
                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                             

                   -Jules Verneôs Lincoln Island-  

 

Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead. 

 

Part 27 

Playing the Part of Jup the Enslaved Orangutan in Jules 

Verneôs Mysterious Island is éRaphael Semmes. 

 

By John Lamb 

(Former Head of Geography, The Liverpool Blue Coat 

School, England). 
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One man in his time plays many parts  

                                                                                     William Shakespeare. 

There are still other acts of the drama to be performed. 

                                                                                              Raphael Semmes.  



Part 27 

Playing the Part of Jup the Enslaved Orangutan in Jules Verneôs 

Mysterious Island isé Raphael Semmes. 

 

And there at once arose, between the Virginia gentleman and the slave boy, that sympathy of 

master and servant, which our ruder people of the North find it so impossible to comprehend. 

Raphael Semmes Memoirs of Service Afloat During the War Between the States. (1869). 

 

In playing the role of Jup, Raphael Semmes assumes the role of a captured orangutan made a 

slave by the colonists. Jules Verne is using humour to give Semmes a lesson in empathy.  

Semmes will see that his new ómastersô are very likeable, well-meaning and treat him kindly, 

but that is not the point ï he is still a slave.  

Semmes will also swiftly realise that he has no human rights at all, this is understandable as 

in the guise of Jup, his ómastersô quite simply do not see that Semmes is human.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jules Verne takes the lead here from Abraham Lincolné 

Whenever I hear anyone arguing for slavery, I feel a very 

strong impulse to see it tried on him personally.                        

                                                          Abraham Lincoln.                                                                                                  

A                                                                                                                        

                                                             

                                                                                         

                                               Abraham Lincoln (1809-65) 

 

The nature of Jupôs capture after the wholesale slaughter 

of his family is at odds with the otherwise likeable nature 

of the colonists throughout the novel and is symbolic of 

the wider issues involved in the Transatlantic slave trade. 

 

  

                                                                                           

 

 

The slaughter of the orangutans at Granite House.  
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jules Verneôs written description of Jup as a large fellow, six feet tall is totally at odds with 

the image drawn by his own artist Jules Ferat, who, makes Jup the size of a small child.  

Given that Jules Ferat was one of Franceôs top illustrators and elsewhere provides the most 

intricate of visual clues as to the Birkenhead identity of Mysterious Island, this can only be 

intentional.   

Verneôs description is instead that of a newly captured African slave being prepared for 

auction at the slave market.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

The glossy coat analogy is particularly critical of the profiteering slave markets after the 

horrors of the  óMiddle Passageô. 

On arrival in the Americas the enslaved Africans were prepared for sale like animals. They 

were washed and shaved, sometimes their skin was oiled to make them appear healthy and 

increase their sale price.                                                                             

                                                                           International Slavery Museum Liverpool .  

 

The one that was tied up in the large hall of 

Granite House was a large fellow, six feet tall, 

with an admirably proportioned body, a large 

chest, a head of average size, a facial angle of 

sixty five degrees, a rounded cranium, a 

prominent nose, a skin covered with a sleek, 

gentle and glossy coat ï in short a well developed 

type of anthropomorph.  

Jules Verne. The Mysterious Island. (1874)                           

                                                                                           

T                                The Domestication of Jup.  

 

 

For every African enslaved there was an untold 

story of death and suffering either upon capture or 

during the óMiddle Passageô on slave ships as 

captured Africans travelled across the Atlantic to 

the óLand of the Freeô. 

Jules Verne would have been aware that the 

suppression of the Middle Passage by the 1860ôs 

owed much to Admiral Joseph Denman of the 

Liverpool óDingle Groupô of abolitionists. 

 

 

                                 The Brutal Capture of Jup.  



Jup has been captured by the colonists of Mysterious Island and after the indiscriminate 

slaughter of his whole family troop, he is soon put to work for no pay, in other words, he is 

made a slave. Pencroft, the otherwise likeable Unionist sailor, also óplayedô by Raphael 

Semmes, chooses a name for the orangutan. 

                                                                                                                                                                     

As to his name, the sailor asked that he be called Jupiter or Jup for short, in memory of 

another ape that he had known.                                                                                                M       

M                                                                          Mysterious Island by Jules Verne (1875)  

The other óapeô that Pencroft had known, is of course Raphael Semmes, as Raphael Semmes 

will play both Jup and Pencroft in Jules Verneôs Mysterious Island.   

The choice of the name Jupiter shortened to Jup by Jules Verne, also has specific resonance 

to the racism shown by both Semmes in his memoirs and by one of Jules Verneôs own heroes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In these excursions he was usually accompanied by an old negro, called Jupiter é.  

é..conceiving him to be somewhat unsettled in intellecté. 

