
Futility Morgan Robertson 1

Futility Morgan Robertson

Futility Morgan Robertson Downloaded from everybodystreet.com by Bronson & Laci

INTRODUCTION: THE FATEFUL ECHO OF A NOVEL

In the annals of literary history, few stories have chilled the world as profoundly as the uncanny
foreshadowing found in Morgan Robertson’s 1898 novella Futility, or the Wreck of the Titan. Long
before the Titanic ever slipped beneath the waves of the North Atlantic, Robertson described the
sinking of a luxurious ocean liner—the Titan—after colliding with an iceberg on a cold April night.
The parallels  between his  fictional  tale and the real-life  tragedy that unfolded fourteen years later
are so precise that they have sparked endless debate,  speculation,  and wonder.  Was it  mere
coincidence, a subconscious premonition, or something else entirely? This article explores the story
behind Futility Morgan Robertson, examining the man, the novel, the staggering similarities to
the  Titanic  disaster,  and the  enduring  legacy of  one of  the  most  prophetic  works  in  modern
literature.

WHO WAS MORGAN ROBERTSON? THE MAN BEHIND THE PROPHECY

Morgan Robertson was born on September 30, 1861, in Oswego, New York. He came from a nautical
family; his father was a ship captain, and Robertson himself spent his teenage years working aboard
merchant  vessels.  This  firsthand  experience  gave  him an  intimate  understanding  of  maritime  life,
ship construction, and the dangers of the sea. After a decade at sea, he left the merchant marine in
his early twenties and turned to writing, eventually producing hundreds of short stories and novels,
many of which revolved around the ocean and the men who sailed upon it.
Robertson’s literary reputation grew steadily, but he never achieved the fame of his contemporaries
like Jules Verne or H.G. Wells. His most famous work, Futility, was initially published in 1898 by M.F.
Mansfield & Co. The novel sold modestly at first, but after the sinking of the RMS Titanic in 1912, the
book became an overnight sensation—for all the wrong reasons. Robertson found himself at the
center of a media storm, with many readers convinced he had somehow predicted the disaster. He
died in 1915, still grappling with the strange burden of having written a story that seemed to foretell
a national tragedy.

PLOT SUMMARY OF FUTILITY, OR THE WRECK OF THE TITAN

The novel's  full  title  is  Futility,  or  the Wreck of  the Titan,  and it  tells  the story of  a fictional  ocean
liner named the Titan. The Titan is described as the largest and most luxurious ship ever built, with a
length of 800 feet (which aligns closely with the Titanic’s actual length of 882 feet), a displacement
of 70,000 tons, and a top speed of 25 knots. Robertson writes that the Titan was designed to be
“practically unsinkable,” a phrase later famously applied to the Titanic. The vessel is equipped with

only enough lifeboats for a fraction of the passengers—a detail that became horrifically real in 1912.
The  plot  follows  John  Rowland,  a  disgraced  former  naval  officer  who  boards  the  Titan  for  a
transatlantic voyage. During the journey, the ship strikes an iceberg on a cold April night in the
North  Atlantic.  Because  of  the  insufficient  lifeboats,  chaos  ensues,  and  hundreds  drown.  Rowland
survives,  but  his  lover  and her  child  perish.  The narrative  is  a  mix  of  melodrama and social
commentary,  but  the  core  events  surrounding  the  sinking  are  what  captured  the  world’s
imagination. The Titan’s fate mirrored the Titanic’s with such fidelity that even the month and the
nature of the collision were identical.

Key Similarities Between the Titan and the
Titanic
To truly appreciate the eerie accuracy of Robertson’s vision, consider the following parallels drawn
directly from the text of Futility and the known facts of the Titanic disaster:

Ship Name: The fictional ship is called the Titan; the real ship is called the Titanic. Both
names evoke size and power.
Length: The Titan is 800 feet long; the Titanic is 882 feet long.
Displacement: The Titan displaces 70,000 tons; the Titanic displaces 66,000 tons.
Speed: The Titan can reach 25 knots; the Titanic’s top speed was about 23 knots, and it was
famously attempting to set a record on its maiden voyage.
Lifeboats: The Titan carries only 24 lifeboats, enough for a fraction of its 3,000 passengers.
The Titanic carried 20 lifeboats, with capacity for about half of its 2,224 passengers.
Time of Year: The Titan sinks in April; the Titanic sank on April 15, 1912.
Cause: Both strike an iceberg in the North Atlantic.
“Unsinkable” Claims: Both vessels are described as practically unsinkable by their builders
and the press.
Maiden Voyage: The Titan is on its maiden voyage in the novel; the Titanic was also on its
maiden voyage.

