other male bonds, but the homosocial world seems powerless against the perceived threat embodied by the mines. The ‘wonderful mines’ are also, after all, ‘the Place of Death’ (p. 190). The anxiety that this suggests is realized when they find themselves entrapped with the treasure, buried alive through the treachery of Gagool. The final chapters play the fear of entrapment and death against the homosocial bond of the adventurers, and the graphic rebirth of the adventurers can be read as a successful male appropriation of women’s reproductive powers. Haggard was to go on to explore this association of women and death through the necrophiliac fantasies of She, but, in King Solomon’s Mines, the protagonists effect their own rebirth, through a triumph of teamwork, into a world free from the ‘complications’ of women.
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Chronology

1806 The British take over the Cape Colony from the Dutch.

1819 Rise of Shaka and the Zulu ‘kingdom’.

1836 The Boers’ Great Trek begins.

1856 Birth of Henry Rider Haggard, the eighth of ten children of Squire William Meybohm and Ella Doveton Haggard of Bradenham Hall, Norfolk.

1857 Ella Haggard publishes epic poem Myra, or the Rose of the East: A Tale of the Afghan War of 1842.

1857–9 The Indian Mutiny.

1859 Cetywayo becomes ‘king’ of the Zulus.

1867 Discovery of diamonds in the Transvaal.

1869–72 Haggard attends Ipswich Grammar School.

1873 Fails Army entrance exam; goes to London to study for Foreign Office exam.

1875 Falls in love with Lilly Jackson, his ‘Lilith’; Squire Haggard secures position for his son on the staff of Sir Henry Bulwer, Lt-Governor of Natal; Haggard travels to South Africa.

1877 Annexation of the Boer ‘republic’ of the Transvaal by Sir Theophilus Shepstone; Haggard helps to raise the Union flag at Pretoria, and becomes Master of the High Court in the new colony.

1878 ‘Lilith’ Jackson marries someone else.

1879 British defeated at Isandhlwana by Cetywayo and the Zulus; Anglo-Zulu War ends with British victory at Ulundi in July. Haggard resigns from government service to take up ostrich farming; returns to Britain in August.

1880 Marries Louisa Margitson and returns to South Africa.

1880–81 First Anglo-Boer War, with Boer victory over the British at Majuba Hill in February 1881, leading to British withdrawal from the Transvaal; discouraged by these events, the Haggards return to Britain with their newborn son, John ‘Jock’ Rider; Haggard begins legal studies.

1882 Haggard turns his journal articles on South Africa into his first book, Cetywayo and His White Neighbours.

1883 Birth of the Haggards’ first daughter, Agnes Angela.

1884 Publishes his first two novels, Dawn and The Witch’s Head. Birth of Sybil Dorothy Rider.

1885 Gold is discovered in the Transvaal. Haggard starts legal practice and publishes his first bestseller, King Solomon’s Mines. Death of General Gordon at Khartoum.

1886–7 She is serialized in the Graphic.

1887 In volume format, She becomes an instant bestseller. Haggard publishes Jess and Allan Quatermain, ends legal practice and travels to Egypt.

1888 Travels to Iceland.

1889 Cleopatra and Allan’s Wife appear; Haggard meets Rudyard Kipling.

1890 With Andrew Lang, writes and publishes The World’s Desire. Travels to Mexico. Publishes Eric Brighteyes, an Icelandic tale.

1891 The Haggards are devastated by the death of Jock.

1892 Nada the Lily appears; birth of Lilias Rider.

1893 Publishes Montezuma’s Daughter.

1894 Publishes The People of the Mist.

1895 The Jameson Raid on the Transvaal, prelude to the Second Anglo-Boer War. Haggard makes unsuccessful bid for Parliament as an agrarian conservative and Unionist (against Irish Home Rule).

1896 Publishes The Heart of the World and The Wizard. Becomes chair of the Society of Authors.

1899 Publishes Swallow, a tale of the Great Trek. Georges Méliès produces La Danse du feu/La Colonne de feu, the first of many films based on She.

1899–1902 Second Anglo-Boer War.

1900 Publishes Black Heart and White Heart and Other Stories; travels to Italy and the Middle East.

1901 Tours rural England, studying agriculture and social conditions.

1902 Publishes Rural England.

1903 Publishes Pearl Maiden.

1905 Ayesha: The Return of She appears. Travels to North America to study the Salvation Army’s ‘labour colonies’. Meets President Roosevelt and writes The Poor and the Land, based on his Salvation Army studies.

1906 Appointed to Royal Commission on Coastal Erosion.

1908 Collaborates with Kipling on The Ghost Kings.

1910 Publishes Queen Sheba’s Ring and Regeneration: Being an Account of the Social Work of the Salvation Army in Great Britain. Establishment of the Union of South Africa.

1912 Publishes the first of his Zulu trilogy, Marie. Knighted for his public service. Travels again to Egypt.

1913 The second of Zulu trilogy, Child of Storm, appears.

1914 Start of First World War. Haggard travels to South Africa and Canada as a member of Dominions Royal Commission.

1916 Travels for Royal Colonial Institute to assess settling British soldiers in the dominions.

1917 Publishes Finished, the last of the Zulu trilogy.

1919 Named a Knight Commander of the British Empire.

1920 Publishes The Ancient Allan and Smith and the Pharaohs. Founds Anti-Bolshevik Liberty League.

1921 Publishes She and Allan. Creation of the Irish Free State.

1924 Travels to Egypt, but is taken ill on his return voyage.

1925 May 14: Haggard dies. Queen of the Dawn appears.

1926 Days of My Life appears.

1927 Publication of Allan and the Ice-Gods.
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