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Professor Challenger and Masculine Romance in The Lost World 

Danny Sexton 

In writing The Lost World (1912), Arthur Conan Doyle aspired to create a 

boy’s adventure story in the vein of H. Rider Haggard as he proclaims in the 

dedication: “I have wrought my simple plan, if I give one hour of joy to the 

boy who’s half a man, or the man who’s half a boy.” More than defining 

targeted audiences for the work, the dedication also speaks to a central 

concern of the novel: a perceived crisis of masculinity.1 This dilemma is best 
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embodied in the character of Professor George Edward Challenger,2 Doyle’s 

aggressive and imposing scientist whose physical body is atavistic and 

whose social and behavioral mannerisms border on the brutish. While it 

may appear that Challenger is unsuited for civilized British society, Doyle’s 

criticism is that Edwardian England has become a site where strong 

masculinity is neither available nor appreciated. Domestic England 3  no 

longer provides a space for men to engage in heroic deeds, to seek high 

adventure or employ that creative energy that had formed the British 

Empire. The Lost World is best read as a masculine romance, one in which an 

undiscovered region of South America serves as an imagined space that 

allows men to test and prove their masculinities.  

The beginning chapters that introduce both Edward Malone, the journalist-

narrator, and Professor George Edward Challenger establish the novel’s 

preoccupation with the issues of masculinity by emphasizing the 

frustrations of asserting masculinity in English spaces and drawing attention 

to what becomes of men who linger too long within them.  The novel opens 

in the Hungerton home with an account of Malone’s irritation of having to 

listen to the “monotonous chirrup” of the father of Gladys, a woman to 

whom he wishes to propose:  “Mr. Hungerton, her father, really was the 

most tactless person upon earth—a fluffy, feathery, untidy cockatoo of a 

man, perfectly good-natured, but absolutely centred upon his own silly self” 

(3). While Malone’ s assessment of Mr. Hungerton must be read in reference 

to what happens when he finally arrives to the true purpose of his visit, it 

still functions as a criticism of domestic masculinity. Malone’s proposal is 

preempted by Gladys who begs him not to ruin their friendship.  She does 

not find him suitable husband material because he does not meet the 
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requirements of her ideal man: 

He would be a harder, sterner man, not so ready to adapt 

himself to a silly girl’s whim.  But above all he must be a man 

who could do, who could act, who would look death in the face 

and have no fear of him—a man of great deeds and strange 

experiences. (6-7) 

Gladys’ ideal man can be read as her desire to marry someone completely 

unlike her father.4  She longs to be the wife of a great man whom she can 

“worship with all her soul and yet be the greater, not the less, on account of 

her love, honoured by all the world as the inspirer of noble deeds” (7). To 

Malone’s defense that not all men are granted the opportunities to be 

Stanleys and Burtons, Gladys replies, “there are heroisms all round us 

waiting to be done. It’s for men to do them, and for women to reserve their 

love as a reward for such men” (7).  Jacqueline A. Jaffe argues that while it is 

initially Gladys’ words that inspire Malone to act heroically, it is actually 

Challenger who issues the “call to adventure” (94).  

Much is revealed about Challenger’s character before his physical 

appearance in the novel.   After his failed proposal to Gladys, Malone 

returns to the Daily Gazette with the desire to prove his masculinity. He 

requests that his news editor send him on a mission that involves adventure 

and danger. When the editor suggests that Malone interview Professor 

Challenger, Malone exclaims, “Wasn’t he the man who broke the skull of 

Blundell, of the Telegraph?” (12).  Malone’s reaction immediately alerts 

readers to the problematic character of the professor. While Challenger’s list 

of scientific accomplishments are staggering, he is viewed by most as a 
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brute.  Tarp Henry, a bacteriologist, informs Malone:  “He’s as a clever as 

they make ‘em—a full-charged battery of force and vitality, but a 

quarrelsome, ill-conditioned faddist” (15). Jessie, Challenger’s wife, 

validates Tarp’s impression when she cautions Malone to “get quickly out of 

the room if he seems inclined to be violent. Don’t wait to argue with him. 

Several people have been injured through doing that” (21).  

In terms of masculinity in the novel, Malone’s first meeting with Challenger 

is significant because the home is also the setting, echoing Malone’s 

introduction in the Hungerton home. Furthermore, the relationship between 

Challenger and his wife offers a critique on Gladys’ ideal man. Jessie has 

married “a man of great deeds and strange experiences” (6-7), but it is not a 

marriage that bestows honor on her. However, Mrs. Challenger is not a silly 

girl.  When she learns that Malone is there to speak to her husband about his 

South American adventures, she realizes the treacherous ground upon 

which he is embarking: “That is his most dangerous subject.  You won’t 

believe a word he says—I’m sure I don’t wonder. . . Remember he believes it 

himself. Of that you may be assured. A more honest man never lived” (21).  

