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Abstract
Geography occupies a central role in The Murderer’s Ape (2014/2017), a Swedish 
children’s novel by Jakob Wegelius. Drawing on theories of critical literary geogra-
phy, the article is an analysis of the novel’s geography and an exploration of how the 
narrative shapes and produces place and space. The analysis shows that the narrative 
both represents and challenges colonial power structures through the production of 
place and space. Methodologically, three complementary approaches are utilized: 
analyzing the visual maps in the endpapers, visualizing the novel’s geography by 
means of GIS-generated maps, and mapping the verbal narrative.

Keywords  Children’s literature · Literary geography · Postcolonialism · Power · 
Subversion · Mapping

My eyes searched here and there and eventually found Bhapur. It was a small 
princedom almost at the top of the map and at the foot of the Himalayas, in the 
part of India called the Punjab. I worked out that it must be about eight hun-
dred miles from Karachi to Bhapur, and if the train kept a speed of thirty-five 
miles an hour we would be there within twenty-four hours. (Jakob Wegelius, 
2014/2017, p. 278)

The searching eyes belong to Sally Jones, the gorilla narrator of the Swedish 
novel The Murderer’s Ape by Wegelius (2014/2017). On her way to India to solve 
a crime, she is betrayed, tricked and sold to a British industrialist who plans to give 
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her to an Indian prince, the maharaja of Bhapur. By reading, measuring and com-
prehending a map of British India, she verbally maps a part of India, allowing the 
reader to reconstruct her travel route and connect the narrative to the visual map 
enclosed in the novel’s endpapers. In the narrative’s colonial setting in the 1920s 
or 1930s, maps have symbolic value. As Anderson (2014, p. 164) points out, geo-
graphical maps have “profoundly shaped the way in which the colonial state imag-
ined its dominion.” Maps are also a fundamental part of early adventure fiction, a 
literary form associated with the ideologies of British colonialism (cf. Bradford, 
2007; Bushell, 2015; Posti, 2017). When Sally Jones reads the map, however, it is 
not to territorialize and conquer. In Wegelius’ universe, Sally Jones is a citizen of 
the world, and neither colonizer nor colonized. She uses the map to gain freedom 
and subvert power. It is this relationship between geography and power that will 
explored in this article.

The novel blends detective and adventure novel elements with those of a political 
thriller while also incorporating fantastic features. The rich illustrations and short 
chapters, the adventure plot and the gorilla narrator appeal to young readers; mean-
while, the political plot, the adult environment and social issues, the historical ref-
erences as well as the advanced vocabulary and the novel’s complex structure and 
different diegetical levels appeal to more mature readers. The Murderer’s Ape opens 
on the ship Hudson Queen in the harbor of Lisbon. Here, Sally Jones sits at a type-
writer and documents her adventures over the last 4  years. She recounts how she 
and her human companion Henry Koskela were entangled in a political plot that led 
to Koskela’s conviction for the murder of Alphonse Morro, whose body was never 
found. She recounts how she was hunted as a murderer’s ape in Lisbon’s Alfama 
district, but made friends with the fado singer Ana Molina. And she recounts how 
she discovered that Morro was still alive, and traveled to India to find him; how she 
was tricked by a man she had considered her friend, and given to the maharaja of 
Bhapur; how she became the maharaja’s friend and was eventually reunited with 
Ana, returned to Lisbon, found Morro and freed Koskela.

The Murderer’s Ape’s themes of power and geography have both been the topic 
of critical discussion. In their analysis of professional and young readers’ responses 
to digital texts, Palo and Manderstedt (2019) focus on the main character Sally 
Jones, specifically her intersectionality. They argue that while the gorilla narrator 
belongs to several marginalized groups—animals, women, working class—she nev-
ertheless transgresses such categories, and thus “Sally Jones proffers a vantage point 
for evaluating the categories and boundaries that define the other characters” (Palo 
and Manderstedt, 2019, p. 132). Posti also examines the gorilla’s intersectionality, 
arguing that Wegelius is creatively reformulating an alterity discourse (2017, p. 
194). She analyzes the novel’s prequel The Legend of Sally Jones with reference to 
The Murderer’s Ape and reads Wegelius’ universe as a critique of colonialism and a 
rewriting of the adventure novel genre (2017, p. 195). Another approach is taken by 
Lyngstad and Samoilow (2022, forthcoming) who argue that the novel can be read 
as an expression of a cosmopolitical ideal in the tradition of Goethe. Geography 
is identified as an important aspect of the novel in two reception studies (Johnsrud 
2020; Palo & Manderstedt 2018). Remarkably, Palo and Manderstedt (2018) found 
that none of the readers in their study commented on the illustrations of the maps 
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in the endpapers. However, there exists as yet no in-depth analysis. This article will 
contribute to the discussions on power, colonialism and subversion that especially 
Posti and Palo and Manderstedt have begun. However, instead of focusing on the 
narrator, the novel’s geography is under scrutiny. This will also allow for a contribu-
tion to the field of literary geography in children’s fiction, and to introduce visual 
mapping as a tool for literary analysis—a so-far largely neglected field in children’s 
literature research (cf. Pavlik and Bird, 2017).

