Republicanism, Regicide and ‘The Musgrave Ritual’
Readerly expectations, when it comes to settling down to enjoy detective stories in general, and perhaps Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories in particular, are that such texts are unlikely to intervene, explicitly or implicitly, in history or historical debates. At the least, there is a presumed conservatism about the genre, with solutions to crimes metonymically representing support for the status quo. It’s in the light of these expectations and assumptions that Conan Doyle’s ‘The Musgrave Ritual’ is such an unusual text. 
This paper seeks to explore and articulate the unusual nature of this story, its engagement with 17th century history and the contested nature of that engagement, coming as it does out of what appears as both royalist and republican, conservative and radical, perspectives. The paper articulates those contested perspectives in terms of the connection between 17th century history and the 1890s class-system. It is hoped that a reading of ‘The Musgrave Ritual’ as outlined here, which brings together the historical and the psychoanalytic in its discussion of suppressed or repressed events, will contribute to the work around this text significantly offered by Peter Brooks, in his Reading for the Plot (1984: 23-29), and by Nils Clausson, in his paper on the ‘Anomalous Narrative’ of the tale in The Victorian Newsletter (1985: 5-10).

English readers of a certain age may remember having to learn at school a rhyme designed to make children memorise the names of the kings and queens of England, from William I to Victoria (when history stopped). The couplet dealing with the period between Mary and James II goes like this.


Mary, Bessie, James the Vain,

Charlie, Charlie, James again.

The rhyme celebrates, in the friendliest possible way (‘Dick the Bad’ and ‘James the Vain’ are the closest it gets to not tugging its forelock), the unbroken chain of monarchy so that children can internalise it as a genealogy as true as those in the Old Testament and as natural as playground chant. This is a chain intended to be as inseparable from Englishness as the Constitution, the Class-System and the Great Chain of Being. As naturalised history (history masquerading as nature) it’s a good example of what Barthes called myth (1973: 109-159).
From Charlie to Charlie. The Musgrave Ritual’s version of that part of the unbroken chain goes like this.


‘Whose was it?’


‘His who is gone.’


‘Who shall have it?’


‘He who will come.’ (1950: 106)
Holmes translates at the close of the tale.

‘Whose was it?’ ‘His who is gone.’ That was after the execution of Charles. Then, ‘Who shall have it?’ ‘He who will come.’ That was Charles II, whose advent was already foreseen. (1950: 115)
The editing out from history of England’s revolution and republic is not altogether a surprise. Even today, university students in Britain express surprise on hearing about that history. The execution of Charles I comes as a considerable shock to them. So it is of particular interest that we can take a piece of mainstream popular fiction, a Sherlock Holmes short story, and read it as an engagement with this editing of history – both reproducing that act of forgetting and dramatising an urgent attempt to recover that history, the history of revolution and regicide. That is what we propose to do with ‘The Musgrave Ritual’. 
This case was Holmes’ break-through to successful eminence. His crucial realisation is that the ritual, meaningless to the Musgrave family over the generations, may provide the answer to the other puzzles presented to him at the outset, may be the ‘starting-point of this chain of events’ (1950: 106). By realising what Brunton has realised, namely that the ritual was designed to preserve the Stuart crown after the execution of Charles I, Holmes reads or re-reads (after Brunton) the ritual, traces Brunton, finds him, extrapolates a possible cause of his death in what the jilted Rachel Howells may (or may not) have done, and restores the crown itself. 
This very unusual story has been lucky enough to attract the attention of Peter Brooks, whose well-known analysis in Reading for the Plot starts from Todorov’s positing of the detective story genre itself as what Brooks calls the ‘narrative of narratives’ (1984: 25) in its exemplary demonstration of the relations between sjuzet (inquest) and fabula (crime). Brooks argues that ‘The Musgrave Ritual’ affords the further opportunity to demonstrate, again in a very pure form, the relations between metaphor (the incomprehensible ritual) and metonymy (the plotting out of its meaning both spatially and temporally, the going over again of the ground). 
It’s particularly helpful to the historical-psychoanalytic reading offered in this paper that Brooks’ discussion is further refined by being placed within a Freudian economy of desire, whereby the protagonists’ desire (Brunton’s to obtain, Holmes’s to explain), mapped in turn on to the reader’s desire (to connect everything together, but by diversionary rather than summary means), is the figure of Eros, the pleasure principle, which is shadowed and completed by Thanatos, the Death instinct, in quiescence and closure (the totalising metaphorical meaning that brings the metonymic chain to a halt).  
Brooks also makes the crucial point (and it’s one of the things that makes this story highly unusual) that the fabula of the apparent crime or crimes opens out on to a ‘deeper level of fabula’ (1984: 26), history itself in the form of the (metonymic) Stuart crown which the ritual has accidentally preserved, its meaning to be restored as the history of the abolition and restoration of the monarchy itself. To develop Brooks’ point it might be added that the restoration of the monarchy is positioned as the totalising metaphor of closure that is, in effect, the end of history and that the story neatly positions the complementary beginning of history in its mention of the oak-tree (central to the plot as plotted space) as having been ‘there at the Norman Conquest’ (1950: 109), where history, in the children’s history-book sense, begins.
This opening out on to history itself is indeed unusual for a detective story and that should alert us to the highly unusual way in which that history is mediated and indeed contested in the tale, as proposed below. But we might first mention other unusual features of this tale, which have been well-noted in the important analysis by Nils Clausson in The Victorian Newsletter. 
Two features he singles out for comment are, first, the very unusual nature of the crime or crimes (is throwing stolen property into a lake a crime?) and the fact that the crime that would have been much the more serious (murder as opposed to theft) is very possibly not a crime at all (it might have been an accident) and nor is it solved (the possible murderer has vanished). Secondly, and very pointedly, Clausson observes that in his “solution” of the crime (which, despite noting that it might not have been a crime but an accident, Holmes insists on twice calling a crime) Holmes resorts not to clinical deduction but to melodramatic invention – the recycling of Gothic clichés in his presumed reconstruction of what Brunton’s accomplice Rachel Howells did (or didn’t do) when she found (or didn’t find) her ex-lover in her power.

