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The popular sensatlon novel of the 18603 oved Lts success to a’

huge readxng andxence avid 7:o:¥ escape frol the tedlul of

conventxonal chtorian llddle-class lee. Sensation novelxsts

1

drew upon 'elenents of thé“Gothxc novel, the levgate.movel and

¥

- the tradltlons of W}!g_.stage nelodrala.r rhej conhined these

,eleientc in suspenseful plots, sustarned by an’ accnlulatxon of

sensat10n31 1nc1dent° theft, adultery, .abductron,' lurder, ~ and

»

- o secrets*cf‘aiiﬁkrhﬂii”iﬁIiE”at‘fie Sii“f1le retalnxng tne urbam

and domestic settings familiar td_thELI audlence. Hany of‘.the
novels were written' by women and featdred'rebellions heroines

whquejeCted their - traditioﬁal roles. Readers delighted in

seeing cOnvention thus defied; they: en)oyed the opportunlty to

o

indulge a surreptltious sylpathy with sin. -
His frlend Charles chkens asrde,rHii;iéréoiiineieeertﬁe
most famous of the sensation novelists. In his novels he \hroke
. eway from the jood/tad stereotypes of the melodranma, takiﬂg»anv'
1nterest in the crllinal and the fallen 'onansvhxch vent beyond

the usual Victorian preoccupation vith ' repentance and

punishment. -He presented the female social outcast as a

. . e - ?
. . , St \

candidate for rehabilitation rather than condelnation.f" - -

Colllns' own unconvent10na1 domestic arrangelents exhxbrted ¥

"'L IR
. 27%.'

T3 st 3 g 8

the same blend of the rational and the ronantlc vhich is ﬁound

in his novels; he appears to have been at once threatened and

fascxnated by strong vomen. His novels 1llustrate thxs confllct,

i

presenting resolute and aggressive herolneg vho effectlvely ' ﬁﬁ

.
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‘;_diniﬁish therittuohs lén;vith vhoa they are jasstiated_; only

Collins' villains, rogues and madmen are

- "

L - v

partnpr;thqse vomen. .
collins opts for safe, conventignal

4\ - .
Ultimately, however,

strong enough to -

’ ?}app}.endingsa' Forced to  :enoﬁ§ce_ the 'ttagic hetoisik'tﬁat

-~

liqht' “loré <rea1istica1;i be the resalt of their. co.fiex;
personalities, most- of: Collins' heroimes abandom - their
adventures and settle for “dosestic bliss.* Conflicts vithin

} . - ! . . . - @ ] . .

,i,CgLL,iJ,ls,',,igﬁiqg,ﬂ,ig,,,:Egé,lgc,t, the ambivalent W,é«ttit‘urde”., toward

-

s s

.women of conteaporary Victorian society and render him unable to

_ttaqslate.theAinélications inhérent in.his”dilihishedvheroesﬁand

resolute heroines into social tealiéies at the conclusions pf7
. L i ' S - o

his novels.
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Sylpathy vith Sin.

rhe Sensatxonal iozld of I11k1e Collxns

-

In a small bookseller's shop I discovered sose cheap
translations of Preanchy novels. Here 1 found what I
wanted--syapathy vith sin. Here there was opened to se a
nev world inhabited entirely by unrepentamnt people; the
lagn1f1cent women dlabollcally beautiful; the satanic

“men déad to evety sense of ‘wirtuve, and : alive--perhaps

rather dirtily alive--to' the splendid fascxnations of

Colllns, Ihg §§91 g; gg;g

-

vi



L CHAPTER 1
#ilkie Collins and the Seasation Novel
- - . , WL .

E

“ooe aust alvays ‘have somethiny sensational tgﬁtead on
the train. s FL T ]

Oscar wWilde, The ngogtgnce g;'Being Earnest

-

.

B

BymZheﬁlidﬁle of the eighteen-sixties, the new raiiway
bonstalisrof V.H;lSlith vere piled high gith yellow-backeq
reprints .of the popular "sensation” novels. The hooks provided
ideal reading'fon the London cosmuter ubiling avay'the tiie e
betveéﬁ the City.and his villa in the suburbé. Left at home,

bored wxves and daughters devoured the latest “sensatlons' hot

off the press and conveniently delivered to the door in

-three-volune sets by Hr. Mudie's Cltculatlng Library. Reviewets
I,

sDunded the alaru" hut they ‘were ignored by a public: voracxous

- .

for "sensations". when fellow dlnner-guest remarked to Wilkie

Coliins that his bockd were read in' every back-kitchen ‘in

-



England,l her. :athef factless remark was correct:igﬁilinﬁ could
‘bave retor;ed, hoiever;Iph§t~his novels,uereﬂéf;o tb_be found in
efery draving roos. | | |

Sillial vilkie Ccliins was born at 11 Cavendishaétreeﬁ,
London, 1n 1824, and was to live all of his 65 yéhrs uithin‘é
fev siles of hxs birthplace. His fathet, william, Sr., .was a\

1Y

»vell-knoun attlst and mesber of the Royal Academy. Portupately,
he was sympathetzc-to his soa’'s llterary‘a;dlattistlc
aspiratioﬁs, and fdlléuiﬁéfapprenticeships to the tea-ﬁrade'agdfT
the lqv>(he vas actually called t; the Bar in 1851‘, young

Wilkie found himself at liberty to pursve the career of his

- =

choice. .
goilihé' first l1terary undertakln; vas an historical
romance entltled Apt gg; ‘; or the g_;; of Roae. Ihls vork nad to
be put aside, however, upon the Qeath of the author's father in
léuV. In accordance with his father's v}sﬁes, Collins Conpiled.“

"and published a piography: igg Memoirs of the Life of Williaa
Collins (1848) . This work completed, he was at last able to give
hisvfull attention to Antonina which was finaily published in
1850.7 “

To the modern reader the booi"sgens airelentlessly_tedioﬁs
piece of voéki Purple,passages and lachryiose sgnfilentafity
a?ound: B | ' ‘ - i/

As the last sounds of her voice and her lute died softly
away upon the still nighkt air, an indescribakle
! W. P. Frith, My Autobiography and Reminjscences (London: R.
Bentley, 1887-88), 11, 334.




