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THE PURPLE CLOUD

M. P. SHIEL (1865–1947) was born in Montserrat in the West Indies, his parents’ ninth child and first son. Both his parents were of mixed race and Shiel’s grandmothers had probably been slaves – something which, if true, he kept from public knowledge during his lifetime. At the age of fifteen he was ‘crowned’ by his father ‘King Felipe of Redonda’, Redonda being a rocky islet in the Caribbean. In 1885, Shiel came to England, where, he claimed, he briefly studied medicine at St Bartholomew’s Hospital and tried his hand at schoolteaching. In 1895 he published his first novel, a detective story called Prince Zaleski, and from then on he earned his living through writing. As a novelist, he specialised in wildly imaginative science fiction, with a sideline in detective novels: The Rajah’s Sapphire (1896) is the story of a gem which haunts its owners, while The Yellow Danger (1898) fantasises about Chinese world domination. However, The Purple Cloud (1901), which earned Shiel the status of an apocalyptic prophet, is the work for which he is most remembered today.

Shiel, who split his time between London and Paris, married his first wife in 1898, but abandoned her and their daughter after five years. During the same period, he fathered another daughter by a housemaid. He subsequently entered into simultaneous relationships with two different women, Elizabeth Price (with whom he had a son) and Lydia Furley. By the first decade of the twentieth century, his popularity had waned and, in 1914, he was sentenced to sixteen months in Wormwood Scrubs for ‘indecently assaulting and carnally knowing’ Elizabeth Price’s twelve-year-old daughter. For many years it was believed that he had been imprisoned for fraud, whilst he himself described this period as ‘work for the government’. In 1919 he married Lydia Furley; this marriage lasted until 1929. In his old age, he settled in a cottage in Sussex and became increasingly preoccupied with religious themes. Shiel died in 1947, having anointed the minor poet John Gawsworth as his successor to the kingship of Redonda.


JOHN SUTHERLAND is emeritus Lord Northcliffe Professor of Modern English Literature at University College London. He has edited many titles for Penguin Classics, including novels by William Thackeray, Wilkie Collins, Robert Louis Stevenson, Anthony Trollope, Anton Chekhov and H. G. Wells. In addition, he is the author of many works of literary criticism, biography and memoir, and is one of Britain’s best-known literary reviewers.






Introduction

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

‘Do not be strange’ – the advice Shiel’s father gave on his son’s departing for England, fame and fortune.



The Independent newspaper, in 2009, ran a feature on M. P. Shiel under the headline ‘unfairly forgotten authors’. It was not strictly true. Shiel was undeniably out of the literary spotlight for most of his long writing life, and posterity has been in no frantic rush to buy his books, but he has been preserved from utter oblivion by devotees1 who recognize in his fiction something unique and – despite the paternal prohibition – extra ordinarily strange.

If his work is strange, so too was his life. Matthew Phipps Shiell2 was born in 1865 in Montserrat, one of a cluster of small islands in the British West Indies. His father was at different times a businessman-of-all-trades and lay Methodist minister in the principal town, grandly named ‘Plymouth’. Both his parents were of mixed race and it is suspected that Shiel’s grandparents (certainly on his mother’s side) had been slaves – something he withheld from public knowledge during his lifetime. His swarthy pigmentation was universally noted. But when asked about his racial origins, Shiel would protest, jokingly, that he was a ‘paddy’. He was, his biographer records, furious when he found a bookseller had shelved him among ‘negro authors’.3

The surname ‘Shiell’ is certainly Irish – witnessing to the dominance of that nationality in the colonial elite of Montserrat. They had come to prosper. The Africans had been transported to cultivate sugar cane and suffer. Since emancipation (begun with Wilberforce’s 1805 Act, and fully implemented in the 1830s), the wealth of the island had withered with global demand for its single cash crop. Nor was Montserrat, like neighbouring Antigua (another of the Leeward cluster), a useful base for the Royal Navy. When he travelled to the Caribbean in the 1850s, Anthony Trollope noted that ‘Montserrat, I am told, is not prospering’. He did not think it worthy of a visit.

Shiel’s biographer, Harold Billings, has valiantly traced the tangled strands of concubinage, rape, incest, blood-lines and common-law matrimony between the classes and races current on the island. Under the tropical sun, European standards of sexual conduct were not strictly upheld. Shiel fondly recorded losing his virginity, aged five, to a more experienced eight-year-old, Xena.4 The pubescent or even prepubescent girl remained a preference throughout his life. It would cause him grief in places less tolerant about such things than Montserrat.

Shiel’s place of birth has peculiar topographical relevance for The Purple Cloud. Montserrat is named after the volcano which dominates the island, quiescent throughout the nineteenth century, but ominously smouldering. ‘Ships many a mile out at sea can smell the fume of Hell it sends’, Shiel recalled.5 Were it to erupt, the islanders would face instant extermination. The example of Krakatoa, which did explode in 1883, was a grim forecast of what lay – inevitably – in the future for Montserrat. Perhaps not that far in the future. In fact, it did not happen until 1997 – effectively wiping out human habitation on Montserrat. Is there, The Purple Cloud ponders, a super-volcano waiting to destroy the whole human race?

Shiel was the ninth (or, by some counts, tenth) child born to his indefatigably procreative mother, Priscilla. He was preceded by a host of sisters, who seem to have mattered less to their father, alongside the last-born prince of the family. Harold Billings plausibly diagnoses Shiel’s ‘vast megalomania’ as originating in his glorious late arrival on the family scene. It encouraged a Messianic sense of self-worth, which found full expression in fictional heroes such as Adam Jeffson (i.e. Adam Jehova’s-son), the ‘second parent of the race’ in The Purple Cloud. Shiel’s inflated image of himself was confirmed when, aged fifteen, he was ‘crowned’ by his father ‘King Felipe of Redonda’. Redonda is an uninhabitable 200-foot rocky islet, some twenty-five miles off Montserrat. It is used by gulls, principally, as a convenient place to drop guano – bird excrement. This, in the nineteenth century, was traded as a valuable commodity, as agricultural fertilizer. The Shiells had no known legal claim to Redonda – but then, they might have asked, what historical claim did the English have to Montserrat? In his late, more eccentric, years, Shiel may or may not have taken his ‘kingship’ seriously. It was a source of high merriment to that majority of the human race who happened not to be his subjects.

Shiel came to England in 1885, with hopes of finishing his education and, as he fondly expected, becoming an academic, a doctor or something similarly worthy of his abilities. He was precociously clever. He claimed to have mastered Greek by the age of eleven and to have been fluent in half a dozen languages in his maturity. He had received a good grounding at boarding schools and, having ‘matriculated’, could look forward to making his mark in England – assuming that he was subsidised financially for a few years while doing so.

It was not to be. Shiel’s father had prospered during his son’s growing-up years, but his business affairs would decline precipitously thereafter, effectively destroying any prospects of a professional career for his son. Nonetheless, things looked bright when the nineteen-year-old left Montserrat (for good, as it transpired) in April 1885. There was, however, a small cloud, which, probably, escaped the young man’s attention. That same year, 1885, the ‘Criminal Law Amendment Bill was passed into law by Parliament. Its ‘sexual indecency’ provisions would, years later, have as serious implications for Matthew Phipps Shiel as they did for Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde. What would affect Shiel was not the new prohibition on ‘gross indecency’ between males, introduced by the Labouchere Amendment, but the raising of the age of sexual consent for young women to sixteen. Shiel devoutly believed that the previous threshold of thirteen years was quite sufficient – and acted accordingly when opportunity arose.