The main argument is that geography and power are closely linked in the novel, 
and that the narrative constructs the utopia of a free world without borders and hier-
archies. One of the novel’s main subversive strategies is to produce two competing 
senses of space: colonial and global. By drawing on theories related to what liter-
ary geographer Andrew Thacker (2017) terms a critical literary geography, I argue 
that the novel presents and ultimately challenges colonialism through its construc-
tion of place and space. Thacker suggests we should ask “complex questions about 
space and power, and how space and geography affect literary forms and styles” 
(Thacker, 2017, p. 33). The literary critic should draw on various critical concepts 
and examine multiple geographical aspects in a narrative—including how places are 
represented, how spatial aspects are influenced by social space (such as layout and 
narrative form) and how maps function in the narrative. In this way the critic should 
“analyze the spatial histories revealed in text and […] use this geographical knowl-
edge to understand further the meanings of texts” (Thacker, 2017, p. 36) while not 
reducing the text to a cultural artefact. Inspired by Thacker’s approach, the produc-
tion of space (Lefebvre, 1974/1991) will be explored through a multi-methodolog-
ical approach: the starting point is a visual analysis of the maps in the endpapers, 
detailing how they create colonial space while challenging it at the same time. To 
get a more exact idea of the novel’s geography, how the narrative produces differ-
ent senses of place and space and how geography and power are interconnected, the 
novel will be mapped by plotting the text’s toponyms (place names) on a map with 
the help of the geographical information system ArcGis. Thirdly, the verbal narra-
tive is mapped as well.

Geography and Power

The idea of the production of space is developed by the French Marxist thinker 
Henry Lefebvre in The Production of Space (La production de l’espace) 
(1974/1991). A key notion is that our spatial reality is not a given, but rather a social 
construct, and so historically and culturally marked. Therefore, the “object of inter-
est must be expected to shift from things in space to the actual production of space” 
(Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 37). Space is produced by three different, but interde-
pendent and dialogical elements: (1) social practices in actual locations (perceived 
space), (2) representations of space (conceived space), and (3) representational 
spaces (lived space) which Lefebvre describes as “space as directly lived through 
its associated images and symbols” (Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 39). In the case of our 
novel, colonial space is produced by a combination of actual, perceivable spaces 
(e.g. Lisbon and India), by representations of space (the maps in the endpapers), 
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and by the way places are symbolically marked and defined as colonial space (e.g. 
through the naming of places that marks them as British). Of course, Lefebvre’s 
triad cannot be directly transferred to the realm of fiction. In fiction, there is no real 
space, only its referent; the fictional work is already a representation, complicating 
the idea of perceived, conceived and lived spaces. However, it is enlightening to 
study the way perception, conception and living are represented in the narrative. 
Furthermore, conceived space is doubled in fiction: it is both represented through 
the narrative, and conceived in the reader’s imagination. The reader’s involvement 
is especially important in the context of children’s literature; as Peter Hunt (2015, p. 
23) says, space is a “negotiation […] between the adult writer and the child reader”. 
Lefebvres’ theory complicates the conceptual distinction between the idea of an 
empty and abstract space and a more specific place, two key concepts in literary 
geographies (cf. Thacker, 2017).1 For the purposes of this article, place is defined as 
concrete, meaningful and plottable, while space is used in a wider ideological sense: 
colonial and global.

Mapping the Novel—Methodological Considerations

The methodology for the visualized mapping of the novel is influenced by Italian 
literary critic Franco Moretti. In Atlas of the European Novel, Moretti (1998) devel-
ops a method for mapping authorships and genres by plotting toponyms on a map. 
The maps he creates do not merely show where a narrative is set. Rather, they are 
“analytical tools that pose new questions, and force you to look for new answers” 
(Moretti, 1998, p. 4). Moretti explains his method in straightforward terms: “you 
select a textual feature, find the data, put them on paper—and then you look at the 
map. In the hope that the visual construct will be more than the sum of its parts: that 
it will show a shape, a pattern that may add something to the information that went 
into making it” (1998, p. 13). Thus, mapping does not merely involve plotting places 
on a map, but requires close interaction with and analysis of the text.