.elevatlon appeared in the glrl's countenance. She looked
“up rqpturously ion to the far, star-bright sky; her 1lip
guivered; ber dark eyes filled vith tears, and her bosorm
‘heayed with the eéxcess of the enctions that the ausic
and the . scene inspired. 2

3,

The dlalogue Ls§gglodralat1c, declamatory and (for Collins)

remarkably humsourless: -
. His face was deathlike in hue, as the face of the corpse
» above hia--thick drops of perspiration trickled down it
like rain—--his dry, glaring eyes wandered fiercely over
the countenances before him; and as he extended towards
thenm his clenched hands, he muttered in a deep gasplng
whxsoer.--"iho has done this? MY HOTHBR! HY
101‘393'"(1‘711, 504) . "

Nevertheiess in Antonina elements connoh to Collinst' later

novals appear for the first time. Here ve find, for example, the

‘,v

first of Collins? lany prefaces, stpntly asserting the author's
K o E .

intentrons and defen@iagwtheaaccutiby of his facts; "™ . . .

exact truth vith respect to*tile}"ﬁiace, and citrcuastance is

observed in every hiétotlcaiAevent in the flot. .f.“ (XVII,; 6).

bl

Here also, is the trank sensuality which was later to result inp
accusations of "prurience.® In a chapter suggesti?ely titled
PThe'Bed-Chanber,i Antonina lies asleep at thé%nercy of her
‘wou Ld-be seddcer,'Vetranio~

Her light linen dress had become so dxsordered during

the nxght that it displayed her throat and part of her

bdsom, in all the dawning beaunties of their youthful.

formation. . . . He%now passed his arl\round her wars,
2 Wilkie Colllns, Antonina, vol. XVII of The g x$of Wilkie
Collins {New York: Peter ?enelo&—Collxer, 1900—01), p. 120.
Subsequent references to Collins' novels are keyed to this
thirty-volume edition. Referentes will appear in the text citing
volume and page numters. The Noonstone; The Lomap in hlge,,
Armadale, No Name, and Man and Wife are each puhl1shed in two
parts; Part One 1is coptained in one volume and Part Two in all
or part of a second volume. Therefore two different voluae

numbers are cited in reference to these novels. \
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slender figure; and . imprinted kiss after kiss on #
the pure lips that sleep had innocently abandoned to .
" hlm.(XVII, 190, 192) 4 P

In Antonlna ve, also flnd the donlneerlng, hasculine_vonee in
CQDfllCt {or in partnership) ilth an amlable,bét weaket lai, the
.love-at—f1r§§r51ght motlf social cr1t1c1sn in the treatment of’
Ct e decadentLgenans, and a conplex plot played out‘egaxnst a
backdrogwﬁf fatalistic gloon. Mest of these elements vere. to Ee -
.handlea more convincingly in later novels; nevertheless, |
reviewers vere fairly enthusiastic about Apt nina,.aed.the book
served to keep Collins' nemegbefore the public until the.
foliowing yeér. }n 1851 something heppened vhich was te,give
shape and direetibn to Collins' future vrltlng.‘; »

In her recent book on Colllns, Sue Lonoff suggests th;tnthga
author abandoned the hlstorlcal romance because he- sensed that -
the vogue for that klnd of fiction was on the wane and becaUSe-
he‘found the necessary historical research un;ongenial to his
tastesf? Collins himself stated in his 1852 Preface to Basil‘
that he lacked inspiration for a second historical subject. A1l1l
of this }s probably true; however, it seens to me that a no€e‘
iiportant factor wae the pouerful influence of Charles Dickens.
Antonina was publlshed in early 1850 and Basil 1n late 1852.

Between these dates, in March, 1851, Colllns et chkens and

discovered “popular literature." By January of 1852 Collins had

3 Sue Lonbff, Nilkie Collins and His Victorian Readers (New
York: AMS Press, 1982,) pp. 68-69. (I regret that this thesis
was nearly complete when Ms. Lonoff's book became available té
me. I was unable to deal with it fully in my final fevisions,
but see also p.9, n.10 and p.35, n.43.)
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vriften a Christmas story, "Mr. Wray's Gash Box," which is
highly derivative of Dickens' style. In April, what is pgrhaps'

Collins' best short story, "A Terribly Strange Bed," appéared»as

. : . ¢
his first contribution to Dickens' Houggﬁold words. Thus it is

not surprising that Basil is prefaced by %ﬁese vords:

The temptation of-trying if I could not successfully
address myself, at once, to the readiest syapathies and
the largest numbers of readers, by writing a story of
our. tlmes, was too much for me. S0 I wrote thi&fbook hd

In descrlblng Basil (1852) as "a story of our times,"

Collins underestlmat%;;thelpart that "sensational"™ ﬁlelents play
in the novel, elemgnts which were to characterize sensat%gnal~
fiction throughout the next decade. Still, "stories 5¥xour time”

had not long been popular; it was only in the late 1840s that
Y

i

Mrs. Gaskell's Mary Barton, .Thackeray's Yanity ggig, and

Dickens' Dombey and Son (all published in 1848) bhad presented
3
some aspects of the daily struggle for existence and advancement

of the middle and wvorking c1a§£bs. As ently as 1838, Harriet
Martineau's publisher had refused Deerbrook because of its

contemporary setting:

People liked high-1life novels and low lifé, and ancient
life; and life of any rank presented by Dickens, which
is very unlike th¥ broad daylight of actual existence, ©
English or other: but it was not supposed that they
would bear a presentment of the familiar life of every

dav. /

*Wilkie Collins, Preface to Basil (London: Bentley, 1852),’1,
viii, quoted in Dorothy L. Sayers, Wilkie Collins, ed.” R.R
Gregory (University of Toledo, 1977), p. 79. L ke

5 Harriet Martinean, Autobidgraggi with Memorials by Maria
Weston Chapman (hondon: Smith, Elder, 1877), II, 115.

\\//
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Twenty years later'the tastes of the middle and’

upper-classes had change@. In 1857 Anthony Trollope was greeted
¥ ) Pl .

rat a publisher's office w .h: "I hope it's ndt hisfbriéal,yﬂr,
Trollope? Whatever jdu do, don't be historical; your historical
novel is nct worth a dain.*“ While readers still eujgyed a
sc;ndal in Aigh life (Lady Audley's nurdefous tendencies), and a
touch of Gotaic Worror (Hisé ﬁdvishal fesgﬁpned vith cotwebs),

