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Introduction

The Prisoner of Zenda was first published in 1894 and has been
a popular adventure story for 100 years. It was reprinted in at
least eight editions, some illustrated.

" Its handsome hero, exotic setting and fast-moving action
made.it a story which appealed to the makers of films in the new
movie industry. As early as 1913, a year or two after the first,
full-length films were produced, The Prisoner of Zenda was
adapted for the cinema screen. It was made into a film at least
four times, with stars like Ronald Colman, Douglas Fairbanks
Junior, Stewart Grainger and James Mason. A truly glamorous
story.

Its author, Anthony Hope (1863-1933), was one of several
novelists who wrote dozens of adventure stories in the 1880s
and 1890s, for the large Victorian reading public, which was
always curious about strange, romantic lands. Some of the best
stories, like Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, Rider
Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines and Rudyard Kipling’s Kim,
have become classics, but most have been forgotten. Hope
himself wrote over thirty novels and collections of short stories.
Only The Prisoner of Zenda remains well known. In fact, this
single book was so popular and successful in its time that
Anthony Hope gave up his job as a lawyer, and became a full-
time writer.

The Prisoner of Zenda has all the typical features of these
adventures. Hope invented a country ~ Ruritania - as the
setting for the story. It is a completely imaginary country,
somewhere east of Germany and Austria, with forests and
mountains, ancient castles and medieval towns. The names of
the castles and towns — Zenda, Tarlenheim, Strelsau - all give
some atmosphere to the place. Hope created such a strong
atmosphere that “Ruritania” has become the name for any
romantic country, where adventure and mystery may happen.

Ruritania is not an Eastern European country we would
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recognise today. It shows a very nineteenth-century, British,
Victorian view of the world. The country is inhabited by only
two classes of people: aristocrats and peasants. The aristocrats
scheme and plan ways of taking power; the peasants do what
they are told. There is no sense of social injustice; it is simply
a place where the action can take place fast, with sudden
changes and surprises.

The action begins quickly. Within the first pages of the book,
Rassendyll has left London and travelled to Ruritania to see
the coronation of the new King Rudolf V. The key to the whole
story is explained. By a strange coincidence, Rassendyll looks
exactly like the new King. He is the same height, has the same
face, and most strange of all, he has the same bright red
hair. Their identical looks make up the “trick” which forms the
basis of the action of the story.

The King himself is amused by the likeness. His followers,
Colonel Sapt and Fritz von Tarlenheim, are worried but willing
to use the “double” to make sure the coronation takes place
(the King is drugged and later kidnapped). His kidnapper, his
half-brother, Duke Michael, wants to be king himself; he
knows Rassendyll is pretending to be the King, but cannot
expose him without exposing himself. Some of Black Michael’s
followers, the “Six”, also know. The Princess Flavia does not
know and falls in love with the man she thinks is the King.

Rassendyll is a true royalist and the story is of all his efforts
to save the King ~ to stop Black Michael killing him and the
King. Rassendyll survives an ambush, a knife attack, gun
fighting and a midnight attack on the castle where the King is
a prisoner.

“Young, well-educated, brave and loyal, they asked no more.
It was enough that their King needed them, and they were
ready to serve him to the death.” This is the description of
the men chosen by Colonel Sapt to protect Rassendyll from
danger. But it could be a description of an ideal Victorian
public school boy, or a soldier in Queen Victoria’s army. It could
describe Rassendyll himself, a model of loyaity and bravery.
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Rassendyll has the additional quality of humour. He takes
his whole situation in Ruritania lightly, and sees the most
dangerous experience as a joke. For inistance, he is trapped in
Antoinette de Mauban’s summerhouse at night, and three of
Michae!’s fiercest men close in ready to shoot him. He daringly
knocks them over with a tea table and escapes. But his reaction
is not “That was lucky”. Rather it is “It had certainly been
uncommonly funny to see the famous and dangerous Three
defeated by a weapon no more terrible than an ordinary tea
table”.

Rassendyll's character is made more interesting by him
falling in love with Princess Flavia. It would be the worst act
of disloyalty to fall in love with the King’s future Queen; it would
be the worst act of dishonour for a Victorian gentleman to
run away with another man’s wife. Rassendyll resists, but his
feelings cause some of the emotional tension in the few quieter
moments of the story. ‘

The other characters in the novel are, by comparison, quite
simple. We see little of Rudolf V, a young and pleasure-seeking
man, perhaps not quite ready to become king and take on the
responsibilities of Ruritania. He remains a drugged prisoner
for most of the story.

The women are typical, passive Victorian heroines. Princess
Flavia is beautiful, loving and innocent, a victim of the schemes
and plans of the Dukes and Rassendyll. She represents the
virtues that attract a true gentleman like Rassendyll. Antoinette
de Mauban, Duke Michael’s lover, is used to help the plot move
forward and although she appears at moments of extreme
excitement and danger, her motives and character remain
rather mysterious.