The conquest of English society proved more difficult than the young man expected, particularly after his father’s financial support dried up. He resolved to keep body and soul together by school-teaching, while studying in his spare time for university entrance. He first thought he might read literature or languages at King’s College London. But he found the subjects, as then taught, ‘dull’. He switched to medicine, with the intention of enrolling at Barts Hospital, before discovering an aversion to blood (although he would spill it by the bucket in his later fiction). There is, as his biographer notes, no record of his actually having been a medical student.

Medicine failing, Shiel fell back on short-term teaching posts. Perhaps, in some cases, he was dismissed – not for incompetence, but moral turpitude. He mentions in one of his surviving letters of the period impregnating a girl known only as ‘Mary’. He had other illegitimate children; more, one suspects, than we shall ever know about and possibly more than he himself knew about.

Without formal qualifications, money or powerful friends, no professional career opportunities were available to the young Shiel. He threw himself into Gissing’s New Grub Street instead, where he might make his way by his wits, good looks and boundless energy. After 1892, he supported himself principally by his pen: first as a journalist and clerk, then as a prolific short story writer for the magazines, and finally as a writer of full-length serial novels. His literary god in these early years was Poe (who shared his interest in pubescent girls and married one). Also congenial were the fin-de-siècle decadents, who were much in vogue in the 1890s. Arthur Machen, another connoisseur of the supernatural, became a close, if wary, friend. By the late 1890s, as interest in his writing picked up, Shiel split his time between London and Paris. In the prelude to The Purple Cloud, he records himself as just back from two years there. What he was doing there has never been precisely recorded, but can be plausibly guessed at from his description of the French city as the ‘fille de joie of the cities of the earth’.6 The whoring was stylish, we gather.

As a full-length novelist, Shiel tried his hand over the years at various genres. They include historical romances (e.g. The Man-Stealers), stories of the day (e.g. The Yellow Wave), Bildungsromane drawing on elements of his own life (e.g. The Weird o’ It), murder mysteries (e.g. The Black Box) and outright ‘bloods’ (e.g. Contraband of War). But his finest achievements are his wildly imaginative works of science fiction: ‘berserk Poe’, they have been aptly called. They are typically tinged with an occultism which can be traced back to his early immersion in chiliastic Christianity and the ‘obeah’, brought to Montserrat by its African slaves. He ‘dreamed his plots’, Shiel liked to say. Pipe dreams, one might be tempted to think. Opium and hashish figure prominently in The Purple Cloud (Adam Jeffson is royally high on opium as he watches London burn from his Hampstead eyrie). As hints in his correspondence confirm, Shiel himself was knowledgeable about narcotics more potent than Cannabis indica.

It took Shiel some time to find his niche, initially making his mark in the genre at that time popularized by Conan Doyle. The detective novel Prince Zaleski (1895), Shiel’s first published book, appeared in John Lane’s Keynotes series. The book takes the form of three crime mysteries, all solved by a marijuana-sodden sleuth with a curious expertise about syphilis, spectacularly more exotic than the tweedy residents of 221B Baker Street. This connection with John Lane placed Shiel alongside the Yellow Book set – decadents, esoterics and exquisites all of them. In addition to Aubrey Beardsley, there were Kenneth Grahame, Ella d’Arcy (the co-editor of the Yellow Book, with whom Shiel had a brief fling), Arthur Machen and, of course, Oscar Wilde, with whom, in later life and rather implausibly, Shiel claimed to be on dining terms. As Harold Billings reminds us, the young man from Montserrat was neither sufficiently well bred, nor sufficiently sophisticated, nor sufficiently rich, to mingle on equal terms with Wilde’s set.

The Zaleski book was well received. Shiel followed up with The Rajah’s Sapphire (1896), the story of a gem which haunts its owners. It too did well, and helped form influential friendships.7 As with other writers associated, even marginally, with the Yellow Book, there was a hiccup in his authorial career after the Wilde scandals, when Lane cut his riskier 1890s writers loose. Shiel moved on to another publisher, Grant Richards, who would be a long-suffering patron over what would be the highpoint of Shiel’s long literary career – roughly the decade extending to 1906.

This phase is marked by ferocious productivity and titanic imaginings. It crested with novels, all breathtakingly global in their vision. The first to hit the mark with the reading public was The Yellow Danger (1898), which fantasizes about future Chinese world domination. Somewhat improbably, the oriental potentate, Yen How, becomes infatuated with Ada Seward, a Fulham nursemaid, and starts a genocidal war to get her. His oriental hordes are foiled by the sturdily Anglo-Saxon John Hardy, in a sea battle which claims the lives of twenty million. The racism, here as elsewhere in Shiel’s novels, grates. But the zest of the narrative carries the reader along irresistibly.

It is not accidental that Shiel, during this period, was himself in a relationship with a Cheltenham housemaid, Nellie Seward, by whom he would have the second of his children that we know about (she was christened ‘Ada’, in honour of the novel and of his dead sister, the most loved of his siblings). The Purple Cloud was conceived about the same time as The Yellow Danger, but was held back a year or two from completion. It too has a connection with the author’s fraught love life. A couple of years earlier, Shiel’s eye had been caught by a sixteen-year-old (possibly younger) Spanish girl, Carolina Gomez, ice-skating at the palais de glace in Paris. He laid siege to her and succeeded in winning her hand in 1898. ‘Lina’, as he lovingly called her, is pictured in the ingenuous and tawny ‘Leda’ (alias ‘Eve’), with her imperfect lisping English, in The Purple Cloud. The couple – against the wishes of Lina’s widowed mother, Lola, who disapproved of Shiel – married in a Catholic ceremony in London. This was also against the wishes of Shiel’s staunchly Wesleyan family, none of whom attended. A couple of weeks after the ceremony, little Ada Seward was born in Cheltenham. Shiel, meanwhile, continued both his relationship with Nellie in England and with Lina, who largely lived with her mother, in Paris.

Shiel, never the most discreet of authors, had no qualms about introducing his friends and acquaintances into his fictions without their permission. The first half of the The Purple Cloud is, for example, supposed to have been written by Adam Jeffson in the (imaginary) Cornwall cottage of Arthur Machen (see note to p. 116). The other writer can have been none too pleased by tactless allusion to his recent widowing. In 1899, Machen’s beloved wife, Amy, who had (it is plausibly surmised) organized Shiel’s wedding reception, died after a long struggle with cancer. Machen must have been even less pleased by The Purple Cloud’s fancifully wishing on him a consolingly lusty young ‘Spanish’ second wife (clearly based on ‘Lina’) before both Machens and their newborn baby are killed off by the deadly purple cloud. Jeffson subsequently appears on the scene to take up residence in their house and dispose of their mummified corpses, while writing up his own recent adventures. ‘The man is an inveterate liar’, Machen once said. His views on the lies about him in the novel are unrecorded.

The Purple Cloud exists, textually, in three different forms. A short version was serialized in Royal Magazine from January to June in 1901; a longer version (on which this edition is based) was published by Chatto & Windus in September 1901; and a revised edition was brought out by Victor Gollancz in 1929 (see ‘Note on the Text’). The narrative of The Purple Cloud opens, almost simultaneously with the first serial instalment, at the turn of the century, 1900–1901. It’s a little fuzzy, but the action is clearly cued to the first year of the twentieth century. The human race habitually fantasizes disasters at such moments, ‘Y2K’ being the most recent example (i.e. virtually every computer on the planet, it was then predicted, would malfunction. Cities would be plunged into darkness, aeroplanes would fall from the sky, electronic money would evaporate, chaos would come again. It didn’t, but the fear, as the millennial clock ticked towards the fatal minute, was real and universal.).