" their immediate ccncerns vere JEban, mercantile and do;estic.
ﬂﬂotafor them the m dievalivault or the sinister I£alian monk.
 They liked their intrigue and terror grounded in the present; an

5extra frisson of fear was added uheﬁ "sensations®™ occurred in |

familiar settings. The sensation‘noveg,uas nothing if not
L, A . -~ .

gp-to-date. Miss Braddon shows her awareness and enjoyment of

this situation uhen in Lady Aud1é11§ Secret (1%62), her
rdetective‘Robe:t,Ahdley'preparesnto expose the wicked Lady
Audley, muttering to himself: "I hayen't read Alexander Dumas
and Wilkie Collins -for nothing."7 Thus, while sensation novels
abouhd~in much that seems grotesque,1violent and mysterious, the
systeries are,ginAfhe'uords of Hénry James:® . . . mysteries
wﬂﬁéh are at our doors.‘. .-. Instead of the térro:s of Udolpho,
ve were treated to the‘terrors ot the cheerful ccuntry-house and
the busy London lodgings. . . . Nrs. Radcliffe'stiysﬁériés were
,rbﬂancés pure and simple; while fhcée of Mr. wilkie Collins were

sAnthony Trollope, An Autgbiogggggx {(1883) (New York: Houghton
Mifflin, 1929), p. 80. _

7Miss Elizabeth Braddon, Lady Audley's Secret (1862) (New York:
Dover Publications, 1974),p. 263. ‘ .

P
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stern reality."8

Well, perhaps not a very stern reality, at least to modern

v

readers, and many anxious critics at the time would have taken
issue with James. Conservative readers accused the
sensationalists of catering to the base instincts of the common

man, the Victorian reader who was secretly in sympathy with sing

for the sensation novel offered its delighted reader a ;ibt of
.dreams, presentiments, impersonations, crimes, illicit?ﬁassions,
and secrets of all kinds:

"My own Edgardo!--and you still love me? You would still
marry me in spite of this dark aystery which surrounds
me? In spite of the fatal history of my race? In spite
of the ominous predictions of my ajed nurse? . . . Ah!
~-what 1f he ‘'should know that I have two legitimate and
three natural children? . . . Dare I confess that at the
age of seven I poisoned my sister . . . that I threw my
cousin from a swing at the age of tvelwve? That the
lady*s-eraid who incurred the displeasure of ay girlhOOd
nov lies at the bottom of the horse- -pond? No! No! he is
too -pure~--too good--too innocent to hear such 1lproper
conversationt" and her whole body writhed as she rocked
to and fro in a paroxyse of grief.?

Bret Harte's merciless parody of the sensation novel is not
- ; > :

-

so far from the real thing; for crime, horror, ahd the vwhole
vorld of the Harleqﬁin Romance are hardly modern liter;ry
phenomena. Sensaticnalisa ias intimately connected with both the
thhic novel and the stage melodrama, but urban readers

pfeferred to find the Wicked Seducer, the Mysterious Other Woman

'OHenry James, "Miss Braddon®(1865), in ii;kig Collins: Thbe .
Critical Heritage , ed. Norman Page (London: Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1974), p. 123. )

9 Bret Harte,Sensation Novels Condensed (London: wWard, Locke and
Co., 1867), pp. 11-13.
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‘yand the Illegitimate Babe on therLondon doorstep rather than
behind the creaking door of a decaying éountry mansion.

Nevettheless, t&é&nansion and its Gothic atnosphereihad a
role to rlay in semnsation fictiqn. For the most fgart, Collins.
abandoned the'atistccratic trappings and foreign setiings of the
Gothic novél, but he retained scme aspects of the supernatural
and the horrific. These he evoked in the Jloomy, fatalistic
‘atmospheres énd thé resote and isolated sanataria 6f The Homan
;g\gg;f;.(1860) and Armadale (1866), in the solitary and grisly
experiments of Dr. Benjulia (Heart ggg‘Science, 1883) , and in

%

the decayihg abtcde cf Miserrimus Dexter and its grotesque

inhabitant (The Law and the Lady, 1875). In Ihe Nomap in Whijte,

Marian Halcoabe records her a:rival at Blackwater House:

. . . I know nothing of the house, except that ome wing
of it is said to be tige hundred years old, that it had
a moat round 1t once, and that it gets its name of
Blackwater from a lake in the park. Eleven o'clock has
just struck, in a ghostly and solean manner, froa a
turret over the centre of the house, which I saw when I
came in. A large dog has been woke, apparently by the
sound of the bell, and it is howling and yawning ‘

—drearily, somewvhere round the corper. I hear 'echoing
footsteps in the passages below, and the iron thusp of
bolts and bars at the house door. . . . I wonder how
Blackwvater Park will look in the daytime? I don't
altogether 1like it by night. (I, 296, 303)

The Gothic novel of the 1790s had taken a giant step away
fr;u eigh teenth-century rationélity. It abandoned restraint and
order, evoking patufe at its most chaotic and picturesque, and
indulging in the uninhibited expressioh of emotion. The Gothic
author sought to engage his readers' imagipations and intuitive

faculties, and to invoke the marvellous as part of the natural



) N

order. The mania for Gothic fiction raged between 1790 and.1810,'ﬁ,
. o _ ) . ) ) o AL

but the Gothic atmosphere remaired a major influence ian: v

literature well into the nineteenth century, affecting the B

imajinations of writers on both sides of the Channel; Collins®

. T ’ :
favourite French authors--Hugo, Balzac, Sue, Baudelaire--all

show the Gothic inflﬁence in their writing. In.England it
pérueated'the med teval and renaissance histories of Collins?
favou:ite British novelist, Halfgr Scott, whcm Collins termed
';kipg, Emperor, President, and éod'Allighty of novelists.m10
. ’ - A

Gothic fiction introduced certain stereotypical characters
and patterns of action into the novel. These were appropriated
during .the sase period by the stage melodrama, and perpetuated
throughout the nineteenth century in such novels as, fqr