I began mapping The Murderer’s Ape by marking every toponym in the text. 
Inspired by the classification of places developed by Piatti et al. (2009) in the pro-
ject A Literary Atlas of Europe, I differentiated between places of action, projected 
places (that characters remember or dream of) and markers (places that are merely 
mentioned).2 On the basis of the gathered data, I compiled a number of lists com-
prising the place names, their frequency and the associated geographic coordinates 
(longitude and latitude). The lists corresponded to the following questions: Where 
does the action take place? What does the novel’s complete geography look like 

1  Lefebvre himself did not go into detail on the distinction between space and place, and it has become 
a highly contentious topic in critical discussion. For example, Andrew Merrifield (1993) conceptualizes 
the two concepts in the article “Place and Space: a Lefebvrian Reconciliation”.
2  I also carried out a frequency analysis using the original Swedish text. For the purpose of the argument 
in the article, I found the simple maps sufficient.
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when every place name mentioned in the text is included? What is the geography of 
India and Lisbon? What does the characters’ geography look like?

The list was then connected to the ArcGis map-generating database, using a base 
map from 1939 with borders that should—for the most part—match the borders of 
the novel’s setting. With the exception of the maps over India and Lisbon, I marked 
cities and countries, but not streets.

Several issues arose during the process. For one thing, many of the places Sally 
Jones visits on her travels are merely mentioned, and function as markers. I have 
nevertheless chosen to map them as part of the narrative. Also, places are frequently 
both places of action and projected places, e.g. when the narrator recalls an earlier 
point in the narrative. I have mapped such places as places of action. The mapping of 
large areas—such as oceans, rivers, deserts or whole continents—was also an issue, 
as such places cannot be mapped accurately. I have therefore omitted them from the 
map; in this way, the novel’s actual geography goes beyond what can be visualized. 
Finally, there is the matter of fictional places. Almost all places in The Murderer’s 
Ape refer to actual locations, but there are two places I could not locate: the maha-
raja’s palace and Agiere. Both are central to the narrative. The novel informs us that 
the palace is in Bhapur in India, and that Agiere lies along the river Zezere, not 
far from Constancia, Santarem. I have thus mapped these toponyms to represent the 
novel’s two fictional places.

The kind of mapping I have conducted has drawn some criticism for overrating 
the objectivity of the method (cf. Thacker, 2017). However, the maps are not used 
out of quasi-positivist ambition; their purpose is to show the connection between 
geography and power, one of the narrative’s central themes, and to provide addi-
tional insights for the analysis of the novel as well as how the novel’s geography cor-
responds to the historical geography. I stress the importance of combining mapping 
with text reading throughout and the self generated maps should be considered as 
complementary to the other analysis.

The Geography of The Murderer’s Ape

The first and last thing that meets the reader’s eye upon opening and closing the 
book are the maps in the endpapers (Fig. 1).

Together, these maps display parts of Europe, Africa and Asia, mainly India. 
They blend abstract, topographical, and pictorial elements to show varying land-
scapes as well as a symbolic representation of the places from an oblique angle—
an angle often seen in children’s literature (Goga, 2015). A number of places are 
indexed, travel routes are traced with dotted lines in different colors, and some 
places are marked with a red dot. The maps thus fulfill the three basic functions 
that Sundmark (2019) assigns to maps in children’s literature—namely “to pro-
duce an imaginative space for the reader […] reference the main events of the 
storyline, as well as index the places in which these occur” (p. 123). The place 
indexing makes it easier for young readers to follow the main character’s travel 
route. As is typical of maps for children, pictorial representation is granted prece-
dence over topographical accuracy (Sundmark, 2019)—some regions are marked 
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with relatively high detail, while others are very generally labeled, e.g. “Europe” 
or “Africa”. There is no scale reference and no compass rose. The maps’ scale is 
disproportional; the whale tail, for instance, is as large as Portugal. Meanwhile, 
Portugal’s borders are unclear, but it seems disproportionally large compared to 
Spain. Another typical feature for maps in children’s books is that the novel’s 
maps are supplemented by images that partly foreshadow the plot and portray the 
most important means of transport (Goga, 2015)—boat and plane, in this case. 
The text in the corner boxes explains how the maps should be read and once again 
establishes the travel route.

A major point in literary geography, as well as in the field of critical cartog-
raphy, is that maps never represent reality as it is. Building on deconstructionist 
theory, particularly Jacques Derrida, J. B. Harley urges us to “read between the 
lines of the map—‘in the margins of the text’—and through its tropes to discover 
the silences and contradictions that challenge the apparent honesty of the image. 
We begin to learn that cartographic facts are only facts within a specific cultural 
perspective” (Harley, 2002/1989, p. 153). A map is always ideological, and it is 
therefore essential to examine what is visualized in what way, and what is hidden. 