é..ñWell, Jup,ò said I, ñwhat is the matter now?ðhow is your master?ò 

ñWhy, to speak de troof, massa, him not so berry well as mought be.ò 

 

ñNot well! I am truly sorry to hear it. What does he complain of?ò 

 

ñDar! datôs it!ðhim neber ôplain of notinôðbut him berry sick for all dat.ò 

 

ñVery sick, Jupiter!ðwhy didnôt you say so at once? Is he confined to bed?ò 

 

ñNo, dat he aint!ðhe aint ôfinôd nowharðdatôs just whar de shoe pinchðmy mind is got to be 

berry hebby ôbout poor Massa Will.ò 

 

ñJupiter, I should like to understand what it is you are talking about. 

                                                                             

                                                                               The Gold Bug by Edgar Allen Poe (1843)    

In the 19th century, many racist attitudes were perpetuated in 

popular fiction, and it appears that Verne here is sparing no one 

and taking a side swipe at one of his favourite authors Edgar Allen 

Poe (1809-49) and his 1843 novel The Gold Bug. 

The Gold Bug has been widely criticised for its racist portrayal of 

African Americans as comic imbeciles with heavily stereotypical 

accents and being passive to their own treatment, even after being 

óemancipatedô.                                                                                 

Edgar Allen Poe (1809-49)  



There are malicious American writers who take pleasure in assailing us, as an inferior and 

good for nothing race of which it is impossible to make anything. 

                                                    

                                         Frederick Douglass Hotel Britanique, Paris. November 19th 1887. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Again, the comparison with Edgar Allen Poe seems óbeyond coincidenceô particularly as 

Jupiter is also shortened to Jup in Poeôs novel. Jules Verne is intentionally linking back to the 

Gold Bug - a novel whose major influence on our adventure is still yet to come.  

 

Edgar Allen Poeôs The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841) has also been criticised by modern 

commentator Edward White (2020) in using murderous orangutans as a hidden metaphor for 

black slave revolts, written as the novel was in pre-civil  war Richmond, Virginia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nevertheless, in the age-old spirit of forgiveness, Jules 

Verne remained a great admirer of Edgar Allen Poe. 

Jules Verneôs 1897 novel An Antarctic Mystery was written 

as a sequel to Edgar Allen Poeôs 1838 novel The Narrative 

of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket ï another Poe novel 

long criticised for its negative portrayal of a black seaman 

who invokes a mutiny.  

It is interesting to note that Jules Verne writes that the main 

ship featured in An Antarctic Mystery is the Halbrane and 

he describes it as a credit to the ship-yards of Birkenhead.  

                                                                                                    

Jules Verne - An Antarctic Mystery (1897) 

 

Poeôs characterisation of Jupiterôs speaking style is 

in total contrast to that of Verneôs characterisation 

of Neb in Mysterious Island. 

 

ñCome, Pencroft,ò said Neb, ñdonôt make yourself 

out so bad as all that! Suppose one of these 

unfortunate men were here before you, within good 

range of your guns, you will not fire?ò 

                                                                           

The Mysterious Island by Jules Verne (1874). 

 

                                                 Neb and Pencroft 

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Narrative_of_Arthur_Gordon_Pym_of_Nantucket
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Narrative_of_Arthur_Gordon_Pym_of_Nantucket


In Mysterious Island, Jup was, in metaphor at least, óenslavedô in Birkenhead, he was ófreedô 

in Birkenhead and in real life Edgar Allen Poe lived in a place (Richmond Virginia) which is 

portrayed by Birkenhead at the very start of the novel The Mysterious Island. 

                                                                                                                                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Richmond                   Birkenhead                   Richmond                    Birkenhead  

 

Poe also once wrote briefly about a character called óJack Birkenheadô ï such are the 

absurdities and intrusions of coincidence where the real world and the surreal world collide in 

the incredible writings of Jules Verne.  

Jup (played by Raphael Semmes), as one would expect has a close relationship with the 

jocular and well-meaning sailor Pencroft (also played by Raphael Semmes) in Mysterious 

Island.  

 

 ñA handsome fellow!ò said Pencroft; ñif we only knew his language, we could talk to him.ò 

ñBut, master said Neb, ñare you serious? Are we going to take him as a servant?ò 

ñYes Neb,ò replied the engineer. Smiling. ñBut you must not be jealous.ò 

 

ñAnd I hope he will make an excellent servant,ò added Herbert. ñHe appears young, and will 

be easy to educate, and we shall not be obliged to use force to subdue him, nor draw his 

teeth, as is sometimes done. He will soon grow fond of his masters if they are kind to him. 

                                                                       The Mysterious Island by Jules Verne (1874). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

óDraw his teethô is a direct reference to the 

inhuman practice of drawing slavesô teeth in order 

to make dentures for affluent white Americans. 

This is probably a reference to the fact that in 

1784, George Washington paid six pounds and 

two shillings for nine teeth pulled from slaves for 

his new set of dentures.   

                     George Washingtonôs False Teeth.   

    