[
example, Le Fanu's Uncle Silas (1862). In this novel we find the
Gothic cast preserved "intact: the tyrannical guardian, the
incorruptible hero (never a match for the diabolically clever

viliain) apd the pure self-sacrificing heroihe ready to give up

")

everyth

}g but her purity for the good of the family. In the

ik

%

melodramsa these characters and their limited and predictable

activities Were incorporated into a narrative which, like that

#

of the later sensation novel, depended primarily upon the

interaction of suspense and sensational incident for its effect.
) ’ . '

Superficially at least, the Gothic novel appears to center

on the suffering heroine; Mrs. Radcliffe's popular751§;eties of

Udolpho ' (1794) is undoubtedly Emily's book. But the Gothic

. A — o — - — A

10 Lonoff, Wilkije Collins and his Victorian Readers, p. 5.



"herbine, vhile providing a moral focus for the stotry, is
essentially a passive figufe, acfeq upon by the laiiqnancy‘of
vafious human oppressors and a fate which appears td be on their
side. She gakes stock responsesvto sitvations as they arise and
* we are allowed little insight ifdto the workings (if any) of her
‘mind. Being physically vulnerable, women were convenieat victims
and Emily is no exception; b&t'it is an external tortupé that
she aust undergo, rather than tbehinternal forneht that .the
Victorian heroine was to uithgtqng wvhen confronted with a more
complex moral dileama. Certainly she lacks the qualitieé that .
vere to.enliven and distinguish the heroines . of Eolliﬁs' /
sensation povels: the reckless determination of Magdalen
Vanstone (No Name, 1862), the courage and practical
self-knowledje of Marian Halcombe (The Noman in White), and the
compulsive need to confess of Lydia Gwilt (Ag!éda;e). Ohl}
ra%ely did an assertive woman appear in the Gothic novel.
Signora Laurentini of Udolpho is one example of a wicked,
naqipulative wcman, but she dies in an agqony of didactic
repentance: )

- - . the first indulgence of the passions} beware the

first! Their cgourse, if not checked then, is

rapid--their force uncontrollable--they lead us we know
not whither.t? , ‘

The Gothic heroine provides only a focus _for persecution;
the real moving force of the Gothic novel is the wvillain:

The hero-villain of Gothic fiction is a two-sided

e s A s s s s o ey s iy et e

tt Nrs. Anne Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794%) (London:
J.®. Dent, 1962), p. 318.

10
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personage, a figure of great power, latent virtue, and
personal amagnetism tragically stdined by criminality.

« « «» he 1s a person whose evil is the result of a clash
tetween his passionate will and the umnatural restraints
of convention. 12 -

s
Hefo-villains such as Levis' Ambrosio (The Monk, 1796)Aahd Ars.
Radcliffe's Schedoni (The Italian, 1797) are presented in'noral
rebellion against authoritarian traditisn, yet“gﬁilfily aware of
their evil. ¥Yelsmoth (ge;nothl;gg Wanderer, 1820) has sold uis
soul for forbidden poueré; he roams the world delighting in the
torment of oiﬁers yeé'strangely‘synpathetic in the presentation
of his own suffering. fhese 5§aracte:izations are ob?idusly in
debt to Marlowe's Dt.’?ausfus; they share the divided natures of ’l'
Nary Shelley's Prankenstein and his monster, and the Byronic
heroes of the Romantic period; and they embody the fasciﬁ%tion
with moral ambiguity which was to outrage the conservative
reader,of sensaéion fiction in the 1860s.

The sensation novel oved a lot to thé conventions of the
Gothic novef, particularly as those éonventions were
appropriated and exploited by the popular stage selodrasa. This
dramsatic form appeared simultaneously on French and“Bngl;sh
staées in the 1790s, the same years that gave rise to thé’nage
for Gothic L}tetature. As the later semsation novel was to
provide ®*light" reading for the middle and upper-liddle classes,

the enormous popular@ty of the melodrama was due t6 the

entertainment and esotional dutlet it provided for a huge urban

12 William F. Axton, Introduction to Charles Maturin, Nelmoth
the Banderer (1820) (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska,
Press, 1961), p.x.

11
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patron. '3

wo:kinq;c;ess audieece Eor uﬁo:,fes other-leisure activities
vere a#ailable. It uas not until the 1860s and *70s teat
melodrama began to attract the more sophisticated uppec-class
o~

The. se lodrama fepeated'the Gothic novel's cast of
rigidly-defined chgfactere elosely gdhﬂained in an overall
framework of drénetic’actiop. Both iifetary,fofns‘can be traced

back to the fifteenthQCeutur} norélity playhvith"its simplified

-~

'allegorical‘types and heavy elphasis‘on‘lile to express emotion

and =meacing. The exaggerated gestures {i\::;e come to associate

with llpIBrlng heroines and rejectlng fat S are typical :

‘convention® of the stage nelodrana carried over into Vlctorlan

fiction. In Dg vid Copge;fleld (185 ), for exalple, Dxckens

-~

provides the lenorable tableau in uh1ch Agnes xndxcates Dora's
death.by.standlng silently, flnget upralsed and pointing to

Heaven. [n the melodramatic confrontation betueen Edlth Donbey

and Carker (Doatey and Son, 18&8) the re is a monotonous

'dependencyvupon physical appearance and gesture to express

Edith's emotional state. Her eyes aref"fierce," Fdark," and

‘"flasﬁing?; they "gleam strangely" éqd "sparkle fire." She looks

at Carker with the "inflated nostril®™ and "swelling neck" which
indicate her "indoaitable spirit."” She,holds!her’hand up "like
an enchantress.™ This description of a tragedy queen is captared

in the "Phiz" illustration of the scene entitled "Mr. Carker in

. —— — — ———

13 Michael Booth, English Melodgama (London: Herbert Jenkins,
1965), pp. 52-56. ’

12
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his Hour of Trlunph."l‘ As late as 1900 the poster of. ‘an Bast v

Lynne tourlng co-pany reproduced the "body language" of the
imploring heto ne:'Lndy Isobelron her knees, aras npralsed ;n
snpplication to an inplacabie and unbending Archibald. ¥o
caption is necessary but one is prdvided. Predictab%} it réads:
_"ARCHIBALD, w111 you not BLESS me before I dle?"ls

Tke Gothlc novel had enbodled/in its archaic setting a*
sense of the obso;escenpe of the old order; and the rebellloué
villain had suggested how those outmoded institutions imprisoned
the human splrlt‘ So in the aelodrana a storg antl-arxstocratlc
attitude prevalls, reflectlng the social unrest of the
times--the Prench Revolution, tbe,Anerlcan War of Independence
and the Ndpoleonic Wars. The Indust}ial'ﬁevolution heralded the
‘assault of the lower and middle classes upon fh% landed
nristoctaéy for a share of economic, social and political power.
'‘Translating these rebellious tendencien into entertainment for
an urban uorking-ciass audience, the donestic»nelodrali_explored
the-valnes‘of the fanily»in conflict vith an unfeeling and{
aggressive representative of industrialized society inm ways that
deeply involved the audience--often in the form of a rich
landlord threafening\aquor fasily uitn evictinn. The.

