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Week 9: Richard Marsh The Beetle: A Mystery (1897)

“On a sudden I felt something on my boot, and with a sense of shrinking horror, nausea rendering me momentarily more helpless, I realised that the creature was beginning to ascend my legs, to climb my body […] it was as though it were some gigantic spider – a spider of nightmares; a monstrous conception of some dreadful vision […] It crawled up my neck with hideous slowness, a quarter of an inch at a time […] it reached my chin, it touched my lips – […] The horror of it made me mad.” (14-15)
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- “Richard Marsh”, penname of Richard Bernard Heldmann (1857-1915)
The Beetle initially serialised in the family periodical Answers as “The Peril of Paul Lessingham: The Story of a Haunted Man”, novelised later the same year.

- Majorie Lindon – New Woman figure
- Paul Lessingham – social reformist politician 
- Sydney Atherton – the inventor/scientist
- Robert Holt – tramp; the “victim” of modernity?
- Augustus Champnell – legal detective
Key Themes: Immigration; Degeneration; Poverty; New Women; Technological Advancement; Imperialism; Race/Gender/Sexuality; Taxonomy; Emasculation; Occultism; Hypnotism. 
Points to Consider

How does technology feature in the text? 
What is the significance of Paul Lessingham’s position as an MP? 
What does Sydney Atherton contribute to the text?
Consider the epistolary format. What impact does this have on the narrative?
How might the text interact with narratives of natural history, classification, and collecting?
How might biological, social and national degeneration anxieties be read in the text?
How is gender problematized, questioned and transgressed?
In what ways does the text conform to or question well known archetypes of science fiction/detective fiction/romance?
Consider the legal underpinnings of the narrative.
How does the text integrate discourse concerning the “New Woman”, the Occult, the criminal and the romantic subplot? 

As concerns about national, social and psychic decay began to multiply in late Victorian Britain, so Gothic monstrosity re-emerged with a force that had not been matched since the publication of the original Gothic, at the previous fin-de-siècle.

--- Glennis Byron, “Gothic in the 1890s” A New Companion to the Gothic ed. David Punter. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012. (187). 

Imperial Gothic combines the seemingly scientific, progressive, often Darwinian ideology of imperialism with an antithetical interest in the occult.

 --- Patrick Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness. London: Cornell University Press, 1988. (227). 

The hegemonic truth about manliness in the nineteenth century was established through metaphors of control, reserve, and discipline, that were placed in opposition to images of chaos, excess, and disorder.

--- Andrew Dowling, Manliness and the Male Novelist in Victorian Literature. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005. 


Disease motifs

“I shook myself like one stricken by the shaking ague.” (15)

“It might have been that he had been afflicted by some terrible disease, and it was that which had made him so supernaturally ugly.” (16)

“I was conscious of a sense of exultation at having escaped from the miasmatic atmosphere of that room of unholy memories.” (32)

“The Apostle, his divagations, his example of the coleoptera, his Arabian friend – these things were as microbes which, acting on a system already predisposed for their reception, produced high fever.” (76)


Criminality

“But it is well that you came through the window – well, that you are a thief – well for me! For me! It is you that I am wanting—…for you are my slave – at my beck and call – my familiar spirit, to do with as I will.”


Degeneration, Physiognomy and Atavism 

“The cranium, and indeed the whole skill, was so small as to be disagreeably suggestive of something animal. The nose, on the other hand, was abnormally large; so extravagant were its dimensions, and so peculiar its shape, it resembled the beak of some bird of prey.’ P16 loc 201 ‘this deformity – for the absence of chin amounted to that – it was which gave to the face the appearance of something not human.” (16)

“I resented it with secret rage. But in that room, in that presence, I was invertebrate.” (15)


Gender and Sexuality

“I could not at once decide if it was a man or a woman. Indeed at first I doubted if it was anything human. But afterwards I knew it to be a man—for this reason, If no other, that it was impossible such a creature could be feminine” (15-16)

“The most astounding novelty was that about the face there was something which was essentially feminine; so feminine, indeed, that I wondered if I could have by any possibility have blundered, and mistake a woman for a man; some ghoulish example of her sex who have so yielded to her depraved instincts as to have become nothing but a ghastly reminiscence of womanhood.” (24)