Fig. 1   The maps shown are in the front and back endpapers of the Swedish novel
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When we look at the maps in Wegelius’ novel, what we see visualized is colonial 
space. The maps display a famous route between the Mediterranean and India via 
the Suez Canal, which opened in 1869 and “figures prominently in the story of 
colonialism” (Page and Sonnenburg, 2003, p. 662). Several of the marked places 
on the travel route are central to colonial history. As Goga (2015, p. 134) points 
out, maps not only represent space, but express ideas and experiences of time. 
In The Murderer’s Ape the maps’ artistic arrangement lends them historical flair 
and brings to mind other products for children—particularly board games, which 
themselves contribute to an Orientalist discourse (Robinson, 2014) and to a “nos-
talgia for empire” that, as Said (1993, p. 12) stresses, “we must take stock of”. 
This reference is enhanced by the images, which exoticize the Middle East and 
India through depictions of a tiger, camels and a person living in a tent. While 
the maps can thus be said to participate in colonial discourse, they also engage 
in another discourse: that of a free, global world. The maps do not show borders 
and thus do not present the biopolitical power structures of the narrative’s time, 
instead creating a world that is free to travel.

This challenging discourse grows more pronounced when we compare the 
written narrative’s geography with the maps in the endpapers. The maps in the 
endpapers focus on the travel part of the narrative, and the geography they depict 
mostly overlaps with the geography of the “map of action” (Fig. 2) I have created 
myself:

As this map shows, the narrative references far more place names than the end-
paper maps, and the narrative’s level of geographic specification is higher. Further-
more, as we can see when we compare the authorial maps in the book with this 
reader map, not all of the places marked on the maps in the endpapers are actu-
ally part of the action; London, Paris and Marseille are not actual plot settings, but 
merely markers and projected places. London is given a particularly prominent 
place in the endpapers, both marked and referred to in the text box. In the narra-
tive itself, London is merely mentioned several times as part of the backstory. 

Fig. 2   Map of action
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It is where Sally Jones and Koskela take on cargo bound for the Azores, a place 
they never reach because a storm forces them to anchor in Lisbon. The inclusion 
of London on the map has two effects: it anchors the geography for the reader by 
providing a well-known place, and it visualizes that although Lisbon is the narra-
tive’s geographical starting point, it is not Sally’s point of departure, making the 
novel’s classical home—away—home structure ambivalent (Lyngstad & Samoilow, 
2022, forthcoming).

From a cultural point of view, the subordinate role Great Britain plays as a geo-
graphical place in the novel is striking. As Moretti points out, the literary geogra-
pher can reveal two things: “what could be in the novel—and what actually is there” 
(Moretti, 1998, p. 13). In light of Great Britain’s historical position and its rela-
tionship with India, one could expect it to be a central place, even a power center. 
Instead, Wegelius makes Lisbon and thus Portugal the novel’s geographical center—
a nation that lost its economic and colonial power in 1822, with the independence of 
Brazil (Page and Sonnenburg, 2003, p. 484).

While the plot centers on Lisbon, India and the travel route between these places, 
the novel’s complete geographical scope is much grander. In total, I have plotted 107 
toponyms (including street names), covering every continent on the globe (Fig. 3).

Piatti et al. point out that “the distribution of topographic markers will provide 
an idea of the geography of an author, a genre of literature, or a certain time period” 
(2009, p. 186). What the map reveals, then, is that the world of the 1920s and 1930s 
is imagined as globally connected. At the same time, some places are far more dom-
inant than others. The novel’s geography thus produces both a global and a colonial 
sense of space.

Fig. 3   The novel’s complete geography
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Shaping a Global Sense of Space: Lisbon

While the endpapers highlight the novel’s spaciousness, the narrative itself begins 
in a specific place: on the ship Hudson Queen in Lisbon’s Alfama district harbor. 
Most of the novel’s plot in parts one and three is set in this city. The sole exception 
is Sally Jones’ and Koskelas’ trip to Algiere, where they take on cargo that turns out 
to be weapons intended to aid a royalist plot to overthrow Portugal’s republican gov-
ernment and reinstall King Manuel; this episode leads to the Hudson Queen being 
damaged and run aground and eventually to Koskelas’ arrest for murder. Other than 
this, the narrator concentrates on Lisbon, which is described in lush and vivid detail 
to create a strong sense of place.

A close-up of the map of Lisbon (Fig. 4) reveals that the narrative describes the 
city with a high level of topographical detail. And indeed, the narrative invokes a 
sense of walking through the city streets, particularly those of the Alfama district. 
This level of specification is unusual for realistic children’s fiction. Swedish chil-
dren cannot be expected to have detailed knowledge about Lisbon, or to be famil-
iar with the language reflected in these place names. As a consequence, while the 
topographic specification makes the novel hyperrealistic, it also emphasizes the dis-
tance between the reader and the narrative’s geography. As Jon Hegglund (2012, 
p. 10) points out in his geographical exploration of modernist postcolonial novels, 
an “overload of geographical detail [has] the effect, ironically, of denaturalizing the 
‘background’ spaces of fiction”. At the same time, however, the frequent repetition 

Fig. 4   Map of Lisbon, extract
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of place names—the Rua de São Tomé, for example, is mentioned 26 times—goes 
some way towards renaturalizing these places. In combination with multiple descrip-
tions, the novel’s place names give the impression of Lisbon as a lively and compact 
city; the notion of close proximity is underscored by the characters moving through 
the city either by foot or by tram.