. Bl

persecution usually took the form of the sexuairhardssnént~of a

14 Charles Dickens, Dopbey and Son (1848) (London: Oxford
University Press,1964), Ch. LIV. The illustration faces page
760. T

13 N.M. Maison, "Adulteres?es in Agony,"™ The L;stgne;, 19 Jan.
1961, p. 133. ' cor

s
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young, pure qng;eften lotherlese»hegoine, upon whose tender
shoulders the security of the fani1&5rested. What suspense;is
generated, usually resides in tee quesiion of whether or not she
will allov the villaigigo "have his way Ulth her” and thus save
the fanlly home. Hovevea‘her sense of. self-sacr1£1¢e rately
extends this far and;the>efforts of the hero (well-meaning if
Senewhet inept)}eass{szzﬁ*ﬂf/zie heroine, finally effect the
rel ease of ‘th family.1s b

The real nction of-the nelodralafic heroine {aside from
sheddifg a benefieeﬁt influence dpon all who came in contact
with her), was to suffer. and the capacity of'these‘hEEGLnes for
sufferlng was extraordlnary. Nevertheless, when necessary, they
‘could call apon .seemingly bottomless reserves of strength to
resist and Qefy<their segual oppressors, enly-to‘;ink SECK info
a profound'paSsivity once each crisis had passed.fThis vas still
a reliable recipe in the Victofian novel; CoilinS'vrete ig The
Law and the nglz "Only give a voman love and there is'nothin§
she will not venthre, sutfer, and do™ (V¥,18). It is not
surprising, therefore, that ihiie the melodrama appealed to the
poor in jeneral, it had a particular appeal for women. As
threatened do-esticitf was at the heart of the later sensation
novel, so it prov1ded the focus for paSSLOn and pathos in tbe
domestic selodrama. Of necessity the stories usually centere«uon

i, s el i ot it i e W e e i e .

16 Tn this connection it is interesting to note that Douglas
Jerrold's mselodrama "The Rent Day" (1832) was inspired by a -
painting, "Rent Day" by Sir David Wilkie, R.A., a close friend
of William Collins, Senior. William Wilkie Collins was to beconme
this gert leman's godson.

i
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~the woman whﬁ vas trying to‘gdld things fogetyef- It exalfé& the
sac:ifi;e of her uéil-being for ;hé benefit éﬁjothers. In the
dramatization of female sacriﬁicé@indAreﬂunciation, ionedmfound
aé;eptabie outiets for their repressed»;bilities and veré able,:
at leaét vicariously, to-prove»;heir,feal worth and value to
others, in patticular th;ir influence for good in the lives of
sen. /

when the ﬁbsqlutg moral values of the Gothic novel and the
‘ selodrama were .agplied tb a sociél énd legal systea of
incfegsing-COIpiexity, a confusion of ethics ;aériBQVitdble. The
cape-swirling villain of the Gothic novel and the
moustache-twirling landlord of the wmelcdrama made way for the
more complex hero-villain of the “Newgate' novel of the 1830s
and '40s. These Storiés of prison and gallou§ vere vrittenlby
men—-—-Buylwer, Dickens, Ainsuorth--and about lén-—ggggrgligfégd,

Euqene Aram, Jack Sheppard. But although the Newgate novel

centered'oh gen,‘léh with. power, fréed0|¥andvph}91cal,strenqth
to undertake daring escap?des, iﬁe'bogks~introduce§ a loré
fully~developed hero, one who re?ognized the apc;etal and
eviron-enéai influences ahi;h had focled.hiu..nra;inq on the
folk tradifions surroﬁ;ding such adventurers as:D{ck Turpin qnd
Jack Sheppard, the Mewgate novel prodﬁced a kind of "Robin Hgbd"

hero, at ease with the aristocracy and beloved by the rabble.

Bulwer went even farther with Paul Clifford (1830). He wvas

fascinated with the criminal mind and realized that his audience

cou ld be made to feel at once the "horror of the crime, yet

15
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compassion for the criminal.”t? This set the scene for a drama
of tension between society and the indiwviduals.

I come into the world friendless and poor--I find a body

of laws hostile to the friendless and poor! To those

lavws hostile to me, then, I acknowledge my hostility ian

By turn. Between.us are the conditicns of war.1t®
Forty years later, in The New Bagdalen (1873), one of Collins*
characters echoes Paul Clifford: "I deny that I have done wrong.
Society has used me cruelly; I owe nathing to society. I.have a
‘right to také advantage of iﬁlif I can"™ {X,418). In Collins!?
novel, however, the speaker is a woaan; the anti-hero has becoae

~
an anti-heroine.

Thus the villain, conventionally depicted as one who is
perversely unwilling to make the assertion of will necessary to
abstain from evil-doing, becomes society's underdog,'and, as .

such, is entitled to a measure of sympathy and understanding. In .