Modernity and Technology

“it seemed to me that he was nothing but eyes.... They were long, and they looked out of narrow windows, and they seemed to be lighted by some internal radiance, for they shone out like lamps in a lighthouse tower...” (18-19) 

“As I spoke the visitor was treated to a little exhibition of electricity. The change in his bearing was amusing. He shook with terror. He salaamed down to the ground.” (104)

“The driver leaned over his engine, rubbing his hands with the usual oily rag. He was a short, wiry man with grey hair and a grizzled moustache, with about him that bearing of semi-humorous, frank-faced resolution which one notes about engine-drivers as a class.” (268)

“On and on we went dashing, clashing, smashing, roaring, rumbling, Atherton, who had been endeavouring to peer through the window, strained his lungs again in an effort to make himself audible.” (269)

“I realised and, so to speak, mentally photographed all the little details of the house in front of which I was standing with what almost amounted to a gleam of preternatural perception.” (10)

“…every detail of my involuntary actions was projected upon my brain in a series of pictures, whose clear-cut outlines, so long as memory endures, will never fade.” (38)

 “It was a representation, produced by what process I cannot say, which was so wonderfully, so diabolically, like the original, that for a moment I thought the thing itself was on my table.” (218)


Mesmerism, Control and Loss of Autonomy
 
“What he willed that I should say, I said. Just that, and nothing more. For the time I was no longer a man; my manhood was merged in his. I was, in the extremest sense, an example of passive obedience.” (17)

“I looked him in the face—and immediately became conscious, as I did so, that something was going from me—the capacity, as it were, to be myself. His eyes grew larger and larger, till they seemed to fill all space—till I became lost in their immensity.” (19)
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“About Beetles” Dundee Evening Telegraph, 
Friday 26 Aug 1892, 4.
[…]
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“Some Curious Beetles” Northern Echo, 
           					   Saturday 28 Dec 1895, 4. 
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‘the hot tropical climates, ‘where they REe |
of the largest size. The entomologists' |
\census of them includes mearly an even
100,000 species. 'l'h:ly are conspicuous by
théic hoeny-sheathed wings, which _give
the name colegptora_(from the Greek
koleos, n sheath, and ptera, & wing)
to them, These wing-covers are nob
used in flight, but for the protection of
the ;‘:fllt, gauzy, true win, and are
oponed and spread during i idewise.
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SOME CURIOUS BEETLES.

Among beetles there are groat variety
and some curious forms, ns well as habits,
that give much_interest to the study of
them, says Mr H. Stewart, writing in the
New ¥ork Times, They feed on every-:
thing, literally; on plants, on flesh, alive
or dead, and on meat and even lard, on
wood, stone, and motala; the keroseno oil
barrel is bored through and the oil is lost ;
soapstone is chowod vp and lead and
even iron pipes aro bored through and
made useloss, and one species actuslly has
attackod the steel rails of the railroad and
done injury to thom, They are found
from ole to pole, but flourish mostly in
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Apovr Beeries —Thd * Hercules Daetlel
comes from Africa, and is exactly six inches in
length. The head and horns alone mensure
four inches, aud resemble a huge black crab's
claws. Though seemingly ir nl formidable
nippers, with sharp teeth for biting, these horns
are in reality merely for ornament. A smaller
cousiu of this creature, kaown as tie *rhino-
ceros [heetle,”] is about two inches long, and is
E tifglly found in many parts of the United

t.n-. 1t is chiefly celebrated for its offensi

‘which has at times rendered some towns
-I-nn uninhabitable, vecessitating action by
the health authorities. The animal lives in de-
caying hE and stumps, feeding upon rotting
wood. _There are may sterions things
about Bestlesl Those of { wre famed for
their brilliant metallic hues, yet mo
one has been able to find out what
makes these colours. Some are of gold,
others of silver, yet others of blue enamel
seemiogly, wod 30 on, throngh an endless
ariety of tints. One variety is called the
* diamond [beetle,] because it is covered with
minute points which reflect the light. Their use
for jewellery s familiar. Thdyunlmplnyod(w
trimming dresses. The sacred scareb, or
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orentiatod. Some species have brilliant
colourings, others carry electrio lights, and
are thus made use of a8 torches and orna-
ments for women's head-di This class
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of Egypt, was the *‘tumble insect,” which
forms hrh of dirt into a ball for laying its
r in. Two individaals, male and female,
‘always roll the ball together, and they do this
merely for the purpose of conveying it to a safe
place and hiding it. — Fireside Magazine.
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Tuow SACRED DETTLE.