We see little too of Michael, the Duke of Strelsau, although
he is Rassendyll’s main enemy. After their meeting at the
coronation, where he is described clearly as Black Michael, with
dark looks and dark intentions, he withdraws into the back-
ground, until the fight at Zenda Castle at the end of the story.
But he is represented by the “famous Six”, who would “cut a
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throat if Michael ordered it” and act for the Duke to stop
Rassendyll rescuing the King.

Of the “famous Six”, the most interesting is Rupert Hentzau.
He does not appear until well after halfway through the
novel. But he quickly becomes a major actor in the drama. He
is an ideal match for Rassendyll, young, daring, a skilful
fighter, “cool” and unafraid of danger. But Rassendyll is moved
by honour and loyalty; Rupert Hentzau is moved by personal
ambition. He deceives his master, Duke Michael, and tries to
steal the woman who loves Michael.

His "actions make some of the most exciting moments in
the story: he shakes hands with the right hand and throws a
knife with the left; he swims across the moat at Zenda to enter
the castle; and several times he escapes certain death from
Rassendyll. Early in the novel, Hope makes Rassendyll state
his intention to kill all the famous Six. But in the end, Hope
lets Rupert escape into the darkness, his face streaming with
blood, wounded but not dead, “careless but careful, graceful
and graceless, good-looking but evil, wicked but unbeaten”.

It is the best description of the novel. Hope must have decided
that Rupert was too interesting a character to kill off. And in
fact Rupert became the hero of Hope’s next novel, Rupert of
Hentzau, published in parts in one of the popular Victorian
weekly magazines. It is as if the author set out with a clear idea
of a virtuous, active hero and discovered in the process that
the villain made an equally interesting character.

Finally, our enjoyment of The Prisoner of Zenda is not so much
in the opposing forces of virtue and villainy, as in the scenes
of action and danger, the exciting escapes and sudden surprises.
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1

The Rassendyll Family

“l wonder when in the world you're going to do anything,
Rudolf?” said my brother’s wife, one morning at breakfast.

“My dear Rose,” ] answered, “why should I do anything? My
position is a comfortable one. | have enough money — or nearly
enough — for my needs (no one ever has quite enough you
know); | enjoy a good social position. I am brother to Lord
Burlesdon, and brother-in-law to that most charming lady, his
wife. Surely it is enough!”

“You are mne—and-twenty, she remarked “and you've done
nothing but —"

“Travel about? It is true. Our family doesn’t need to do
things.”

This remark of mine rather annoyed Rose, for everyone
knows that, pretty as she is herself, her family is hardly of
the same rank as the Rassendylls. Besides her attractions
she possessed a large. fortune, and my brother Robert, Lord
Burlesdon, was wise enough not to mind whether her family
were ancient or not.

Well, if my life had, been a useléss one in Rose’s eyes, | had
picked up a good deal of pleasure and a good deal of knowledge.
I had been to a German school and a German university, and
spoke German as perfectly as I spoke English. I was also quite
good at French. | was, I believe, a fairly good swordsman, and
a good shot. I could ride any kind of a horse, and my head was
as cool a one as you could find, in spite of the flaming red hair
on it.

“The difference between you and Robert,” said Rose, “is that
he recognises the duties of his position, and you only see the
opportunities of yours.”
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“To a man of spirit, my dear Rose,” ] answered, “opportunities
are duties.”

“Nonsense!” said she; throwing her head back, and after a
moment she went on: “Now here is Sir Jacob Borrodaile offer-
ing you exactly what you might be equal to.”

“A thousand thanks!” I put in.

“He’s to be an ambassador in six months, and Robert says
that he’ll take you with him as an assistant. Do take it, Rudolf —
to please me.”

Now, when Rose puts the matter in that way, bringing her
pretty eyebrows together, twisting her little hands, all because
of a lazy fellow like myself, for whom she has no natural
responsibility, the voice of conscience wakes in me. Besides,
I thought it possible I could pass the time in the position
suggested with some amusement. Therefore [ said:

“My dear Rose, if in six months’ time nothing has happened
to prevent me, and Sir Jacob invites me, why, then, Pl go with
him.”

“Oh, Rudolf, how good of you! I am glad!”

My promise was thus given; but six months is a long time, and
I wanted to find something interesting to do meanwhile. It
suddenly came to my mind that | would visit Ruritania, as I
saw in the papers that Rudolf the Fifth was to be crowned at
Strelsau in the course of the next three weeks, with great
ceremony. .

For various reasons | had never been to that highly in-
teresting and important kingdom, which, though a small one,
had played no small part in European history, and might do
the same again under the power of a young and strong ruler,
such as the new king was said to be. At once I made up my mind
to go, and began my preparations.

It has never been my practice to tell my relations where |
am going on my many journeys, and as I did not want to be
opposed in this case, | merely said I was going for a walking
tour in the Alps. Rose was not very pleased, but when I sug-
gested I might write a book about the political and social
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