OQliver Tuwist (1838) we see this happening ian the case of the

P =4

~

murderer Bill Sykes at bay after Mancy's death, and in Fagir
passing his last night within "those dreadfu1 walls of Newgate®:.
"Strike thea all dead! What right have they to butcher me?"
Readers revel in the untlagging defiance of thé Dodger: "I

wouldn't go free now 1f you was to fall down on your knees and

- - ——— - —

17 Sir Edward Lytton Bulwer, Ihe'g;itical and Miscellaneous ¢
¥riting of Sir Edward Lytton Bulwer (Philadelphia: Lea and ‘
Blanchard, 1841, 1, p. 61. -

18 sir Bdward Lytton Bulwer, Paul Clifford (1830) (London:
George Routledge and Sons, 1867), p. 132.
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ask me. fAere, cartry me off to prison!®"19 Presumably this effect

was not what Dickens had originally intended. His ostensible

object was to embody in Oliver Twist a protest against Ehe féﬁf
criiinal—heroes of the Newgate novel. A disclai-gf‘in the |
prefaéé to the 1841 edition states that the author wishes. to
show "the princigle of Good surviving througp;every adverse-
circumstance, and triumphing at last."20

Thackeraf also recognized .and deplored the tendehcy to
romanticize villainy. In Qéthering (18“0), his pat;dy of the
Heugaté’novel, Thaékeray advisgs_autpors: B

- « . let your rogues 1in noiels_act like rogués, and

your honest men like honest men; don't let us have any

thimble-rigyging with virtue and vice, so that at the end

of three volumes, the bewildered reader shall not know

vhich is which.?21
Yet Tha;xeray himself professed "a sneaking kindness"zz for
Becky Sharp, the calculating adventuress of YVanity PFairg (1848)3
ﬁou far ne succeeded in making right and wrong clear to £he :
bewildered reader of that novel is suggested by a Quarterly

-Review article of December, 1848: "With few exceptions, the

personages are too like our every-day selves and neighbours to

19 Charles Dickens, Qliver Twist (1838) (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1966), pp. 300, 363. e :

20 pickens, Oliver Twist, p. lxii.

2t 4.M. Thackeray, Catherine (1839), Works (London: Saith Elder,
. 1869), Vol. X, p. 33.

22 W.M. Thackeray, The Letters and Private Papers of Hilliam
Makepeace Thackeray , ed. Gordon K. Ray, (London: Oxford
Tniversity Press, 1945), I, 433. ~

»

N
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drawv any distinct soral from. We cannot see our way'clearly.”ZG

For in Yanity Fair Thackeray juggles with virtue and vice to the

extent that this "novel without a hero" becomes a novel with a

b

herOine,"and that her01pe‘confessedly "nb‘angel." Courageous,
- | : :
alone, a victinm Qf\socﬁal injustice, Becky Sharp focuss%s

Thackeray's speculations upon the nature of virtue; but his

conclusions are unclear. Happy endings elude the grasp of beth

the unscrupulous Becky and the ideal wife-mother Amelia.

)

Irotiically, Amelia's negaﬁtive qualities gbscure the issue, and
the reader is left temponder the moral ehq'philosophical

implications of her final eisenchantuent. Thus it appears that
both Dickens and Thackeraytsubscrrbe emotionally to the romance T

5 HEY

of rebellion agé}nst convention; neither is entirely successful

1in suppressing a sense of “synpathy ¥ith sin."
II

In spite of the critical scorn poured upon their novels,

i

the sensationalists were best sellensr The tha

-

¥h L wvas
printed seven times in six months. But the fact that Victorian

X readers enjoyed a contemporary story set in familiar domestic
. ‘ &

surroundings, and that they displayed a surreptitious "sympat&y
with sin," does not entirely ?ccount for the popularity of the

"sensation novels of the 1860s. In "The Death and Rebirth of ;%e~

T > - — -

23%9Janity Fair--Jane Eyre," The Quarterly Review,. (Dec. 1848),

A

p. 156.
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Novel?®” leslie fiedler states:

. « « the machine-produced commodity novel is,
therefore, dream-literature, aythic literature, as
surely as any tale told over the tribal fire. Its
success, too, depends on the degree to which it responds
to the shared dreawms, the myths which move its intended
audience.24 '

Perhaps one must look to the daily lives of Victorian readers
for the rest of the answer.

Urban middle-class Victorians needed an escape froam the
pressures and anxieties of an increasingly coasplex life.
Technological advances produced tediously repetitive and
exhausting work for the lower and middle classes. Urban croidinq

encouraged thgggapid expransion cf suburban bousing developments

lacking the sense of community which had bound men to their
rural neighbours. Descriptions of such’trée;ess, monotonous and
rubble—strewélestates are a ccamon feature of Collins' novels. .
In 1849 the Collins(family moved into Bland}ord’Square, a
newly-developed area which appears as "Baregrove Square” in Hide
and Seek (1854). Collins describes its "unspeakable desolation
of aspect®:’

Baregrove Square was the furthest square from the city,
and the nearest to the country, of any then existing in
the north-western suburbt of London. . . . Whatever
dismantled castle, with the enemy's flag flying over its
crumbling walls, ever looked so utterly forlorn as a
poor field-fortress of nature, . . . with the
congueror's device inscribed on it--"THIS GROUND TO BE
_LET OF BUILDING LEASES," . j@. the mournful sight of the
last tree left standing, on-the last few feet of grass
grovwing, amid the greenly-festering stucco of a finishée
24 Leslie Fiedler, "The Death and Rebirth of the Novel,™ The
Theory of the Novel, ed. John Halperin (London: Oxford
University Press, 1974), p.191.
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Paradise Row, of the paked scaffolding pcles of a
half-completed Prospect Place? It wvas just the sort of
place where the thoughtful man . . . would be prone to
stop suddenly and ask himself . . . ®*Do these people
ever manage to get any real enjoyment out of their lives
from one year's end to the other?" (XI, 32-33, 38)

At thepsame time, religious doubt eroded childhbod faith and
optimism producing feelings of isclation and uncertaintjy.
Boredonm, éxhaustion, ‘poverty, pessimise--all of these aspects of
the nineteenth century urban scene combined to diminish the
stature of the individual and to add fo his sense of
powerlefsness and frustgation.

In addition, prudish convention narrowed the lives of the
middle~-classes, many of whom ueléomed a vicarious release froa
the stultifying respectability of iheir days. The sensation

novel added a touch of eﬁotibnal transcendence, albeit often at

a vulgar and Technicolour level, but nonetheless ome that

liberated the reader, particular%& the female reader, from an
h

unvarying and empty daily routinéﬂ Miss Braddon admitted that
she wrote for "the circulating liktrary and the young ladies who
are itchhief supporters";2S Mrs. Oliphant described novels,
suggestively, as "precious to women and unoécupied persons.n"2¢
In Man and Wife (1870) Sir Patrick Lundy comments: "You are
suffering, Blanche, from a malady which is e;ceedingly éomnon
among the young ladies of England. As a disease it is quite

- - ——— -

Elizabeth Braddon to Sir Edward Bulwer-lytton, 1862-1873,"
Harvard Library Bulletim, XII (April, 1974), p. 150.