Shiel was sensible enough to see that the centennial moment was not, as the unmathematical thought, January 1900 but January 1901. He held back The Purple Cloud (earlier called ‘The Last Adam’ and ‘The Second Adam’) for that ominous date. The story began serial publication in Royal Magazine in the first month of 1901. By extraordinary good luck (Shiel’s that is, not the nation’s), Queen Victoria chose to die in the same month. The event gave Shiel’s story an eerie resonance – a royal purple glow. Unlike ‘Y2K’, something catastrophic had indeed happened. For most of the British population, who had lived their lives as ‘Victorians’, 22 January 1901 was the end of the world as they had known it. What lay ahead?

The Purple Cloud, in its first volume edition, has an intricate foreword, not printed in the serial version and substantially changed in the 1929 reprint. In May 1900, we are to understand, Shiel, in propria persona, received a mysterious package from a friend on his deathbed. Dr Alfred Lister Browne has only ever had one very wealthy and very strange patient, a ‘seeress’, Mary Wilson (now dead). Under Browne’s hypnotic influence, Wilson is clairvoyant and can see into the future. Mesmerism (also known as ‘animal magnetism’, ‘electro-biology’ and, most popularly, ‘hypnotism’) was all the rage in the second half of the nineteenth century. Novelists – particularly ‘sensation novelists’ – seized on the pseudo-science as a plot device. Wilkie Collins, Charles Dickens, Edgar Allan Poe, Bram Stoker and, most magnificently, George Du Maurier (with Svengali), wrote fiction with hypnotism as its narrative mainspring, and Shiel has an honourable place in this hypno-fictional company.8 In her trances Wilson is fluent in the primeval ‘universal language’ of those who have passed ‘beyond the veil’. Her first intelligible communication is from what seems to be an astral reading group, located 811 miles above the earth, who are whiling away eternity by collectively reading aloud Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. It is an ominous text.

Eavesdropping on his patient’s astro-hypnotic transmissions, her hypnotist, Dr Browne, has transcribed four notebooks, which on his deathbed he now passes on to his friend, M. P. Shiel. Notebook I contains the text of what Shiel will later publish as The Last Miracle. The novel recounts an attempt by a Bohemian malefactor to overturn Christianity by engineering a series of contemporary Crucifixions and Miracles. He comes within an ace of succeeding. The world is mercifully saved by a message smuggled out of a dungeon on the leg of a wren. Never let it be said that M. P. Shiel surrendered to the dictates of fictional plausibility.

The second Browne notebook contains the text of what Shiel will later publish as The Lord of the Sea. Briefly summarized, it foresees a mass immigration of Jews into England. They are not (as they historically were, at the turn of the century) wretched refugees, but predatory invaders. The newcomers, aided by their usuriously acquired wealth and banking skills, impose a Zionist dictatorship. Their malign tyranny is resisted and overthrown by a staunch English squire, Richard Hogarth. After escaping, Dumas-style, from the prison where he has been wrongly consigned, so that a wicked Jewish landlord can sexually debauch his sister, Hogarth becomes the possessor of a gigantic meteoric diamond. With his now greater than even Jewish wealth, he sets up a chain of massive forts on the ocean, from where he can rule the waves. In a surprise twist, Hogarth discovers that he himself is Jewish and, like George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda, sets out to establish a new Israel in the Middle East. The mind-boggling mixture of anti-Semitism and philo-Semitism is pure Shiel.

The third Browne notebook contains what Shiel is currently offering us as The Purple Cloud. We are not to be informed what the fourth notebook contains. It will remain a kind of Joanna Southcott’s box – containing, the reader apprehends, something terrible and mysterious. Or possibly a novel Shiel never quite got round to writing. We can assume, then, that what Shiel had in mind, at least notionally, was a trilogy, or perhaps a tetralogy, which would do something equivalent to Gibbon’s Decline and Fall. This time it would be the British Empire that fell. The grand narrative design did not, unfortunately, come to fruition. The main reason was that Shiel was desperately pressed for money and could not negotiate the big deal that his complicated ensemble would require. Nor could he interest a publisher in taking on the whole set. The loyal Grant Richards published The Lord of the Sea in 1901, but baulked at two novels in a year. The Purple Cloud was sold outright, for a depressingly small sum (£70) to Chatto & Windus, a publisher that had no long-term interest in Shiel. The Last Miracle could find no immediate takers, being deemed, as Richards tactfully pointed out, blasphemous. It was belatedly published in 1907.

Shiel was never a writer to devote much forward planning to his fiction. Manuscript pages, one observer said, fell from him like autumn leaves:


Sheet after sheet used to drop from his desk. Sometimes when I called on him he would be in the middle of a chapter, and then he would ask me to sit down while his pen whirled imperturbably to the end. He could write in any noise, and he could throw off his work completely as soon as the pen was out of his hand.9



One can assume that he relied heavily on his redoubtable powers of improvisation. The irresistible flow in The Purple Cloud is enhanced by his decision to forgo chapters, sections or any of the other traditional punctuation of English fiction – the narrative surges out like water from a tap. Fanciful as it will seem, Matthew Phipps Shiel can be argued to have got to ‘stream of consciousness’ two decades before Virginia Woolf and James Joyce, planting a little flag of Montserrat on that admired literary form.

Among the surging narrative flow of The Purple Cloud, three large segments emerge. The first third of the novel chronicles the hero’s expedition to the Arctic. The second section chronicles Jeffson’s decades’ long pyromaniac career, in which, under the influence of his dark self, he incinerates the great cities of the world. The third segment of the novel chronicles his turn to the light, during which he builds his temple on the Edenic island of Imbros and discovers his Eve. Things end with the possible regeneration of humanity. But who knows? Another purple cloud looms.

Preferences will vary, but most think that the first third of The Purple Cloud is the best of the many good things in the novel. The narrator-hero, Adam Jeffson, the ‘second Parent of the world’, as he is to be, is recruited for an expedition to the North Pole, as physician and botanist. At the time Shiel was writing, the icy surface of the North Pole had not yet felt the foot of man. But that frostbitten limb was not far off, and Shiel must have thought that his novel’s publication would closely precede – perhaps even coincide – with latitude 90° North being finally conquered. In The Purple Cloud the endeavour is given a melodramatic twist by a Chicago millionaire’s offering a $175-million prize for the individual (not the team) who achieves that feat. This sets up a version of the familiar ‘tontine’ plot, based on actual insurance schemes in which a syndicate would band together to contribute lifelong premiums. The last of the insured to survive would scoop the pot before the grim reaper took him off as well. The tontine set up a juicy scenario for the writer of fiction. What if someone, unwilling to let chance make the selection, decided to kill off his fellow tontineurs one by one? The best of the tontine novels, surely known to Shiel, is Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Wrong Box (1889).

For his account of the Boreal’s assault on the Pole, Shiel drew on Fridtjof Nansen’s recent account of his ‘drift and dash’ 1896 expedition, written up in two lively volumes as Farthest North (1897). There had been dozens of unsuccessful expeditions to the Pole in the last decades of the nineteenth century, and like every other explorer, the Norwegian had failed – though tantalizingly.10 The necessity of man’s achieving the Polar feat had been stoked to the pitch of mania by British and American popular newspapers and their magnate proprietors. Why was it proving so difficult? There were wild rumours of cannibalism, strange alien races and monsters where man had never been. Perhaps Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein’s monster – who takes up his last residence at the North Pole – was still striding those snowy wastes, killing all in his way.