What smouldering fire had suddenly sprung into flame in this passionate Celtic woman’s soul...? I seemed to see that woman’s figure…flying wildly up the winding stair, with her ears ringing perhaps with the muffled screams from behind her and with the drumming of frenzied hands against the slab of stone which was choking her faithless lover’s life out. (1950: 114)
As Clausson points out, this is exactly what Holmes usually warns sternly against in crime-solving – using fantasy and not deductive logic. Despite the ‘I seemed to see…’ and the ‘perhaps’, this is Holmes as bad novelist and this, as “solution” (as Holmes himself puts it, he must ‘reconstruct this…drama’ (1950: 113)), is what we might describe as the bathetic level of fabula to complement what Brooks calls, as we saw, the ‘deeper level of fabula’ (1984: 26), the “solution” that is recovered and reconstructed history. The two solutions (what it was that Holmes presumes Rachel did, as melodrama, and what the ritual means, as history) come pointedly together as the double-climax to the “plot” at the end (Rachel / Ritual), and one effect of this is to achieve an uneasy collusion between them. Early Modern History – that strange interloper into the Holmesian discursive realm – becomes, because of Holmes’ equally strange excursion into what he normally demonises (fantasy), a history contaminated or melodramatised. 

That process is made clear enough in the last paragraph of the story where we learn that Musgave was, preposterously but appropriately, allowed to pay the British State ‘a considerable sum’ (1950: 116) to keep the Stuart crown as a family heirloom. It’s appropriate because in “real” history that would obviously have been impossible – and the story thus collapses out of history into sentimental melodrama. That collapse is confirmed when Holmes advises Watson, with lordly insouciance, that if he ‘mentioned my name they would be happy to show it [the crown] to you’ (1950: 116).  
Is this a history discursively presented from a royalist or a republican perspective? It is both, and the effect of that is that we have a contested as well as a contaminated history. And the contest between perspectives on or readings of history is complemented by contestation at the level of plot between three men (Rachel is a mere plot-device, her Welshness a thin excuse for an ‘excitable…temperament’ (1950: 101)), the relations between whom are intricately patterned in ways that Eve Sedgwick, in her influential Between Men (1985), characterises as symptomatic in many narratives where male-male relations underpin and shadow the overt hetero-sexually driven plot. 
We start with a pointedly ambivalent gesture, an act of republican mock-regicide or of royalist salute – Holmes’s habit, in what Watson calls ‘one of his queer humours’, of indoor pistol practice, ‘adorn[ing] the opposite wall with a patriotic V.R. done in bullet-pocks’ (1950: 96). ‘Patriotic’ may be an irony lost on Watson. Regina / Regicide / Reginald are signifiers that slide together in this text, as do other names and words. As an ambivalent gesture, Holmes’ pistol practice corresponds to the ambivalence in his relations with officialdom and authority. He represents and enacts (especially for the criminal) state-apparatus style authority (VR as patriotic salute) but he does so by working (in a way that becomes prototypical for later detective fiction) as a free agent, anti-authoritarian in temperament and personal habits and outside the official structures of authority (VR as republican insolence).