26 Ars. Margaret Oliphant, "Novels," Blackwood's Magazine, CII
‘(Sept. 1867), p. 257.
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incufable—-and the name of it is Ngthing-to—no“ {111, 559);;
Girls who would have nee&ed,snellinq salts to recover froa the
signt of a run?over puppy relished the gory details of the

- sensation novel. Women ror whow flight vas an impossibility
thrilled to the thought of midnight escapes thfoughALéndon
streets in hanébm cabs. In the“sensatiou povél, "fleeing,.not“
always strictly necessary to the rlot, was very popular.ﬁz?

The stage melcdrama presented a simplified and idealized

world uhicﬁ dealt(not witu the possible, but with the desirable;
thus it provided an escape into fantasy for its audience. And so

it was with the sensation novel. As Lily Dale says in The Small

D

Hou at Allington (1864): ® . . . a novel should tell you not

vhat you are to get, but what you'd like to get . . . real life
is sometimes so painful."28 Collins recognized the desire for-
escape, but he preferred to look at it from another angle: "Not
one man in ten thousand," he wrote, "living in the midst of
reality, has discovered that he is also living in the midst of
Romance" (xxv, 13). In his lengthy and somewhat pretentious
Preface to Basil, he propounded this theory and defended the

sensation novel against its detractors:

Pancy and Imagination, Grace and Beauty, all those
qualities which are to the work of Art what scent and
colour are to the flower, can only grow towvard heaven by
taking root in earth. Is not the loveliest poetry of
27 (uinevere Griest, NMudie's Circu;ating'iabrarz and the
Victorian Novel (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press,
1970), p. 130.

28 Apthony Trollope, The Small House at Allington (1864f
{(London: Oxford University Press, 1963), pp. 163-4.
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prose fiction the poetry of everyday truth? . . .
"Believing that the Novel and the Play are twin-sisters
in the family of Fiction; that the one is a drama ‘
narrated, as the other is a drama acted; and that all
the strong and deep emotions which the Play-writer is
.privileged to excite, the Novel-writer is privileged to
excite also, I have not thought it either politiec or
necessary, while adhering to realities, to adhere to
everyday realities cnly. (X; 3-5)

This is substantially the same the Yy as that espoused by
Charles Reade when he describes his novel Hard Cash (18€3) as "a
matter-of-fact Romance; that is, a fiction Built on truths.n"29
ColI}ns underlined these ideas about the roiaqce of reality by

subtitling Basil, a story of secret marriage, seduction, and

violent death on the Cornish cliffs, simply "A Story of Modern

Life." The Evil Genius (1886), a novelvconcerning a man's
adultery with his daughter's governéss, hig divorce from, and
eventual remarriage to, his wife, is merely subtitled "3
Domestic Story." Opndoubtedly Collins was ahead of his time.

Charles Dickens expressed the same gentiment about the romance

’

of everyday life in his introductio&\to Bleak House (18%3),

stating: "In Bleak House I have purposely dwelt upon the
romantic side of familiar things."30 Hhen‘one recalls that
Dickens 1is here referring,‘among other things, to Krook's
exp;osi#e death by "internal cosbustion," one realizes the

liberties sensation novelists were willing tc take with the word

"familiar." Collins justified the exploitation im his novels of

i —— o —

29 Charles Reade, Preface to Hard Cash, (1863) (Boston: James K.
Osgood, 1871), n.p.

30 Charles Dickens, Bleak House (1853) (Londcn: Oxford
University Press, 1966), p. xiv.

™~
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the isprobable and the coircidental (not to say the incredible)
by suggestipg that "those extraordinary accidents and events
which happen to a fev men seem to be as legitilate material for
fiction . . . as the ordinary accidents and events which may,
and do, happen‘to us all"™ (X, 5).

| Needless to say, novel-reading as an essentially escapist
activity was seen as subverting the Victorian idedi ;f strict
adherence to "realisa," the Gradgrind world of absolute fact:
"We are by no means rigorous in expecting that the storf is to
mrove aloag the highway of everyday life," w;pte.G?O{ggggﬁlry
Leves. "If we are to travel into fairy-;ahd,’itrdust bé in'a
fairy equipage, not a Hansom's cab.%3t Ihe’predilection of the
sensatioﬂ novelist for cébs upon‘all occasions mrust have‘been a
continual thorn 1in the flesh ot such readers. ‘Portunately Leves
did not survive to be outraged by that inveterate user of'hanson
cabs, sherlock HAolmes.

In a Household Words article entitled "A Petition to the

Novel Writers,™ Collins dismissed objections to the novel:

« =« - dull people decided years and years ago . . . that
novel-writing was the lowest species of literary
exertion, and that novel-reading was a dangerous luxury
and an utter waste of time. . . . Our object is to waste
our time, nmis-employ our intellects, and ruim our
morals: or in other words, to enjoy the prohibited
luxury of novel-reading. 32

In the library at Windygates (Man and ¥ife, 1870) are shelves of

- — - - - - —

31 G.H. Levwes quoted in Richard stang, The Theory of the Novel
in England: 1850-1870 (New York: Coluabia, 1961), p. 184.

32 jilkie Collins, "A Petition to the Novel Writers," Household
Words, 6 Dec. 1865, pp. 481-2., ‘ .
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" . . . So0lid Literature, which is universally respected and
occasionally read" and other shelvés containing " . . . Light
Literature, which is universally read and occasiopally
respected" (III, 258).‘The roca is‘furnished accordingly:

While a row of luxurious arm-chairs . . . invited the -
reader of solid literature to reveal himself in the act
of cultivating a virtue, a rov of snug little curtained
recesses . . . enabled the reader of light literature to
conceal hiaself in the act of indulging a vice. (III,
259) ’ - :

In The Moopstone (1868) Collins ansvered the speers of thijﬁﬁgho

maintained that the povel was definitely Not Art, with the

‘

sarcastic comments of Ezra Jennings who describes classical

literature as "il:easurably superior to anmything produced in
later times, and . . . possessing tihe one great merit of
enchaining nobody's interest and exciting nobody's brain" (VII,
109).