Shiel thickened his Nansen-derived account of Jeffson’s Arctic adventure with a rich concoction of ancient ‘Arktos’ myths.11 These fantasized wildly what man – were man hubristic enough to try and lucky enough to succeed – would actually find at the Pole once he got there. One principal myth, still believed as late as Elisha Kent Kane’s expedition in the mid-1850s, was that there was a warm ocean up there with geothermal ‘gates’, if only they could be located. Shiel hints, obliquely, at other long-standing myths. What was frustrating all those expeditions? Was it, perhaps, some energy force – a reverse magnetism? Was there, as the more devout feared, a divine prohibition against man’s presumption? He cunningly lets such ideas dangle. In the early pages, central space is given to the rabid evangelical preacher, Mackay, who warns that for man to go to the Pole (the word ‘pole’ suggests a wooden upright, or tree) would be an offence to God, which He would surely punish. It would repeat Adam’s sin in Genesis – the culpa which brought about the Fall of Man. All other trees in the Garden of Eden (a place some mystics argued was the pre-glacial North Pole) Adam was told he might touch. But one tree he must not touch. So too, Mackay warns in the early pages of The Purple Cloud, is Man forbidden from touching that other singular thing, the North Pole. Shiel – formidably versed in the occult – also alludes to pagan, but analogous, Norse myths. As recounted in the Edda the great Tree of Life, Yggdrasil, is rooted at the North Pole. It is ‘the largest plant in the world’, and man will approach Yggdrasil at his peril.

There are other ‘Arktos’ myths broadly hinted at in Shiel’s novel. Most prominent among them is H. P. Blavatsky’s ‘Polarion’ thesis, that the North Pole was the ‘cap of the world’. It was, Blavatsky proclaimed, the ‘imperishable sacred land’ from which all the other continents had split off. The two poles, but particularly the northern, were central to her theosophical topography:


The two poles are the right and left ends of our globe – the right being the North Pole – or the head and feet of the earth. Every beneficent (astral and cosmic) action comes from the North; every lethal influence from the South Pole. They are much connected with and influence ‘right’ and ‘left’ hand magic.12



It was at the North Pole, Blavatsky confided, that our ancestral ‘Root-Race’ originated. It was destined to be the ‘cradle of the first man and the dwelling of the last divine mortal, chosen as a Sishta for the future seed of humanity’. That future seed would be planted in cataclysm. Shiel is too canny a writer to make his novel a mere vehicle for Blavatsky’s lunacies. But he draws on her ideas as suggestive décor.

All these mythic fantasies resonate thrillingly in Shiel’s novel for one reason only. No one had actually been to the North Pole in 1901, despite innumerable attempts. Like the Martian ‘canals’ which had inspired, three years before, H. G. Wells’s War of the Worlds (1898), the North Pole was rich fodder for science fiction. There was, of course, the big difference that readers of Wells could never, in their wildest fantasy, plausibly imagine man travelling to Mars to verify that the canals were Martian-made. But man would, surely, reach the North Pole – perhaps even in a month or two. What would he find there?

Nothing, as it turned out. The myths Shiel draws on so artfully burst like bubbles when, nine years after the publication of The Purple Cloud, one of two Americans (either Robert Peary or Frederick Cook) planted the Stars and Stripes on the shifting ice of the North Pole. There has always been bitter dispute as to which of the two men got there first, but no dispute as to what they found and, more dispiritingly, what they did not find. There were no warm seas, no Yggdrasil, no sishta. Just snow, grinding pack ice and wind. And, henceforth, a US flag. The Americans’ bleakly unexciting discovery lay in the future. Shiel could still fantasize, and did.

Having murdered his companions and made it to the 90th latitude, Jeffson discovers himself on the edge of a hot lake, surrounded by a carpet of meteoric diamonds. He dimly perceives a pillar at the lake’s steamy centre, with illegible writing around its base. He swoons. Whether it is coincidental or not, at the precise moment Jeffson reaches the pole and collapses, humanity suffers its second and most drastic fall. Has Adam Jeffson, like his Edenic namesake, precipitated this universal disaster by his God-defying rashness? If so, why has he, the guiltiest of men, been spared the universal punishment? Or is Adam Jeffson merely fulfilling some as yet unrevealed prophecy? Is he cursed, or blessed?

There is a rational scientific explanation given us to balance these speculations. Adam (from a perusal of the last ever daily issue of The Times – the ‘paper of record’ to the end) will discover, many months later, that a super-volcano in Indonesia, in the same area as deadly Krakatoa twenty years earlier, erupted while he was in the northernmost Arctic. It released from the bowels of the earth vast quantities of cyanogen – gaseous cyanide – which has drifted, in a lethal purple cloud, across the face of the earth. Fortuitously (it being so cold where he was, the gas froze harmlessly and dropped as crystal), Jeffson alone has escaped the fate of all other air-breathing things.

Is it a natural or supernatural event? No one can predict, accurately, when volcanoes will erupt, as every inhabitant of Montserrat well knew. Nor can science predict the scale of destruction their explosions will visit on the planet. And they do spew out gas in lethal quantities: most of the inhabitants of Pompeii were asphyxiated, not cremated, by ‘black and horrible clouds’, as Pliny called them. Pompeii, as such things go, was small (only a six on the Volcanic Eruption Index). Vulcanologists today tell us that when the Yellowstone Park super-volcano erupts, with a full force ten on the VEI, and an accompanying ‘superplume’, it could mean an ELE (extinction level event) for the planet equivalent to the ‘Devonian Extinction’ which wiped out most species on earth 370 million years ago. There is geological plausibility in Shiel’s science fiction for modern readers who may strain to swallow some of the novel’s more far-fetched bizarreries.

Whatever the cause of the ELE in Shiel’s novel, Adam Jeffson finds himself the last man on earth. Since the publication of The Purple Cloud, science fiction has thrown up a whole sub-genre of ‘Last Man’ novels. The genre’s progenitor is Mary Shelley, whose The Last Man was published in 1826. The action is set futuristically in the last years of the twenty-first century, when England has become a republic. Following a world-wide plague, the anchorite philosopher-narrator Lionel Verney is left – a Robinson Crusoe of the future – the sole survivor of the ‘merciless sickle’. In writing The Purple Cloud, Shiel drew heavily on another fine novel, Richard Jefferies’s After London (1885). It foresees, at some unspecific future date, the end of urban civilization following a catastrophe enigmatically called ‘the Event’ (cause unknown) and the final revenge of nature over man’s violations of her. England is dominated by a vast crystalline lake (London, the pride of man, has reverted to a stinking swamp) and most of the world has been inundated. The lonely hero, Felix Aquila, voyages by canoe in search of his dream partner, Aurora Thyma, paddling ever west towards the sunset.13

In the period just before embarking on The Purple Cloud, Shiel would surely have read Joshua Slocum’s non-fiction account Sailing Alone Around the World (1899), which clearly gave him the basic idea for the middle section of the novel, as Nansen’s Farthest North gave him the idea for the first section. Like the Ancient Mariner (another manifest influence on The Purple Cloud), Adam Jeffson travels back single-handed from the Arctic, all the crew he came with being dead. His voyage is made possible by the one plausible technical invention Shiel comes up with – maritime jet propulsion (see note to p. 25), which means a ship can be handled by a single man. On his grisly return voyage, Jeffson apprehends the full horror of his situation. Cyanide, with its perversely delicious fruity fragrance and dark-blue hue, kills instantaneously and mummifies the victim. The vessels Jeffson encounters resemble nothing so much as a world-wide waxwork chamber of horrors – ‘Life in Death’, as Coleridge called it. And after traversing the length and breadth of England by steam-train, he discovers it retains not a single surviving inhabitant. Even the mines beneath the ground’s surface and carefully air-sealed houses are sarcophagi.