In the novel, Lisbon is shown to be a city divided. On the one hand, it is a place 
of high culture and grandeur, boasting numerous churches, opera and theater houses 
and other landmarks that hark back to Lisbon’s former maritime and colonial power. 
On the other, the city’s colonial and cultural greatness finds a contrast in the poor 
Alfama district, where the largest part of the novel’s action takes place. In the begin-
ning of the novel, the district is described as follows:

Our mooring in the harbor was below the Alfama district, a poor quarter of 
the city, sleepy by day and full of danger by night. No one batted an eye at the 
Siamese twins who sold shoelaces on Rua de São Pedro, nor the Devil Dancers 
from the Pepper Coast who were to be found in the darkest alleyways when the 
moon was waning. In Alfama they didn’t even bat an eye at an ape in a boiler 
suit, and that was good for me. (Wegelius, 2014/2017, p. 7)

Poor, seedy and full of suspicious individuals, Alfama is the perfect place for 
plotting crimes, political conspiracies and deceit. As Moretti (1998, p. 35) under-
scores: “Each genre possesses its own space, then—and each space its own genre”, 
stressing the importance of literary space and place. Alfama’s dark and scary har-
bor is necessary for Wegelius’ crime plot, which leads to Alphonse Morro’s dis-
appearance and Koskela’s arrest. However, though Alfama is depicted as danger-
ous at night, the real danger lies in the richer parts of the city. This is where the 
bishop—the leader of the royalist terrorists—resides. Meanwhile, the Alfama dis-
trict becomes Sally Jones’ home and allows her to make friends. It is a place for 
the powerless, the underdogs—and thus a place for subversion. The novel presents 
Lisbon both as a form of critical spatial practice—a city environment critiqued and 
reshaped by means of the characters’ movement through it—and as representational 
space that encodes values and cultural practices. The sense of the city grows out of 
the combination of these presentations of space.

As argued earlier, the novel creates both a colonial and a global sense of space. 
This also applies to the depiction of Lisbon. The city holds a number of colonial 
remnants, including the above-mentioned buildings, and on two occasions, the 
text refers to Portuguese colonies: when Ana Molina—the poor fabric worker and 
fado singer who rescues Sally Jones and becomes her friend—is writing to her sis-
ter, a missionary in Africa, and when the doctor who diagnoses Alphonse Morro 
with malaria refers to his time in Angola, one of Portugal’s largest colonies at the 
time. There is only a single explicit reference to Portugal as an empire, however; 
when Alphonse Morro in a letter reveals how he got entangled with the terrorists 
and where he was after Koskela’s arrest, he writes that he took a boat to “the Por-
tuguese colony of Goa”. It is remarkable that there are no other direct references to 
Portuguese colonialism, particularly considering that it was the Portuguese explorer 
Vasco da Gama’s discovery of the sea route to India that made European imperial-
ism possible (Page and Sonnenburg, 2003, p. 159). The novel’s travel route (Figs. 1 
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and 2) retraces da Gama’s route from 1497, adapted for late imperialism: from Lis-
bon along the African coast to India, but through the Suez Canal. However, these 
traces of colonialism—which can hardly be expected by a child reader with little 
knowledge of colonial history—depict Portugal as a former colonial power at most. 
The trivialisation of Portugal’s role in European imperialism is underlined in Kochi 
in India, where Sally Jones learns that the Portugese founded the city, “But now the 
only time you hear Portuguese spoken is among the seamen in the harbor” (Wege-
lius, 2014/2017, p. 408). The novel deliberately depicts Portugal as an underdog 
rather than a major imperialistic force, even though the country still held an exten-
sive colonial empire in the 1920s and 1930s, and upheld colonial policies through-
out the reign of totalitarian prime minister António de Oliveira Salazar (1932–1968) 
(Page and Sonnenburg, 2003, p. 516).

Rather than the impression of being a seat of colonial power, the novel’s Lisbon 
gives the reader what Massey (1991) calls a global sense of place. Its harbor holds 
ships from around the globe, turning the city into an international hub. It is a place 
to meet people from all over the world: Koskela is Finnish, Ana’s neighbour Signor 
Fidardo is Italian, Sally Jones meets the American-Italian musician Fabulous For-
zini at Signor Fidardo’s place, and Sally Jones hires her passage to India on the Irish 
ship Song of Limmerick. Lisbon’s diversity is so immense that people don’t even 
take note of a gorilla. At the same time, the names of places and people—Rua de 
São Pedro, Jorge, Eliza Gomez, Raoul Garetta and so on—as well as the focus on 
fado singing also give the reader a culture-specific impression. Overall, the narrative 
presents Lisbon as a positive, multicultural place. There are violent political power 
disputes between the republicans, the royalists and the anarchists who killed Mor-
ro’s fiancé, but Lisbon—and by extention Portugal—is not depicted as an abuser of 
power.