The list goes on. Robertson even wrote that the Titan was “the largest vessel afloat” and that it had
“three propellers,” mirroring the Titanic’s triple-screw design. These coincidences are so numerous
that  they transform what  might  have been a  simple  adventure  story  into  a  work  of  startling
prophecy.
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THEORIES BEHIND THE EERIE PREDICTIONS

How could Morgan Robertson have known? Numerous theories have been proposed over the years,
ranging  from  the  rational  to  the  paranormal.  The  most  widely  accepted  explanation  is  that
Robertson was simply an expert in maritime engineering who understood the trends of his era. By
the late 1890s, ocean liners were growing rapidly in size and speed. Competition between shipping
lines  was  fierce,  and  the  race  to  build  the  biggest  and  fastest  ship  was  accelerating.  Robertson,
drawing on his  technical  knowledge,  could have extrapolated that such a massive liner would
inevitably face a catastrophic iceberg collision—especially since the North Atlantic was notoriously
dangerous during springtime.
Another factor is Robertson’s personal experience. As a former merchant sailor, he had witnessed
firsthand  the  dangers  of  ice  in  shipping  lanes.  He  also  knew  that  lifeboat  regulations  lagged
dangerously behind ship size. Many vessels at the time carried lifeboats only for a fraction of the
onboard population, a scandal that would later come to light after the Titanic disaster. Robertson
may have intended Futility as a cautionary tale, a warning to the public and the shipping industry
about the hubris of building “unsinkable” ships without corresponding safety measures.
More speculative theories include claims of precognition, clairvoyance, or even a subconscious time
slip. Some enthusiasts point out that Robertson suffered from a form of epilepsy that produced vivid
visions and mental images, possibly contributing to his detailed descriptions. However, no concrete
evidence supports supernatural explanations. The most plausible view remains that Robertson was a
talented writer who used his deep knowledge of the sea and current events to craft a story that
unfortunately became all too real.

The Role of the Title: “Futility”
The word “futility” itself deserves attention. Robertson chose this title deliberately, meaning the
ultimate uselessness or pointlessness of  human ambition in the face of  nature’s indifferent power.
The Titan, despite its immense size and technological marvels, is reduced to wreckage by a simple
block of ice. The novel’s message is one of humility: no matter how advanced human civilization
becomes, the sea remains an unpredictable and deadly force. This theme resonates powerfully even
today, making Futility more than just a curious historical artifact—it is a philosophical meditation on
the limits of human control.

LEGACY AND CULTURAL IMPACT OF FUTILITY

After the Titanic disaster, Futility was reprinted multiple times and became a bestseller. Robertson
became famous—or infamous—as the man who predicted the unsinkable ship’s doom. The novel
influenced subsequent works of disaster fiction and even inspired later writers like Clive Cussler and

James Cameron (whose film Titanic also owes a debt to Robertson’s vision). The book is frequently
cited in discussions of eerie coincidences, and it has been the subject of numerous documentaries
and articles.
Yet Robertson’s legacy is bittersweet. He never fully escaped the shadow of his most famous work.
Many of his other writings, including several other sea stories and even a novel about a future war
involving submarines (published in 1914, which also appeared to predict aspects of World War I), are
often overlooked. In recent years, literary scholars have revisited Futility not only as a curiosity but
as a competent piece of early science fiction that deserves serious study.

Modern Reinterpretations and Relevance
Today, the phrase “the Titanic of fiction” is used to describe any fictional event that eerily mirrors
real  history.  Morgan  Robertson’s  novel  remains  a  touchstone  for  discussions  about  predictive
narratives,  the  ethics  of  writing  about  disaster,  and  the  role  of  fiction  in  shaping  public
consciousness. Some educators use the book in classes on literature and history to illustrate how art
can sometimes anticipate life. Furthermore, maritime historians continue to analyze Robertson’s
technical accuracy, noting that his description of the Titan’s design was remarkably prescient for
1898.

CRITICAL RECEPTION OVER TIME

When  Futility  was  first  published,  reviews  were  mixed.  Critics  praised  Robertson’s  nautical
knowledge but were less impressed by his melodramatic plot and character development. After
1912, however, the tone changed dramatically. Many reviewers could no longer view the novel as
mere fiction; they saw it as a harbinger. Some religious groups even claimed it was a divine warning.
Modern critics, while still noting the book’s literary limitations, acknowledge its historical significance
and its eerie power to foreshadow a defining event of the 20th century. The book remains in print
and is available in many formats, including free digital editions.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING MYSTERY OF MORGAN ROBERTSON’S PROPHECY

The tale of Futility Morgan Robertson is one of those rare intersections where fiction and reality
collide in breathtaking fashion. Whether you view the novel as a lucky guess born from expertise, a
subconscious warning, or a genuine premonition, its impact is undeniable. The sinking of the Titanic
was a tragedy that shook the world, and Robertson’s story gave it a strange echo—a prequel written
almost a decade and a half in advance. His work serves as a reminder of the sea’s relentless power
and the fragile arrogance of human endeavor. For anyone interested in maritime history, literary
coincidences, or the mysteries of fate, Futility, or the Wreck of the Titan remains an essential and
haunting read.