Most horrible is his reunion with his fiancée, the sinister Countess Clodagh, clutching a pillar on the balcony of the house of the man she and Jeffson have earlier murdered:


Never did I see aught more horrid: there were the gracious curves of the woman’s bust and hips still well preserved in a clinging dress of red cloth, very faded now; and her reddish hair floated loose in a large flimsy cloud about her; but her face, in that exposed position, had been quite eaten away by the winds to a noseless skeleton, which grinned from ear to ear, with slightly-dropped under-jaw – most horrid in contrast with the body, and frame of hair. I meditated upon her a long time that morning from the opposite pavement. An oval locket at her throat contained, I knew, my likeness: for eight years previously I had given it her. It was Clodagh, the poisoner. [pp. 129–130]



Such experiences are too much for flesh and blood to bear. Jeffson goes mad under the pressure of his cosmic solitude, surrendering, as he believes, to what one would call the dark voice within him. In his desperate search for sexual gratification, he makes love, when his urges become overwhelming, to youthful-looking female corpses before brutalizing their inert bodies. The necrophile detail is handled with necessary (for 1901) circumlocutions and ellipses (see note to p. 133), but can still give even hardened modern readers a frisson. Prudently the episode was cut out in the 1929 revision of The Purple Cloud, as it had been in the tamed-down magazine serialization.

The reason why God has spared him gradually takes form in Adam’s crazed mind: he has been appointed to carry out the Almighty’s threat to mankind, delivered after the primal deluge – ‘the fire next time’. This is that next time. Jeffson, ‘Jehova’s-son’, has been appointed Jehova’s arsonist, and it is his destiny to purge the world of its sin by purifying flame. The dark voice in his soul keeps him resolutely at the task over the twenty years the world-wide conflagration requires. When he witnessed the first atomic explosion, Robert Oppenheimer, the scientist principally responsible for ‘the bomb’, muttered to himself Vishnu’s boast from the Bhagavad-Gita: ‘Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.’ Shiel, who died in 1947, was alive to witness the dawn of the nuclear era and its terrible destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. He must have thought of his own destroyer of worlds, Adam Jeffson (who, coincidentally, does destroy Nagasaki; Hiroshima he spared).

London is the first metropolis Jeffson puts to the flame. A modern Nero, he serenely contemplates the second great fire of London from a house on Hampstead Hill:


There I had provided myself with a jar of pale tobacco mixed with rose-leaves and opium, found in a foreign house in Seymour Street, also a genuine Saloniki hookah, together with the best wines, nuts, and so on, and a gold harp of the musician Krasinski, stamped with his name, taken from his house in Portland Street. [p. 140]



Powered by his ‘liquid air’ engine, Jeffson then circumnavigates the globe like a jet-propelled Flying Dutchman. Nemo’s 20,000 leagues is a day-trip by comparison. During this pyromaniac peregrination, he throws off such airy comments as:


City-burning has now become a habit with me more enchaining – and infinitely more debased – than ever was opium to the smoker, or alcohol to the drunkard. I count it among the prime necessaries of my life: it is my brandy, my bacchanal, my secret sin. I have burned Calcutta, Pekin, and San Francisco. [p. 152]



Jeffson returns to the Bosphorus, in Sultan style, to enjoy its Byzantine glories once more, before reducing Byzantium to ashes. He contemplates the inscrutable Sphinx at midnight (uninflammable, alas, but in such circumstances he uses dynamite). He loots art that takes his fancy from the world’s finest museums. The Mona Lisa, we may imagine, regards him enigmatically as he sips Chypre wine from a gold goblet he lifted from Java’s great Boro Budor temple.

Having razed every Sodom and Gomorrah of the world, culminating with Constantinople, Jeffson’s ‘white voice’ reasserts itself. He must now, he apprehends, build. By this stage in the novel he affects the silken dress, flowing hairstyle and sybaritic habits of a turbaned Sultanic potentate. Like Kubla Khan, he resolves to construct his Xanadu, on the Greek Island of Imbros. It will be a fabulous gilt, jewelled and marbled pleasure dome with perfumed lakes of wine to intoxicate the eye.

Why does Adam turn to the Orient so flamboyantly? Shiel, one deduces, was clearly an admirer of Sir Richard Burton (1821–90), an intrepid explorer (of the Nile, not the North Pole) and even more intrepid sexual adventurer (translator of the Kama Sutra and The Perfumed Garden). His much-photographed ‘Sultan’ dress, turban and long forked beard are faithfully reflected in Jeffson’s appearance. Burton’s translation of The Arabian Nights haunts the last sections of the novel. If Nansen inspired the first section of The Purple Cloud, and Slocum the second, Burton inspires the third.

Finally, Adam Jeffson finds his Eve cowering in a woody glen outside Constantinople. She was born to a dead mother, a Sultana, ‘at the moment of the cloud’. Having taught this child of nature to dress, speak and read, Adam names her Leda (the name echoes that of Shiel’s similarly young and tawny wife, ‘Lina’). She herself proposes the name ‘Eve’, which he does not approve. This second Adam does not want any bone of his bone: he has come to relish his loneliness and does not want to share it. Indeed, his first inclination was to murder her and eat her flesh. The passage makes one curious about previous unmentioned cannibalisms.

Eventually, after an extended courtship, which involves guns and telephones, Leda becomes Adam’s mate. More importantly, Leda is revealed to have been in direct communication, over the course of her short life, with a voice she knows only as ‘He who spoke with me’. ‘He’ it was who instructed her in the arts of survival in the underground cellar in which her corpse mother left her as a newborn baby. It was done, it seems obvious, that she should be preserved for the arrival of Jeffson. The novel, having verged close to religious explanations, ends ambiguously. Another purple cloud is on the way. Will they, and the race, survive? God only knows.

One does know that Shiel’s marriage to Lina, happy enough during the period that The Purple Cloud was flowing from his pen, broke down irreparably in 1903, after five years and one child, Dolores, born in 1900. His incorrigible philandering was one reason for the breakdown. Cash was another. Shiel, despite his frantic bouts of writing, could never afford a proper home in England or in France (which he might have preferred) for his family. A third reason, which Shiel himself stressed, was mother-in-law difficulties.

The Purple Cloud, incredibly, did not earn Shiel more than the measly £70 Chatto & Windus paid for it. Nor did it recruit the large readership its strikingly original conception and richly ornamented prose deserved (no American publisher would touch it, which hurt his reputation and his pocket). In the years following The Purple Cloud, he was driven into an ever more hectic round of journalism and hack writing. Indefatigably energetic and inexhaustibly imaginative as he was, the quality of his fiction deteriorated under the pressure of having to write so much of the stuff. It did not help that his most loyal publisher, Grant Richards, went bankrupt in 1904. Other publishers were less willing to put up with Shiel’s pestering demands for money and niggling complaints about the production of his books.

In the first decade of the new century, Shiel entered into clandestine partnership with an inferior writer, Louis Tracy, producing conveyor-belt fiction for magazines and down-market publishers under the joint pseudonyms ‘Gordon Holmes’ and ‘Robert Fraser’. According to Harold Billings, the collaborations with Tracy were lifesavers for Shiel. Not least because Tracy had associations with British and American publishers which, with Grant Richards out of play, Shiel lacked. None of the works the duo produced is anywhere near as good as The Purple Cloud, although they have generated fascinating puzzles for bibliographers.

On another hectic front, Shiel’s love-life continued promiscuously and, eventually, disastrously. His appetite for casual affairs remained insatiable. Nellie, the mother of his love-child Ada, had apparently moved to South Africa by this point. Lina was probably dead. Shiel, who evidently liked a little anchorage in his love-life, now entered into two other long-lasting relationships. Being Shiel, he tried to keep them running at the same time, while philandering on the side. The first of these relationships was with Elizabeth Price and was begun, as well as can be dated, in 1908. Born in 1880, ‘Lizzie’ was rather old for Shiel’s taste and his interest initially seems to have been directed towards a much younger sister, Mary Jane, still in her early teens. Three years earlier, around 1905, as Billings calculates, Shiel had been involved romantically with Elizabeth’s elder sister, Kate. It is not impossible that he had sexual relations with all three Price women. As Harold Billings suggests, there is also the further possibility that, having been forbidden by her family from anything more to do with Shiel, Mary Jane, the youngest, attempted suicide or a self-administered abortion. At the time the Price family was living at Chepstow and Shiel was a frequent visitor. His welcome must have worn rather thin.