Shaping Colonial Space and Challenging It: India

Like Lisbon, India is portrayed as an international and global hub. However, while 
colonial traces are marginal in the depiction of Lisbon, in India the reader meets 
British India. Upon arrival in Bombay, the Song of Limmerick anchors at the Queen 
Victoria Dock, and later departs from the King Albert Dock. When Sally Jones is 
taken hostage and put on the train, she reads the sign Great Indian Peninsula Rail-
way (written in English in the Swedish original text). Underneath the railroad sign is 
a map of British India. Throughout the Indian narrative, place names mark India as 
British territory. The colonial presence is depicted critically, and the novel simulta-
neously evokes colonial discourse and subversion.

The Indian map of action (Fig. 5) shows that the novel creates a different sense of 
space in India than it does in Lisbon.

In contrast to the compressed city space of Lisbon, India is presented as a vast 
subcontinent. While the number of place names is similar, the Indian toponyms des-
ignate regions, excepting only the streets and districts of Kochi. The sense of size 
is further enhanced by the changing landscapes Sally Jones travels through—from 
crowded cities to jungle to desert-like strips of land. In Lisbon, the characters move 
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around the city quickly by foot and tram, but in India, movement is slow and never 
conducted by foot. Here, Sally Jones travels by train, plane, boat or—in Kochi—by 
rickshaw.

Both the impression of vastness and that of India’s state as a colony are under-
lined by Sally Jones’ train travel and repeated readings of maps, as both maps 
and the railway function as symbolic markers of colonialism. The Indian railway, 
financed by the British, was one of the greatest communication revolutions dur-
ing the colonial period (Page and Sonnenburg, 2003, p. 135); it played a vital 
part in the British exploitation of the subcontinent. As has been mentioned, maps 
are an important instrument of colonial power. They “were not merely neutral 
representations of imperial territory; by submitting these territories to the com-
mon language of latitude and longitude, they forced the heterogenity and chaos 
of far-flung colonial places into a seamless graticule of abstract, instrumentalized 
space” (Hegglund, 2012, p. 88). Like the naming of places, maps turn places—
in all their individuality and heterogenity—into territorial property that can be 
owned by a foreign power.

Fig. 5   Map of India



13

1 3

Children’s Literature in Education (2024) 55:1–19	

Sally Jones employs maps to plot her travel route and calculate distances. 
While the visual maps in the novel do not disclose distances, the narrative does; 
the protagonist’s approximate travel time—which later proves to be a week rather 
than the initially assumed 24  h—also allows readers to imagine the large dis-
tances involved. However, she uses maps not to gain dominion, but rather to navi-
gate freely in the world. On several instances, she studies maps to calculate water 
depth and ensure safe sailing. When she is a prisoner in the maharaja’s palace, 
she reads maps to help her plan her escape. In this context, it is telling that when 
she is taken prisoner upon leaving Lisbon, “someone is leaning on the map table” 
(Wegelius, 2014/2017, p. 201), thus obscuring the geography and symbolically 
taking away Sally’s freedom of movement. In the novel’s narrative structure, the 
map is not a sign of imperialism, but undermines it by granting personal freedom.

The Rulers and the Ruled: The Indian Maharaja and His Territory

All of the main characters’ individual freedom is linked to geography and mobil-
ity in some way. The narrator Sally Jones is a globetrotter who seeks freedom 
through geographical knowledge. Henry Koskela loses his freedom by being locked 
in prison, immobile. Ana Molina’s movement is initially restricted to her home in 
the Rua de São Tomé and her work place, a shoe factory in Alcanterra. After Sally 
Jones scares off Ana’s abusive boyfriend Jorge in chapter 19, Ana liberates herself 
from her constraints, dramatically expanding her geography first within Lisbon and 
eventually in the world, as does her fado. In “A Global Sense of Place”, geographer 
Massey (1991) analyses what she calls the power geometry of social groups and 
their position in and relations to the globalized world: “Different social groups have 
distinct relationships to this anyway differentiated mobility: some people are more 
in charge of it than others; some initiate flows and movement, others don’t; some 
are more on the receiving-end of it than others; some are effectively imprisoned by 
it” (1991, p. 26). Sally Jones is both in charge of mobility, and restricted through 
repeated imprisonment. Ana Molina moves from imprisonment to being in charge 
of more than her own mobility; she initiates global movement through her music. 
Her voice spreads and becomes famous not merely in Lisbon, but the entire world, 
and when Sally Jones is imprisoned at the maharaja’s palace, it is Ana’s music—her 
voice—that eventually leads to Sally’s liberation.