There is the sicred boetle of ) 80
called because it was considerod an
omblem of fertility, and thus worshipped
by the curious fellahs of that curious
land: and this from its habit of Lrgl}ing
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on earth can possibly detect it. The more
cunning you get your detectives, the more
cunning do the thieves become to outwit them.
, again, at the curious life-history of the

flies which dwell as unbidden guests or kocial
parasited in the nests and bives of wild honey-
bees. These burglarions flies are belted and
bearded in the very selfsame pattern as the
lbumblebeed themselves; but their larvie live
:gun the young grubs of the hive, and repay
e unconscious hospitality of the busy workers
by devouring the future hope of their uawilling
hosts. Obviously, any fly which entered a bee-
hive could only escape detection and extermi-
nation at the hands (or stings) of its outraged
inhabitants, provided it so far resembled the
real householders as to be mistaken at a first
glance by the invaded community for one of its
own numerous members. Thus avy fly which
showed the slightest superficial resemblance to
a Bed might at first be enabled to rob honey for
= time with comr‘ntivo impunity, and to lay
jts eggs amony the cells of the helpless larve.
But when once the vile attempt was fairly dis-
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MIMICRY IN INSECTS.

The beetles and flies of Central America must
have learned by experience to get out of the way
of the nimble Central American lizards with great
agility, cunning, and alertness. But green
lizards are less easy to notice beforehand than
brown or red ones ; and so the lizards of tropi-
cal countries are almost always bright green,
with complementary shades of yellow, grey,
and purple, just to fit them in with the foliage
they lurk among. Everybody who has ever
bunted the green tree-toads on the leaves of
waterside plants on the Riviera must know how
difficult it is to discriminate these brilliant leaf-
coloured creatures from the almost identical
background on which they rest. Now, just in
proportion as the beetles and flies grow
.mf” more cautious, even the green
lizards themselves fail to pick up a satis-
factory livelihood ; and so at last we get that
most remarkable Nicaraguan form, decked all
round with leaf-like expansions, and looking so
like the foliage on which it rests that no beetle
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covered, the burglars could only escape fatal
detection from glenernion to generation just in
proportion s they more und more closely ap-
proximated to the shape and colour of the beed
themselves. For, as Mr Belt has well pointed
out, while the mimicking species would become
naturally more numerous from age to age, the
senses of the mimicked species would grow
sharper and sharper by constant practice in
detecting and punishing the unwelcome in-
truders. It is only in external matters, how-
ever, that the appearance of such mimetic
species can ever be altered. Their underlying
points of structure and formative de-
tail always show to the very end (if
only onc happens to observe them)
their yu;Per place in a scientific classifi-
cation. For instance, these same [parasiti¢ flies
which so closely resemble Beed in their shape
and colour bave only one pair of wings apiece,
like all the rest of the fly order, while the [bees]
of course, have the full complement of two
pairs, an upper and an under, by
them in common witl
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members of the hymenopterous fami Soo,
too, there is a certain curious American
insect, belonging to the very unsavoury tribe
which sapplies London lodging-houses with
one of their most familiar entomological speci-
mens ; and this cleverly disguised little erea-
ture is banded and striped in every part exactly
like a local hornet, for whom it evidently wishes
itself to be mistaken. If you were travellin,
in the wilder parts of Colorado you would find
a close resemblance to Buflalo Bill was no mean
rsonal protection. Hornets, in fact, are
E&mw which birds and other insectivorous

snimals prefer to give a very wide berth, and
the reason why they should be imitated by a
defenceless beetle must be obvious to the intel-
ligent student, —** Strictly Incog.,” iu the Corn-
hill Magazine Februar;
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