Lizzie Price’s personal life was almost as complicated as Shiel’s. In the early years of the century she had become involved with an Indian, Surja Kumar Sircar, a well-educated businessman. The couple probably did not marry, but she took Sircar’s surname and bore two daughters by him, Dorothy (b. 1902) and Eileen (b. 1904). The Sircars separated in 1907 and Sircar went on to marry another woman. Lizzie was now in London, in the family house, which seems to have been left to her. At some point Shiel – chronically hard-up as ever – moved in with her and her daughters.

Lizzie Price was working class – like her predecessor, Nellie Seward, the Cheltenham chambermaid. In 1908, Shiel had become infatuated with a woman of a higher class, Lydia Furley.

Their sexual relationship began in summer 1908, after they met at a public lecture in London. As Billings observes, Lydia was the woman Shiel pursued more vigorously than any other in his life. She was, at thirty-six, older than his other women. But she was intellectual, politically radical – a ‘new woman’, and later a Fabian. Her family background was ‘respectable’ working class. When Lydia and Shiel formed their relationship in 1908, both were living with other partners. Shiel proposed marriage in November 1908, but Lydia, true to her feminist principles (and still attached to her common-law husband and their child) turned him down. Surviving correspondence confirms that the relationship was one of the mind, as well as the body. It may well have been an exciting novelty for Shiel to vary his usual form of sexual intimacy with discussions about Bernard Shaw, the Webbs, the Pankhursts and that interesting new writer H. G. Wells.

Although he was still churning out fiction – much of it with Tracy – Shiel’s popularity, never high, was waning to the level of obscurity. He published not a single book under his own name in 1910. He was, however, drumming up money where he could with short stories, for which there was a healthy market, and which he could throw off effortlessly. Many are excellent of their kind.

All this pressure of work was bad, but much worse was to come. Lizzie Price, who had adopted the surname ‘Shiel’, became pregnant by him in the summer of 1913 and their child, Caesar Kenneth Shiel, was born in March 1914. Shiel, in his usual dire financial straits, applied to the Royal Literary Fund in 1914 for financial assistance, citing ‘impecuniosity’ and failing sight. He was earning, he said, only £150 a year and would soon be blind (a lie). Despite strong references, the fund awarded him a derisory £10. Probably the committee got wind of some ugly rumours about Shiel which would surface a few months later.

In April 1914, Lydia’s common-law husband had died, leaving her reasonably well off, with a house to bring her child up in, and now free to make an open arrangement with Shiel. This possibility seems to have triggered a crisis with Lizzie. He is known to have left her house (and their newborn son) in mid-1914. She did not, one deduces, take the desertion well. On 26 October 1914, under the name ‘Elizabeth Sircar’, she filed charges against Shiel on grounds of ‘carnal knowledge’ with her twelve-and-a-half-year-old daughter, Dorothy Sircar. Shiel was arrested and went on trial at the Old Bailey. He chose to defend himself against an array of witnesses to his crime. He did not deny the accusation, but justified it on historical precedent (he cited Napoleon’s mother, among other well-known sexually active juveniles). Furthermore, he argued, Dorothy was a ‘Hindoo’ – a race which reached puberty early in life. An unpersuaded jury found him guilty of ‘indecently assaulting and carnally knowing’ Dorothy. He was sentenced to sixteen months’ hard labour in Wormwood Scrubs. For a man nearly in his fifties, it was not a pleasant prospect.14

In an extraordinary letter to his publisher, Grant Richards, a month before his release in February 1916, Shiel protested that he was as ‘innocent as snow’ – not that he didn’t do it, but that what he did was no crime. ‘I myself am wildly non-English,’ he explained, ‘I have copulated, as a matter of course, from the age of two or three with ladies of a similar age in lands where that is not considered at all extraordinary’ [my italics].15 As Arthur Machen once observed, ‘I honestly think that “right” and “wrong” were words without meaning to him.’16


In one respect Shiel was lucky. There was a world war going on and no one paid much attention to a petty sexual criminal. When Prisoner 2225 was released from jail, he put it about that he had been briefly imprisoned for fraud of a minor kind. As late as 2004 the author of the entry on Shiel in the authoritative Oxford Dictionary of National Biography could only come up with: ‘In December 1914 Shiel was briefly imprisoned in Worm-wood Scrubs for reasons undetermined.’ In fact, it was not until the critic Kirsten MacLeod examined court documents and published what they contained in 200817 that the full extent of Shiel’s delinquency became known. The passing decades have lifted the aura of criminality from Oscar Wilde, but, if anything, they have darkened Shiel’s image. Knowing what Dr MacLeod has told us, how do we, as twenty-first-century readers, react to the Adam and Eve plot in The Purple Cloud? As we can best calculate, Jeffson is close on fifty, while Leda has yet to reach twenty. But she strikes one as strangely younger than twenty – childlike, even, with her lisps and ingenuous questionings about things. He first discovers Leda in a wood, having heard a mysterious sob:


Slow step by slow step, with daintiest noiselessness, I moved to a thread of moss that from the glade passed into the thicket, and along its winding way I stepped, in the direction of the sound. Now my ears caught the purling noise of a brooklet, and following the moss-path, I was led into a mass of bush only two or three feet higher than my head. Through this, prowling like a stealthy cat, I wheedled my painful way, emerged upon a strip of open long-grass, and now was faced, three yards before me, by a wall of acacia-trees, prickly-pear and pichulas, between which and a forest beyond I spied a gleam of running water.

On hands and knees I crept toward the acacia-thicket, entered it a little, and leaning far forward, peered. And there – at once – ten yards to my right – I saw.

[…] Her hair, somewhat lighter than auburn, and frizzy, was a real garment to her nakedness, covering her below the hips, some strings of it falling, too, into the water: her eyes, a dark blue, were wide in a most silly expression of bewilderment. [pp. 186–7]




There is something, knowing what one now does about Shiel, disturbing in this voyeuristic passage and the whole Adam–Leda relationship which ensues.

Whatever rumours were abroad about his private life, a peculiarly flagrant plagiarism of a cowboy story (one of the few genres in which he was less than expert) in 1915 had rendered Shiel damaged goods in the London book world. Nothing further of literary significance appeared under his name until 1923, when his writing career entered a minor second phase. Extraordinarily, Lydia had stood by her lover, although she must have known the whole sorry story. Although they did not immediately live together, she submitted to marrying him in January 1919. She was now forty-six; he was eight years older, but still, as photographs testify, a good-looking man. This second marriage lasted from 1919 to 1929 and sustained Shiel through some of the harder years of his life.

One assumes Lydia supported him financially in these authorially fallow years, from the income her first partner had left her. There is no gainful work recorded, by either of them, and they were able to enjoy lengthy holidays abroad. After the war Shiel tried his hand at film scenarios and plays, without success. He and Lydia then planned a school on radical pedagogic principles. It came to nothing. Both of them are recorded as being sympathetic to the Russian Revolution and were reported in The Times as shouting out pro-Soviet slogans in the public gallery of the House of Commons, from which they were then ejected. He even wrote a pamphlet in favour of Bolshevism, but Shiel then returned to full length fiction in 1923, with Children of the Wind, which has a South African setting and a Zulu adventure plot. Shiel had no more been to Africa than he had been to the North Pole, but he had read Rider Haggard (and, perhaps, Conrad). Given his own racial background, the novel has obvious interest, but it is feeble stuff compared to The Purple Cloud.