In this perspective, the maharaja is the most interesting character. He is the 
most complex person in the novel from both a cultural and literary perspective. 
Indian princes played a complex role in the power dynamics of colonial India; 
they held relatively autonomous power over their territories, and their coopera-
tion with the British is considered a vital factor in the success of British impe-
rialism. In India’s Princely States, historians Ernst and Pati (2007) suggest that 
the British granted Indian princes a measure of governmental power to prevent a 
“striving toward independence”, and so “encouraged Indian rulers to conceive of 
themselves, against the odds of their actual political impotence, as potent heads 
of independent states”. Thus, as a cultural figure, the maharaja in The Murderer’s 
Ape is ambivalent: ruler and subject at the same time. As a fictional character, 
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he is the most dynamic person in the novel. In her analysis of Sally Jones, Posti 
(2017) stresses that Wegelius intentionally activates stereotypes in order to 
undermine them. This becomes very clear in the depiction of the maharaja. 
Indian rulers are often reductively described as cruel despots or British puppets 
(cf. Ernst and Pati, 2007, p. 2), and initially, Wegelius presents the maharaja in a 
wholly negative way. He is obscenely rich and treats his fellow humans as objects 
to be used as he likes—from the women he imports to populate his zenana to 
the ministers whose fate he decides based on their ability to play chess. His evil 
inclinations and his relative power over the British are shown when the greedy 
businessman Mr. Thursgood—who gives Sally Jones to him in hopes of gaining 
permission to search for diamonds in the maharaja’s territory—is humiliated and 
sent away after losing to the gorilla in a game of chess. The narrator comments 
that there is “something cruel about the smile that played on his full sensual 
lips” (Wegelius, 2014/2017, p. 302), and even the maharaja’s mother calls him a 
“tyrant”, describing him as “a stupid bully and an incurable sensualist. Just like 
his father and his father’s father” (2014/2017, p. 328). The references to cruelty 
and sensuality evoke Western stereotypes of the Oriental, as analyzed by Said in 
both Orientalism (1978) and Culture & Imperialism (1993). In the latter, Said 
remarks sarcastically: “Statements like ‘The Hindu is inherently untruthful and 
lacks moral courage’ were expression of wisdom” (Said, 1993, p. 193). Further-
more, the maharaja acts irrationally and impulsively and prefers to spend his time 
pursuing pleasure rather than governing his princedom and helping his starving 
subjects. He only listens to his ministers on Mondays, and he does so while sit-
ting on a throne that is a toilet in disguise, allowing him to relieve himself after 
the weekend’s heavy drinking and eating. The hyperbolic depiction of the maha-
raja and the grotesque description of his toilet throne all serve to paint him in 
a negative and stereotypical light. However, during the course of the narrative, 
the maharaja gets more complex and eventually becomes Sally Jones’ friend. His 
development as a character is closely linked to his geographic mobility.

While the maharaja is in control of his territory and the people living on his 
land, his own geography is remarkably limited. The two maps of the maharaja—
one map visualizes his movements, while the other shows his connections to the 
world by cultural and commercial exchange—show his lack of mobility but also 
global connection (Fig. 6).

The maps expose a discrepancy between the maharaja’s physical mobility and 
his actual involvement with the world. Although he owns means of transport: sev-
eral Rolls Royces, a private train station, a luxurious boat and—eventually—a 
plane, he never moves beyond the borders of India. His restricted mobility sym-
bolizes his limited power in British India; he is, as Massey might put it, impris-
oned by imperialism. On the other hand, he initiates global movement. As the 
second map shows, the maharaja is globally connected: he learned chess from a 
German master, plays British cricket, and buys pearls from Bahrain, chocolate 
from Belgium and champagne from France. He is obsessed with music and gos-
sip from Europe and America, and his wives come from Los Angeles, Milano and 
Paris, among other places. The maharaja, like all of India, is what Bhabha (2004) 
calls a cultural hybrid.
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His lack of mobility is also symbolic of the maharaja’s character: he lacks 
perspective, and thus neglects the needs of the people he rules over. When he 
acquires a plane and begins to fly over his princedom with Sally Jones as a navi-
gator, he gains new perspectives and learns to see the people around him as 
human beings. Initially, the plane is just one of his hobbies, serving his pleasure 
alone:

Our flights crisscrossed the whole of Bhapur, and we were often away from 
early morning to late evening. Very soon all the maharaja’s subjects had 

Fig. 6   The maharaja’s maps
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seen his plane more than once. If we landed in a field or meadow to eat 
lunch we would quickly be surrounded by a small crowd. The maharaja 
usually behaved as though they didn’t exist. Dirty children, thin women 
and men bowed and worn by toil seemed to affect him badly. Deep down I 
believe he was rather afraid of them. (Wegelius, 2014/2017, p. 351)