Jessie’s observation speaks to the central concern of masculinity in the text. 

Edwardian England has lost the ability to believe in strong masculinity, and 

Challenger’s brutish reactions5 when questioned about his experiences are 

not a flaw in his character but a defect in domestic England.  

Having journeyed to South America, Challenger returned to England with 

claims that he had discovered a “pterodactyl, a flying reptile of the Jurassic 

period” (42). However, some of Challenger’s evidence is lost and what 

remains does not convince his critics. At a public lecture at the Zoological 

Institute Hall, he is met with ridicule. The audience is composed largely of 
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male medical students who similar to Mr. Hungerton, have fallen victim to 

what the novel continually associates with unmasculine thought and 

behavior. Jaffe argues that the scene appears comical at first with the 

students’ interruptions of ‘Bosh,’ ‘Prove it’ and ‘Liar;’ however, it 

transmogrifies to one of unmanly actions as these same students put forth 

“an inoffensive little person in spectacles, struggling violently” (56) to 

Challenger’s inquiry of who called him a liar.  Calling them “foolish young 

men,” Challenger asks the audience if they would be satisfied if a party was 

selected to travel to South America to test his claims. Malone, Mr. 

Summerlee, a professor of comparative anatomy, and Lord John Roxton, a 

sportsman and traveller, volunteer for the expedition. While on the surface 

the expedition to South America is motivated by Challenger’s desire to bring 

back undeniable proof of his discoveries thus establishing his reputation 

among what Jaffe has described as the “infinitely small, bourgeois, and 

boring” world of England in the novel (93), its true intent is to return to an 

ideal masculine setting where masculinity can once again be experienced 

and acknowledged.   

By beginning the novel with both Malone’s and Challenger’s frustrations in 

England, Doyle provides a backdrop that makes empire an attractive option.  

Even Lord Roxton, whose rooms are described as possessing “an 

atmosphere of masculine virility” (61), longs for a more expansive masculine 

space: “We’re all gettin’ a deal too soft and dull and comfy.  Give me the 

great waste lands and the wide spaces, with a gun in my fist and somethin’ 

to look for that’s worth findin’”(68). In an analysis of masculinity and the 

British Empire, John Tosh explains, “Imagining empire was synonymous 

with adventure.  The colonial world symbolized the freedom which was in 
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theory available to men (unlike women) of cutting a lone path, of deviating 

from the norm, of fashioning their own destiny” (199). And while the empire 

was envisioned as one that permitted autonomy, it was also one constructed 

as “an especially appropriate space in which to imagine the strength of 

Victorian discipline, precisely because it is so attractive as an imagined 

realm of self-indulgence” (Adams 111).  We should note that both Tosh and 

Adams are careful to point out the imaginary qualities connected to 

masculine perceptions of empire. McArdle, Malone’s editor, realizes this 

predicament when he bemoans, “the big blank spaces in the map are all 

being filled in, and there’s no room for romance anywhere” (11).  By 

extension, we can thus read The Lost World as Arthur Conan Doyle’s attempt 

to re-create that space, and to do so, he must imagine a “wholly male 

imaginative space . . . displaced in time [with] alternative masculinities 

situated in the past or in the future” (Sussman 44).  

Once the men have arrived in South America, the novel shifts into the 

masculine fantasies associated with male adventure fiction. Guided by 

Professor Challenger, the men locate an undiscovered land filled with 

prehistoric varieties of animal and plant forms.  Malone describes it as a 

fairyland, “the most wonderful that the imagination of man could conceive” 

(90).  However, the men come to “find themselves in the middle of a vivid 

demonstration of the struggle for survival, a microcosm of Darwin’s theory 

as to the adaptability of the species, dramatically enacted before their eyes” 

(Jaffe 96).  Similarly to H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine, there exists in this lost 

world two groups:  the dominant ape-men, who Lord Roxton calls the 

“missin’ link” and the weak Accala Indians. Unlike Wells’ work that gives 

us a glimpse into a possible future, Doyle returns us to the past of sorts 
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where Darwin’s evolutionary theories are played out. Challenger and the 

men become engaged in this evolutionary battle where “the physically small 

Indians armed only with spears and bows and arrows are . . . aided by the 

four modern men equipped with rifles and bullets” (Jaffe 97). These men are 

elevated to the status of heroes, a position unavailable to them in England.  

The battle is a direct result of Challenger, Summerlee, and Lord Roxton 

having been captured by the ape-men while Malone is exploring on his own. 