There were five more novels over the next ten years. In 1929, Gollancz, a firm which was beginning to take a serious interest in science fiction, brought out a ‘revised’ edition of The Purple Cloud. It was during this period, in an advertising flier for Gollancz, that Shiel informed the world that he was the ‘King of Redonda’, and had been for forty years. It is unclear how mischievous he was in making known this title; Harold Billings suspects it was something of a jape. His disciples, nonetheless, took their king seriously. In 1930 he recruited the most devoted of those disciples, the (excessively) minor poet John Gawsworth (1912–70), who, while earning his bread as a publisher’s clerk, wrote to Shiel, ‘imbued with a fanatic literary enthusiasm’. His fanaticism had been fired by the Gollancz reissue of The Purple Cloud. Gawsworth appointed himself factotum and, after 1947, keeper of the Shiel flame, while inebriating himself nightly in the many poets’ pubs in Fitzrovia. If there is ever a London monument to Shiel, it should be erected outside the Fitzroy Tavern, in Charlotte Street.

In 1929 the Shiels separated – without fuss, as Harold Billings records. They may just have been tired of each other. Neither can have been easy to live with and there were no children to hold them together. He left London for a cottage near Horsham called L’Abri, ‘the shelter’, where he passed the remainder of his days. He bought the cottage with money supplied by Lydia, one supposes, since he seems to have had no other substantial sources of income. In these last years it was his habit to sleep by day and roam the hills and write by night. Devotees came to pay him court.

Shiel’s last published novel, The Young Men are Coming, was published in 1937 – at a period when the nation was more anxious that the Germans were coming. As A. Reynolds Morse blandly summarises it:


A Dr Warwick is whisked away into space by a fantastic flying island whose inhabitants excrete sticks of carbon, so high is their body temperature. The Egg of one of these superbeings holds a learned discourse with the Doctor.18



A version of the traditional ‘elixir of life’ fable ensues.

Shiel, though not immortal, lived to a great age, and became preoccupied with racist fantasies of the Nietzschean ‘Overman’ in his later years. In the context of World War Two, it did not add to his general appeal. His last work, Jesus, remains unpublished in its entirety. There were a mere thirteen mourners at his funeral (Shiel would have liked the symbolism – a Messiah and twelve disciples). The poet Edward Shanks (1892–1953), who gave the eulogy, stressed The Purple Cloud as the distinctive achievement of this remarkable man:


[This book] was a legend, an apocalypse, out of space, out of time…the first and last thing to be said about him is that he had the character of a poet and a prophet – a prophet, I mean, in the Old Testament sense.19



Jeremiah comes inevitably to mind, predicting the destruction of Jerusalem.

Shiel anointed the faithful Gawsworth as his successor to the kingship of Redonda on his death. ‘King Juan I’ reverently kept Shiel’s royal ashes in a biscuit tin on his mantelpiece, dropping a pinch as condiment into the food of any particularly honoured guest. The comedian and scholar of nineteenth-century decadent literature, Barry Humphries, was, as he has told me, one such diner – unwillingly and ‘out of mere politeness’.

John Sutherland, 2012

Notes

1 See ‘Further Reading’ section. As will be evident, I am particularly indebted in this introduction to Shiel’s principal biographer, Harold Billings, the critic Dr Kirsten MacLeod and the Shiel website, http://alangullette.com/lit/shiel/, maintained by Alan Gullette.

2 Shiell renamed himself ‘Shiel’ on launching into literary life in 1890. I use that spelling throughout.

3 See Harold Billings, M. P. Shiel: A Biography of his Early Years (2005), p. 42.

4 Ibid., p. 43.

5 Ibid., p. 45.

6 Harold Billings, M. P. Shiel: The Middle Years 1897–1923 (2010), p. 55.

7 One of the most influential patrons was the journalist and editor W. T. Stead, who is acknowledged on the title page of The Rajah’s Sapphire as having given Shiel the plot ‘viva voce’. Immensely helpful as Stead was to Shiel, he was also, curiously, largely responsible for his later downfall. In 1885 Stead resolved to demonstrate the scandal of under-age prostitution by ‘buying’ a thirteen-year-old girl, Eliza Armstrong, in order (ostensibly) to sexually abuse her. He wrote it up as the protest article ‘The Maiden Tribute of Babylon’. Although he was imprisoned for the act (he did nothing untoward with Armstrong – the sentence was outrageous), Stead’s campaign was instrumental in raising the age of consent to sixteen from thirteen in the Criminal Law Amendment Act. Stead went down in the Titanic in 1912 and did not live to



















Chronology

In the chronology that follows, I draw on Harold Billings’s two-volume biography and A. Reynolds Morse’s The Works of M. P. Shiel: A Study in Bibliography (see Further Reading).



1865 21 July: Matthew Phipps Shiell is born in Plymouth, on the island of Montserrat. He is the ninth (probably) child and first son of Matthew Dowdy Shiell (1824–88), a then prosperous merchant, and Priscilla Ann Shiell (1830–1910). Both parents (certainly the mother) were of mixed racial descent.

1876 Offers first publication to the world, a ‘penny periodical, seven copies a week for seven subscribers, written by hand’.

1877 autumn?: Sent to England to continue his school education in Devon. Returns to Montserrat in spring 1880.

1880 21 July: Crowned ‘King of Redonda’ on his fifteenth birthday.

1881 January: Goes to Harrison College, a boarding establishment in Barbados.

1883 December: Leaves Harrison College, having (after three attempts) passed the matriculation (i.e. qualifying) examination for the University of London.

1885 25 April: Leaves Montserrat for England, intending to find a teaching position and study in his own time for a degree. In November takes up a position at Bideford Grammar School, Devon, but is forced to resign after catching measles.

1886 summer: Obtains a teaching position at Hunt Bridge House, Matlock, Derbyshire, but returns to London after only a few months. On 10 October his favourite sister, Ada, dies, probably of cholera. Matthew Dowdy Shiell’s business affairs deteriorate to the point of bankruptcy, causing the younger Shiell chronic financial embarrassment.

1887 May: Takes up a temporary post at Anglo-French High School in Hornsey, teaching ‘for room and board’ only. He reports himself as ‘almost dying of starvation’ and considers a return to the West Indies.

1888 7 January: Matthew Dowdy Shiell dies, leaving only debts. It is during this period that Shiell abbreviates his name to ‘Shiel’. In later life he claimed to have enrolled in the spring of this year at King’s College London to study English, but to have given it up for a medical career at Barts Hospital; however, there is no evidence for this.

1889 18 December: Shiel’s first story, ‘The Doctor’s Bee’, is published in Rare Bits and wins a £1 prize offered by the magazine. He is probably living off relatives in England during this period, in return for coaching their children.

1891 10–17 August: Acquires a temporary position as an interpreter to the International Congress of Hygiene and Demography in London. Two of his translations of French short stories are published in the Strand Magazine. Shiel then acquires an editorial position with the Messenger, a newspaper ‘devoted to financial and racing news’, where he works until 1892 for a weekly wage of £2.

1895 March: Publishes his esoteric detective stories, Prince Zaleski, under John Lane’s imprint. The book is well received. Around May, Shiel’s first known child is born, illegitimate, to ‘Mary’. Around the same period he has a brief affair with another of Lane’s authors, Ella d’Arcy (1857–1937).

1895–6 Publishes short stories in different genres and with various magazines. He makes the acquaintance of Arthur Machen, who will be a lifelong supporter.

1896 March: Publishes The Rajah’s Sapphire (with Ward, Lock and Bowden) and Shapes in the Fire (in November, with John Lane). In Paris he sees the woman he will later marry, Carolina Garcia Gomez, skating at the palais de glace.