The relations between Holmes and Brunton are intricately established from the start. Watson notes that Holmes’ ‘criminal relics’ had a way of ‘wandering into unlikely positions’ (1950: 96) in their lodgings, and that Holmes was, after his ‘remarkable feats’, subject to ‘lethargy during which he would lie about with his violin and his books’(1950: 97). The second word of the text (well discussed by Clausson) is ‘anomaly’ (1950: 96). Brunton, originally the schoolmaster ‘out of place’ (1950: 101), the anomaly of a butler with the habit of ‘wandering into unlikely positions’ (in his case jobs, his master’s easy-chairs, hidden cellars) and with ‘extraordinary gifts – for he can speak several languages and play nearly every musical instrument’, a man of ‘great energy’ who nevertheless ‘lacked energy’ (1950: 101) – is clearly positioned as someone whom Holmes (feats and lethargy contending) cannot but feel threatened by as rival (as if duplicated, as if Brunton makes Holmes feel ‘out of place’) and whom he must follow after ‘upon his trail’ (1950: 110) by, literally, going over the same ground and wandering into unlikely positions. 
Holmes is positioned at the outset as ‘panting’ (1950: 100) for a chance to prove his gifts; Brunton, when we first hear of him, is ‘insatiable’ (1950: 101) about things that Musgrave says shouldn’t concern him. Most striking is the duplication (eventually revealed as such to the alert reader) of the highly emblematic picture at the story’s climax (about which more below): this is prepared for at the outset when Holmes is seen ‘squatting down’ (1950: 97) in front of a large box, throwing back its lid and removing what we then learn are the ‘relics’ of the case that ‘are history’ (1950: 98), and that have wandered into their new position in his box.  
When Holmes describes how the Musgrave case allowed him to ‘trace my first stride toward the position which I now hold’ (1950: 99) he is not only establishing his current position of eminence as duplicate and rival to Musgrave’s social eminence, in an assertion of middle-class brains over upper-class title, but he is also establishing the ground-work (what Brooks means by plot in the geographical sense: something to be paced) of the plot of the story – the tracing and then the duplicating pacing of Brunton’s strides (‘on the right road’ and ‘put[ting] myself in the man’s place’ are the words Holmes uses (1950: 109, 112)) towards the position / place where he can finally discover and out-rival Brunton himself, the lower-class servant who attempted what Brooks calls an ‘attempted change of place’ (1984: 26). 
In his relations with Reginald Musgrave, Holmes is engaged, just as Brunton is, in out-doing, outsmarting the aristocrat, but the contradictory elements in Holmes’s opening account of Musgrave reveal a tension between republican and royalist impulses, as well as contradictions in Holmes’s middle-class professional’s attitude towards this aristocratic (Oxford) college-friend. The first odd note struck is that while Oxford contemporaries disliked Musgrave for his ‘pride’ (Brunton calls himself ‘proud’ (1950: 99, 103)), Holmes considers it rather to be ‘diffidence’. So which is it? Here Holmes aligns himself with a royalist reading, as he does in the same passage where he picks out for comment Musgrave’s ‘keen face’ and ‘keen interest’ (1950: 99) – the word, of course, we would more naturally associate with Holmes and his intelligence. It’s not only that other descriptors of Musgrave in the passage strike a very different note – ‘languid’, ‘suave’, ‘bit of a dandy’ (1950: 99-100) – but the entire plot hangs on the fact that Musgrave and at least most of his ancestors are not keen at all but stupid, specifically stupidly bad readers of the ritual, with none of the ‘clearer insight’ (1950: 107) that Brunton (and Holmes) bring as readers to that text. 
The bad reading is a particularly arrogant kind of obtuseness: the unreflecting assumption that a chain of signifiers can be so completely empty of meaning as to serve just to prop up the succession of a series of male aristocrats coming into their property. Holmes, sensing the opportunity for his career that Musgrave is about to offer him, says that he knew he ‘could succeed where others failed’ (1950: 100): this is in effect what Brunton realises about his employer and his ancestors; as failed readers they give him, the servant, the opportunity to ‘master’ (Holmes’ word) the formula (1950: 108).
Relations are also closely established between Musgrave (Reginald / Rex) and the Stuart kings. This is not only clear from the detail, revealed at the end, that the first Musgrave was ‘the right-hand man of Charles II’ (1950: 115), but is more subtly suggested in Musgrave’s opening remark to Holmes: ‘you probably heard of my poor father’s death… He was carried off about two years ago. Since then I have, of course, had the Hurlstone estates to manage’ (1950: 100). As in the children’s rhyme, this reproduces the seamless transition from Charles I (who was carried off in a rather more brutal sense – off the scaffold) to Charles II. 