Having escaped and finding Malone, Lord Roxton narrates their ordeal but 

pays close attention to the similarity between Challenger and the ape-men:   

The old ape-man—he was their chief—was a sort of red 

Challenger, with every one of our friend’s beauty points, only 

just a trifle more so.  He had the short body, the big shoulders, 

the round chest, no neck, a great ruddy frill of a beard, the 

tufted eyebrows, the “What do you want, damn you!” look about 

the eyes, and the whole catalogue. When the ape-man stood by 

Challenger and put his paw on his shoulder, the thing was 

complete. (178) 

Challenger is elevated to the status of royalty among the ape-men:  “four of 

them carried him shoulder high, and he went like a Roman emperor” (178). 

While Lord Roxton and Professor Summerlee are chained, Challenger is 

sitting high in a tree “eatin’ pines and havin’ the time of his life” (179).  This 

scene makes clear Challenger’s resemblance to an ape that was only implied 

by Malone’s first account of the professor.  

When Malone had first encountered Challenger in his home, he is stunned 

by the man’s presence. Malone gives a rather long description of Challenger 



8 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

 

and the effects it has upon him:  

His appearance made me gasp.  I was prepared for something 

strange, but not for so overpowering a personality as this. It was 

his size which took one’s breath away—his size and his 

imposing presence. His head was enormous, the largest I have 

ever seen upon a human being. . . He had the face and beard 

which I associate with an Assyrian bull. . . A huge spread of 

shoulders and a chest like a barrel were the other parts of him 

which appeared above the table, save for two enormous hands 

covered with long black hair.  (22) 

In appearance, Challenger resembles what Charles Darwin writes of man in 

The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871).  Darwin asserts, 

“man bears in his bodily structure clear traces of his descent from some 

lower form”6 (19). The “chest like a barrel” and his hairy hands particularly 

associates Challenger with an ape.  The similarity of Challenger to the ape-

men of the undiscovered region of South America raises a number of serious 

questions.  

Among the ape-men of South America, Challenger has found a species that 

both resembles him and treats him with the respect that is absent in 

England. Stefan Lampadius in “Evolutionary Ideas in Arthur Conan Doyle’s 

The Lost World” advises us that we should read these similarities as a more 

complex view of Challenger than his atavistic body and brutish manners 

will have us do. This section of the novel serves to comment on the notion of 

a “missing link,” the quest for a species that connects modern man to his 

progenitor that “has been posed since Darwin’s theory of evolution” 
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(Lampadius 82). Lord Roxton has referred to the dominant ape-men as a 

“missin’ link;” however, readers are not supposed to read Challenger as a 

direct descendant of these ape-men. Intellectually and morally, Challenger is 

far superior than they are. Lord Roxton notes an important distinction 

between the two:   

Only above the eyebrows, where the sloping forehead and low, 

curved skull of the ape-man were in sharp contrast to the broad 

brow and magnificent cranium of the European, could one see 

any marked difference. At every other point the king was an 

absurd parody of the Professor.  (186) 

 Furthermore, the ape-men are cruel creatures that kill the Indians for sport. 

They are prepared to do the same with their human captives, and 

Challenger would not have escaped this fate had he and the other men not 

rallied the Indians to fight back and overthrow the ape-men. Challenger 

comments on the significance of this battle and the role that he, Malone, 

Summerlee and Lord Roxton has played in history:  

We have been privileged . . . to be present at one of the typical 

decisive battles of history—the battles which have determined 

the fate of the world. . . By this strange turn of fate we have seen 

and helped to decide  even such a contest. Now upon this 

plateau the future must ever be for man. (205) 

It, however, is a success that does not follow the men back to Edwardian 

England.  

Upon their return, the adventures of Challenger and the men are met with 
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the same hostile reception that Challenger had received when recording his 

first visit.  Doubts as to their experiences and findings are uncivilly 

expressed. A call for a larger expedition is suggested, and a row breaks out 

among the medical students in attendance. Once again, Challenger expresses 

disappointment regarding the “foolish and unmannerly scenes” (234) and 

then offers the undeniable proof. He has returned to England with a 

pterodactyl. Commotion ensues from the appearance, and the frighten 

pterodactyl takes flight and finding an open window, escapes into the 

London night. Despite the escape, it is enough to finally garnish Challenger 

with the recognition that he deserves:  “everyone was on his feet. Everyone 

was moving, shouting, gesticulating” (238). However, there is a sense that 

these accolades are temporary and that Challenger will once again find his 

theories being question and the call for proof issued.  