1898 spring: Having returned from a long stay in France, Shiel briefly shares a boarding house with the congenially decadent poet Ernest Dowson. He forms a professional relationship with Grant Richards, the publisher who will be most helpful in his later career. Richards publishes The Yellow Danger in July. On 3 November Shiel marries eighteen-year-old Carolina Gomez in a Catholic service at the Italian Church in Holborn, London. ‘Lina’ will live mainly with her mother in France over the next few years. A few weeks after the wedding, Shiel has a daughter (Ada), born to Nellie Seward, a chambermaid in Cheltenham. Despite his marriage, he keeps up the association with Seward for two years longer.

1899 March: Richards publishes Contraband of War. It sells poorly. In May Shiel is so indigent that he pawns his furniture. In July he first mentions ‘The Second Adam’ (i.e. The Purple Cloud) to Richards, who declines. Shiel turns to Chatto & Windus, who give him £70 for the copyright. In August a devastating storm strikes Montserrat, destroying what is left of the family property. Amy Machen dies (an event alluded to in The Purple Cloud). In November Richards publishes Cold Steel, giving Shiel £120 for the copyright.

1900 July: A daughter, Dolores, born to Shiel and Lina. The couple reside at temporary addresses when in London.

1901 January: First instalment of The Purple Cloud is published in Royal Magazine. It will run, in six monthly parts, until June. On 22 January Queen Victoria dies. In May The Lord of the Sea is published by Richards. Despite his frenetic literary output, Shiel, under huge financial pressure, pawns everything he can lay his hands on and bargains desperately with publishers. On 26 September Chatto & Windus publish The Purple Cloud.

1902 December: The Weird o’ It is published by Richards.

1903 June: Marriage with Lina breaks up. She moves to Paris with their child and it is thought she died shortly after, probably in Spain. In September Unto the Third Generation is published by Chatto & Windus. A desperate Shiel sells the serial and book rights to three novels in progress for amounts between £50 and £160. He begins a tandem-writing arrangement with Louis Tracy, under the pseudonym ‘Gordon Holmes’.


1904 Grant Richards, Shiel’s most reliable publisher, declares bankruptcy. In September Shiel publishes The Evil Men Do with Ward, Lock & Co.

1905 The Lost Viol is published in America, under the Edward J. Clode imprint. The same firm publishes the first of the ‘Gordon Holmes’ titles, A Mysterious Disappearance. In June The Yellow Wave is published in Britain by Ward, Lock & Co. The novel, inspired by the current Russo-Japanese war, is, Shiel says, the book of his he ‘likes best’, although it is ‘the worst seller’.

1907 January: The Last Miracle is published by T. Werner Laurie, having been on the stocks, unwanted by publishers, since 1898.

1908 January: The White Wedding is published by T. Werner Laurie. During this period Shiel becomes involved with Elizabeth Price Sircar, and later moves into her London flat. In summer 1908 he becomes sexually involved with his future wife, Lydia Furley (b. 1872). He proposes marriage to her on 3 November, but–living as she is with another partner – she turns him down. Their affair continues.

1909 January: T. Werner Laurie publishes The Isle of Lies. On 6 April the American explorer Robert Peary reaches the North Pole. In November Everett & Co. publish This Knot of Life.

1910 Shiel’s mother dies.

1911 October: The White Ape is published by T. Werner Laurie and is mauled by the critics. The writing relationship with Tracy is suspended after the publication of The House of Silence.

1913 May: Grant Richards, having re-established himself, publishes the poorly received The Dragon. The novel is retitled as The Yellow Peril in 1929 by Chatto & Windus, to be published alongside the revised edition of The Purple Cloud. At this point the first phase of Shiel’s fiction-writing career terminates.

1914 13 March: Caesar Kenneth Shiel, the illegitimate child of Shiel and Elizabeth Price Sircar, is born. On 26 April, Lydia Furley’s common-law husband dies. In September Shiel applies to the Royal Literary Fund for financial assistance. They award a derisory £10. On 26 October Elizabeth Price Sircar files charges against Shiel on the grounds of his alleged ‘carnal knowledge’ of the twelve-and-a-half-year-old Dorothy Sircar. On 16 November he goes on trial at the Old Bailey. He is found guilty and sentenced to sixteen months’ hard labour.

1915 January–June: Shiel serializes in Red Magazine the story ‘The Two-gun Man’, which is recognized as a flagrant plagiarism of another writer’s work.

1916 February: Lives with Lydia following release from prison and contrives to keep real reason for incarceration generally unknown.

1919 31 January: Marries Lydia Furley. On 15 April Lydia and Shiel are ejected from the public gallery in the House of Commons for shouting pro-Soviet slogans.

1922 April: Shiel and Lydia embark on an eight-month vacation in Italy, returning in early 1923.

1923 January: Children of the Wind, an African adventure published by Richards, marks Shiel’s return to writing full-length novels.

1926 9 May: Admiral Richard Byrd claims to have flown over the North Pole.

1927 May: Richards publishes How the Old Woman Got Home.

1928 September: Richards publishes a short story collection, Here Comes the Lady.

1929 March: Victor Gollancz publishes the revised text of The Purple Cloud, along with Lord of the Sea and The Last Miracle. In publicity material for Gollancz, Shiel, for the first time, makes public the fact that he is ‘the King of Redonda’. In October Dr Krasinski’s Secret is published in America by Vanguard Press. Shiel and Lydia separate amicably.

1930 March: Vanguard Press publishes the first American edition of The Purple Cloud. Shiel settles at L’Abri, a cottage near Horsham, Sussex. John Gawsworth, later the novelist’s executor and ‘King Juan I’ of Redonda, makes his first contact with Shiel.

1931 February: Richards publishes The Black Box, a murder mystery.


1933 January: Ernest Benn publishes Say Au R’voir but not Goodbye. April: Vanguard Press publishes This Above All, a religious fantasy around the idea that Jesus still lives. The Gospels will be Shiel’s main field of interest in his years of retirement in Horsham.

1934 Shiel allows John Gawsworth to complete a story he drafted in 1914, published as ‘The Death-Dance’.

1935 October: Richards publishes the short story collection, The Invisible Voices. Shiel receives a Civil List Pension.

1936 November: Richards publishes The Poems of M. P. Shiel.

1937 December: Allen & Unwin publish Shiel’s last novel, The Young Men are Coming.

1942 16 February: Lydia Furley Shiel dies.

1947 17 February: Shiel dies, and is cremated at Golders Green, London.




He just wanted a decent book to read …

Not too much to ask, is it? It was in 1935 when Allen Lane, Managing Director of Bodley Head Publishers, stood on a platform at Exeter railway station looking for something good to read on his journey back to London. His choice was limited to popular magazines and poor-quality paperbacks – the same choice faced every day by the vast majority of readers, few of whom could afford hardbacks. Lane’s disappointment and subsequent anger at the range of books generally available led him to found a company – and change the world.

We believed in the existence in this country of a vast reading public for intelligent books at a low price, and staked everything on it’
Sir Allen Lane, 1902–1970, founder of Penguin Books

The quality paperback had arrived – and not just in bookshops. Lane was adamant that his Penguins should appear in chain stores and tobacconists, and should cost no more than a packet of cigarettes.

Reading habits (and cigarette prices) have changed since 1935, but Penguin still believes in publishing the best books for everybody to enjoy.We still believe that good design costs no more than bad design, and we still believe that quality books published passionately and responsibly make the world a better place.

So wherever you see the little bird – whether it’s on a piece of prize-winning literary fiction or a celebrity autobiography, political tour de force or historical masterpiece, a serial-killer thriller, reference book, world classic or a piece of pure escapism – you can bet that it represents the very best that the genre has to offer.

Whatever you like to read – trust Penguin.

www.penguin.co.uk

Join the conversation:

Twitter                  Facebook
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