The same seamless transition, the editing out of the republic, is shown again in the passage just cited from the last pages. We hear that the first Musgrave was ‘the right-hand man of Charles II in his wanderings’: we have seen how ‘wanderings’ applies both to Holmes and Brunton (and ‘relics’) but the immediate point is that in his wanderings Charles can’t, by definition, yet be called Charles II – but he is, as if there was no intervening republic. In the same passage Holmes observes that ‘the royal party made head in England even after the death of the king’ (1950: 115). And, as in ‘carried off’, we can’t help notice the potential for a ghoulish pun in ‘made head’. 
Peter Brooks’ phrase for Brunton’s crime is ‘attempted usurpation’ (1984: 26) and the word, with its revolutionary implications, is well-chosen. Our next task is to develop those implications, in the light of the patterns traced above between and among the three protagonists and the Stuart kings. 
One starting-point is the word Musgrave uses when outlining to Holmes the mystery of Brunton’s disappearance from the house.  He says it was ‘incredible…that he could have gone away leaving all his property behind him’ (1950: 105) – and ‘property’, with its sense of house and land, allows one to realise that, in effect, what this servant who wants to ‘master’ really wants is his right to assert ownership and power itself, as conventionally represented by property in the form of house and land. And not just the house and land of Hurlstone but, on behalf of his class, the houses and lands of the country. For the logic of the reading advanced in this paper is that Brunton is, in the patternings that we have been exploring, Cromwell. We do well to remember that it was issues of property, in terms of the right to vote, that divided the leaders of the revolution and Commonwealth.
What happens to Brunton because of this presumption to Cromwellian usurpation is the richly emblematic figure presented to Holmes at the end of his tracing of Brunton’s steps. 
It was the figure of a man, clad in a suit of black, who squatted down upon his hams with his forehead sunk upon the edge of the box and his two arms thrown out on each side of it. The attitude had drawn all the stagnant blood to the face, and no man could have recognised that distorted liver-coloured countenance… He had been dead some days. (1950: 112)
We noted earlier that this might have been murder or an accident. Despite Holmes’ coercive reading of it as Rachel’s crime of murder, it doesn’t really matter which, in so far as the emblematic suggestiveness of that picture is more telling than its immediate cause. We also noted earlier that this emblem had been significantly prefigured in the picture at the outset of Holmes ‘squatting down’ in front of a large box, from which he takes out the ‘relics’ of the tale and proceeds to tell it (1950: 97-98).
But Brunton is dead and the details of the position of his head and his arms in relation to the box are unmistakeably those of a man about to be executed. That is, the vengeance meted out to this Cromwell is the duplication of what that Cromwell exacted on Charles I, regicide by execution. This Cromwell, in effect, wanted to usurp Musgrave and Hurlstone; he is punished with Mus/grave as His/grave – when (as if hurled down) the ‘stone…shut Brunton into what had become his sepulchre’ (1950: 114). He, and in effect republicanism, have been buried alive – in a sepulchre, the word with inescapably Christian-royalist connotations: Hamlet uses it about his idolised-deified father (1982: 212). 
We noted that the tale positions Reginald Musgrave as Charles II and his father as Charles I; Brunton-Cromwell’s first name is Richard, the name of Cromwell’s son who succeeded him as Protector and died on his estate at Hursley.
The Musgrave ritual speaks darkly of an ‘it’ (1950: 106-107). First-time readers naturally enough assume that this ‘it’ will be the secret that Holmes will find at the end of his tracing of Brunton’s steps. But the ‘it’ of the ritual (and it is not found by Holmes) is the apparent junk thrown into and then fished out of the lake. The crowning event of the story is Holmes’ recognition or reading of the junk as the Stuart Crown. Instead, the ‘it’ that Holmes actually finds is the buried-alive Brunton. This ‘it’ is, in effect, the haunting dread itself of being buried alive, which was for Freud the crowning example of the uncanny. Nicholas Royle notes that the original German in Freud’s essay speaks of being buried alive as ‘the crown’ in instances of the uncanny (2003: 143).
This discovery by Holmes, of the man buried alive, is the uncanny as the return of the repressed, the repressed being the emblem of the king about to be executed, repressed for good reason, as we saw from the outset of this paper, as the fact of regicide which English history cannot bear to countenance and has to forget.