Malone’s return to England is also rendered anticlimactic when he discovers 

that Gladys has married while he was away. Her new husband, a William 

Potts, is “a little ginger-haired man who was coiled up in the deep arm-

chair” (241).  When Malone learns that Potts is a solicitor’s clerk, Malone 

leaves the Hungerton home in frustration. Gladys is revealed to be just as 

silly as her father, and English society is reaffirmed as one unsuited for true 

displays of masculinity. The novel ends with the men gathered in Lord 

Roxton’s rooms. While on their journey, he had found “a volcanic vent full 

of blue clay” (243) which yielded diamonds. Priced at two hundred 

thousand pounds, he gives each man fifty thousand. With his share, Lord 

Roxton will return to the lost world. Unaware of Gladys’ marriage to Potts, 

he assumes that Malone will use his share “in getting’ married” (244).  

Having nothing to keep him in England, Malone responds that he would 
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like to accompany Lord Roxton on the expedition. This ending is what 

Herbert Sussman writes of when he discusses the masculine plot in 

nineteenth-century fiction:  

The young man must leave his mother, reject domestic life to 

enter a male community.  In this new world, he is granted 

masculine wisdom by the males of the community and tested.  

Often the testing involves rejecting the sexual temptation of 

women, who are always presented as a danger to the male 

community and to the individual quest for manhood.  The final 

achievement of manhood involves the rejection of the female or 

mother, often figured by the casting off of female clothing, and 

bonding with the father or more often a surrogate father. (47) 

Sussman notes that it is a fanciful plot because it can never come to fruition 

in the Victorian novel since it “opposes the marriage plot, the hegemonic 

script of bourgeois manhood” (47).  The Lost World allows for the success of 

the masculine plot because Malone rejects marriage for male adventure with 

Lord Roxton.  

Returning to Doyle’s dedication of writing a book for “the boy who’s half a 

man, or the man who’s half a boy,” The Lost World succeeds wonderfully 

because it creates a masculine romance.  It is a novel that glorifies a heroic 

era no longer available to Edwardian men in England. Extending backwards 

into a fantastic past and creating extreme masculine virtues, The Lost World 

appeals to those men who like Challenger and Malone find domestic 

England frustrating when it comes to heroic deeds, adventures and creative 

energy to participate and shape human history.  
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Similar to the pterodactyl, Challenger is a character that is too large for life. 

As Jaffe explains, he is “deliberately drawn in an exaggerated manner . . . he 

seems to overflow the pages” (93). His masculinity is one that cannot be 

contained in the limited space of domestic England. Challenger, however, 

sees this as a result of the limitations of human thinking. At the first meeting 

at the Zoological Hall, he lectures his audience:   

Waldron is very wrong in supposing that because he has never 

himself seen a so-called prehistoric animal, therefore these 

creatures no longer exist. They are indeed, as he has said, our 

ancestors, but they are, if I may use the expression, our 

contemporary ancestors, who can still be found with all their 

hideous and formidable characteristics if one has but the energy 

and hardihood to seek their haunts. (55) 

In many ways, Challenger’s comments here mirrors those earlier words of 

Gladys who tells Malone, “there are heroisms all round us waiting to be 

done” (7). The undiscovered region of South America is a fiction; yet, it does 

not mean that those manly characteristics experienced there must be so as 

well. Professor Challenger and the masculine romance of The Lost World 

serve to remind readers, boys and men particularly, of a legacy of 

masculinity that still exists and can be lived if only they employ the energy 

to rediscover and experience it in the modern world.  
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1  I use “perceived” to 

emphasize Lynne Segal’s 

argument that “masculinity is 

always in crisis” (238).  John 

Tosh explains, the expression 

“assumes a pre-existing 

stability, when change was 

minimal and behavior 

predictable” (20). Masculinity 

is never stable. “Crisis in 

masculinity” is then best 

defined as a feeling that 

masculinity is in jeopardy.  

2 In addition to first appearing 

in The Lost World, Challenger 

features in two other novels 

(The Poison Belt and The Land of 

Mist) and two short stories 

(“When the World Screamed” 

and “The Disintegration 

Machine”).  
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3 Domestic is used in this paper 

to connote both England and 

the physical home.  

4  At the end of the novel, it 

would be revealed that Gladys 

did not mean any of what she 

says to Malone here because 

she marries a man who 

displays none of the qualities 

that she expresses. The true 

intent of her speech to Malone 

is perhaps to get rid of him in 

favor of this other man who is 

more like her father.  

5  Once Challenger detect that 

Malone is a journalist and not 

“a humble student of Nature,” 

(17) as he had stated in his 

letter to him, Challenger 

physically attacks him.  

6  While Darwin’s lower 

animals are frequently apes or 

monkeys, he also compare the 

physical and emotional 

behavior of man to other 
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animals, such as ducks, dogs, 

and birds. 

 