On these early trips, the maharaja gains an overview of his territory as abstract 
space, and regards the people who live there—his subjects—as objects that he does 
not wish to come near, and that he may even fear. In Lefebvrian terms, he conceives 
space. However, after an emergency landing in a small village near the border to 
Patiala, that space gains meaning, and he perceives space as well. The land becomes 
more than owned property for him; it becomes lived practice. Unable to continue 
the trip, he and Sally Jones are forced to spend time in the village, where the vil-
lagers provide them with food, shelter and help with the repairs. The maharaja is 
disgusted by the food and refuses to eat; when he returns to the palace, however, 
he orders his ministers to dig a well and build houses: “’You do understand what I 
mean, don’t you?’ The maharaja snapped angrily. ‘The next time I have to make an 
emergency landing in that village I want it to be a bit more comfortable’” (Wegelius, 
2014/2017, p. 352). Although his alleged reason is egocentric, his double motive is 
clear. Through his interaction with the villagers, the maharaja begins to see his sub-
jects as fellow human beings, and his land as a place where people live their daily 
life, nourished by the soil they inhabit.

Constructing the Utopia of Free Globalism: Closing Remarks

Travel lies at the heart of the novel. Sally Jones is in transit in Lisbon, she travels 
to India, and she explores parts of India with the maharaja. As argued, Wegelius 
establishes two rival senses of space. In her reading of The Legend of Sally Jones, 
Posti (2017, p. 195) asserts that Wegelius rewrites the colonially influenced adven-
ture genre by evoking and undermining it at the same time. My geographic analysis 
in this article confirms and expands this assertion. In Wegelius’ novel, travel is not 
connected with conquest; it is instead a source of knowledge linked to the human-
istic ideal of Bildung.3 The Murderer’s Ape de-emphasizes the idea of nations and 
national territory as well as cultural boundaries. In her study on settlement narra-
tives in children’s fiction, Bradford (2007) finds that place is infused with cultural 
specificities and liminal places where culture is negotiated. In The Murderer’s Ape, 
however, space and place are political, but rarely culture-specific; we have the nam-
ing of places, fado singing and Signor Fidardo’s Italian temper, but culture is never 
depicted as a boundary. Neither is language; the novel’s characters always under-
stand each other perfectly—a more fantastic element than even the gorilla narrator.

The catalyst of the novel’s intercultural communication is the narrator herself. In 
their reading of the novel, Palo and Manderstedt (2019, p. 129) stress the subversive 

3  This is the main argument Anne Berit Lyngstad and I make in a forthcoming article.



17

1 3

Children’s Literature in Education (2024) 55:1–19	

power inherent in Sally Jones’ intersectionality: “In Wegelius’s fictional society, 
what would have been inappropriate for human beings emerges as a cross-border 
that creates opportunities beyond gender”—and let me add,  beyond culture and 
nationality, as well. Through Sally’s eyes, the reader sees the colonial world from 
the viewpoint of someone who is neither colonizer nor colonized and has no inter-
est in conquest, borders or territory. Both the non-colonial rewriting of the adven-
ture genre and the construction of a utopia in which globalism is freedom are also 
reflected in the undermining of the home-away-home structure (cf. Lyngstad and 
Samoilow, 2022,  forthcoming). Early on, the narrator establishes herself as home-
less in the sense of not having an origin: “Most of my kind live in Africa, in the 
thick jungle along the banks of the Congo River, and that’s probably where I origi-
nally came from. I don’t know how I ended up among people, and I probably never 
shall know” (Wegelius, 2014/2017, p. 3). She may have been born somewhere along 
the Congo, but that is not where she belongs, and she is not at home among her kind. 
She is not African, as Posti (2017, p. 191) suggests; she transcends any cultural ori-
gin. Sally Jones is anchored not by heritage or nationality, but by her friendships 
with people from around the world: the Finnish captain Koskela, the Portuguese 
fado singer Ana Molina and her Italian neighbour Signor Fidardo, the English ship-
per Anderson on the Song of Limmerick, and the Indian maharaja. In The Murderer’s 
Ape, home is not a static safe haven, but where you connect with others—and that is 
where you belong. Lisbon, the topographical point of departure and return, is merely 
a stop along the way. According to Nodleman (2008, p. 61), home and away is a 
pattern that “works to attach opposing values”—but in Wegelius’ novel, the binary 
opposition between home and away is dissolved. Here, home is not a place; home is 
where friends are, and is so everywhere and nowhere.

Wegelius creates two rival spaces in the novel: a colonial, repressive space and a 
free, global space without borders that allows living beings and cultural goods and 
ideas to move and connect freely. Geographic analysis reveals the novel’s transcen-
sion and undermining of borders and its utopian dream of real globalism based on 
humanist principles. This article has concentrated solely on the novel The Murder-
er’s ape. Further explorations should be made into the novel’s prequal The Legend 
of Sally Jones and it’s sequal The False Rose (2021).
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