It may be worth adding here, if only as a suggestion for further critical research beyond the scope of this paper, that there are, in other texts, other representations of the uncanny return of that particularly urgently repressed fact of history, the royal figure about to be executed. One example is at the famous climax of Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter which has been acutely discussed by Larry J. Reynolds in his essay ‘The Scarlet Letter and Revolutions Abroad’ (1985: 44-67; in Hawthorne 2005: 614-632). 

At the end of his Election Sermon Arthur Dimmesdale ‘bowed his head forward on the cushions of the pulpit’ while at that same moment Hester Prynne ‘was standing beside the scaffold of the pillory’ (2005: 158). Reynolds notes that ‘scaffold’ is the word Hawthorne uses for the pillory itself in the tale (‘support me up yonder scaffold’ is what Dimmesdale asks of Hester for his own death-scene (2005: 160)) and that the word generally connoted public beheading, especially in revolutionary contexts (2005: 619-620). 
In a particularly telling example Reynolds cites Marvell’s ‘Horatian Ode’ in which Charles I, on the ‘tragic scaffold’, ‘bowed his comely head / Down, as upon a bed’ (2005: 620). To develop Reynolds’ point, it might be added that Musgrave takes pains to emphasise the ‘handsome’ Brunton’s ‘splendid forehead’ (1950: 101). The regicide, of course, was in 1649 and we can trace the action of The Scarlet Letter and date Dimmesdale’s death to 1649. Reynolds also notes that Hawthorne explicitly connects Hester’s scaffold with ‘the guillotine among the terrorists of France’ (2005: 42, 622), thereby positioning the action of the novel as symbolically re-enacting or returning to (as if uncannily, obsessively) not just one but two regicidal and revolutionary moments. We might add that it’s easy to read The Scarlet Letter as conflicted between libertarian and authoritarian impulses (the latter is clear from the word ‘terrorists’ above), corresponding to the republican and royalist impulses, also co-present in the Marvell Ode, as traced in the Holmes story in this paper.
More immediately relevant to the concerns of this paper are Conan Doyle’s historical novels and the question of his own ambivalent political sympathies. As a Liberal Unionist opposed to Irish Home Rule, Doyle stood unsuccessfully for election in Scotland in 1900 and 1906 but later remarkably changed his mind and was supporting Home Rule in 1911. Catherine Wynne refers pertinently to Doyle’s ongoing struggle to reconcile British imperialism and Irish nationalism (2002: 20, 4). In terms of Doyle’s historical novels (which were to him of much greater value than the Holmes stories), Micah Clarke (1889 – just four years before ‘The Musgrave Ritual’) depicts the Monmouth rebellion with considerable sympathy for the Puritan cause, despite its eventual failure. In both these instances it’s hard to avoid the sense that the official English-ness of Doyle’s public persona (what Wynne calls his striving ‘to become more English than the English themselves’ (2002: 5)) was conflicted against a romantic sympathy for the racially and culturally oppressed and his own buried Celtic identity.
We started with the editing out from history of the revolution, regicide and republic, an act of forgetting, and we noted that the story duplicates this editing on the occasions when it cuts seamlessly (either explicitly or by analogy) between Charles I and Charles II. What we can now say about Brunton is that his act of ‘attempted usurpation’ (Brooks 1984: 26) is an attempt to recover and assert that forgotten history, to insert himself between and among aristocrats or monarchs, in an act that will, in miniature, duplicate and reproduce that history, driven by the same goals as Cromwell’s, republicanism as the desire for what is perceived as just property and propriety. 
Holmes’ last words about the ritual are that Brunton ‘tore its secret out of it and lost his life in the venture’ (1950: 116). In so far as Holmes is also in the business of tearing or at least teasing secrets out of family mysteries (and Brunton’s tearing-out is nothing of the kind but only an act of good reading), it’s difficult not to feel that the one ambitious secret-solver, following in closely patterned detail ‘upon [the] trail’ (1950: 110) of the other, is a duplicated figure embodying the – in Holmes’ case at least partly repressed – republican impulses that literature as well as history prefers to forget.   
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