The distinction between the classical treatment of crieme
and its treatment by contéuporary sensation novelists was made
by Henry James:

Crime, indéed, has always been a theme for dramatic

poets, but . . . its dramatic interest lay in the fact

that it compromised the criminal's moral repose. . ...

With Mr. Collins and NMiss Braddoa . . . the interest of

crime is in the fact that it compromises the criminal's

personal safety.33
If by his phrase "interest of crime" James means "what interests
us about the criminal and his crime," then it seems to me that
James is not guite correct here in reqgard to Collins, although I
would agree with him in reference to Miss Braddon. Lady Audley

- — - ——

33 James, "Miss Braddon," p. 123.
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embafks upon her nurderouS'career in order tc prctect her
affluent social position. Hhén Robert Audley becomes suspicious,
her personal safety is compromised, and the reader's'interest is
then focussed upon the detective's pursuif of'his prey.

In the case of Collins' novels, however, the "interest of
crime" is more complex. The most that we can find to say about
the minor'villains 1ike Ablewhité {The Moonstone) and Glyde (The

oman in White) is that théy'don't'interest us much one way or

[ — ey

another. But in)the latter pdovel, what is it tﬁat~interests us
so strangely about Count Fosco? 1 suggest that ﬂhgther or not he
gets caught is of little importance to the reader. Marian
Halcombe's diagy det;ils the personal magnetism of the man; his
chailenginé opinions stimulate the reader. The result is that
the pages upon which Fosco appears are the most interesting and
entertaining in the book; and if today's jaded reader cam find
Fosco refreshing, ﬁgw much more he must have appealed to readers
at the time of the book's poblication.

It never occurs to us that Collins' villains nay:get
caught. With Horatio Wragge and Magdalen Vanstone (No Name) fhe
game's the thing; any crininality-that is involved is forgotten
under the spell of Wragge's silver-tongued rhetoric.
Unquestionably Miss Gwilt is wicked; but the ®"interest of crime"
in Armadale is, again, in the villainess berself, and in her

determination to live a life in which concessions to either

respectability or convention play little part.
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Thus in Collins' novels the "interest in crime® is in the
criminals theaselves and the vicarious pleasure that the reader
experiences in watching conventional notality defied and set ét
naught. The difference between Braddon's Lady Audley and - Aﬂw
Collins' villains and villainesses is that ve are shown nofhing
of Lucy Audley's aind; she is éassive until threatened; tﬁen
like a child, she strikes out at random to protect herself.

Collins? criminais are complex characters to‘ghosé personalities

we are irresistibly drawn.
ITI

Collins! decision to become a writer rather than an artist
was not made until the publication of Antonipa in 1850. In the
previous year fhé Royal Acadenmy Exhibition accepted his
submission of a landscape, but subsequently hung the painting

high up near the ceiling. This led the artist to suspect that

E

his painting had been acéepted more out of respect for his
father than because of the picture's inherent excellencé. In
later years Collins made sarcastic comments to this effect when
his friends notiéed~"The Smuggler's Refuge® hanging in his
study.3* The painting has since disappeared.

However,; Collins? brother Charley {(Charles Allston Collins,

1828-1873) did become an agtist and an ingiﬁate'cf the {
., 72
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34 W. Hblnan Hunt, Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood (1905) (New York: AMS Press, 1967), II, 187.




Pre-Raphaelite brotherhodd; Eveningg at Ars. Collins' home near
Regegt's Parck found\the Collins bfothefs; the Roséettis, William
Frith, John Everett #Millais, Augustus Egg, and ¥. leian'ﬂunt‘
filling fhe drawing-room with cigar smoke. Wilkie fancied
himself a sophisticate and a cosmopolitan; he affected Bdheliah
fastes in food, wine and dress: "He would sit down- to dinﬁer<in
a light casmel hair or.tﬁeed suit," wrote Frank Beard in his
reeiniscences, "with a broad pink or blue striped shirt, gnd
perhaps a red tie.®3s

Ia 1851, a mutual passion for the theatre and an’
introduction by Augustus Egg brought.iiikie Collins and Charles
Dickens toéethér. Collins!' ig}everent attitude and skeptical
view of Victorian\proprieties appealed strongly to Dickens. The .
friéhdship prospered‘and wvas to last fbr twenty years. Dickens

at 39 vas at the height of his 1iterary“povers and a brilliant
. -

w

social success. He fbund Collins' company refteshianand
relaxing, and often invited ;he younder man to accompany hiam oﬁ
his midnight rambles around London: " . . . on Wednesday,"™ he
vrote to Coilins in May of 1857, "if the mind can devise
apything suffigﬁently in the sty1e>of sybarite Rome in the days.
of its culminating volugtuousness, I am your man. . . . If you
can think of any tremendous way of passing the night, imn the
meantime, dp. I don't care what it is. . n3s
v I 1t¥/p e - -

- —— - ————————

33 FPrank Beard, "Some Recollections of !eStefday,“ Temple T,
102 (1894), p. 321, ; '

36 Charles Dickensy, igg Letters of Charles Dickens to Wilkje
Coliins, ed. E.L. Hutton {New York: Haskell House, 1974), pp-
81-82. .
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Collins could hardly heiéjCOling under the influence of the
Inimitable, particularly as Dickens soon conscripted him as a

‘regular contributor and staff member of Household Words. Muc

ink has‘floved\ubon the subject of the amount and kind of
inf luence each vritetvhad upon the other; 37 certainly they had
characteristics in ccamdon. G.K. Chesterton suggests that

Dickens' magazines were important for two reasons: first, for

Dickens own contributions to them, and secondly:

- « « for the fact that . . . he made one valuable
discovery. He discovered Wilkie Collins. Wilkie Collins

~is the one man of unmistakable genius who has tertain
atfinity with Dickens; an affinity in this respect, that
they both combine a modern and Cockney and even -
comaonplace opinion about things with a huge elemental
sympathy with strange oracles and spirits and pld night.
-« » - No two men would have more contempt for
superstitions; and no two men could so create the
superstitious thrill,3s

In the late 1860s Dickens and Collins became estranged; but

ironically, at the time of his death, Dickens had embarked upon

The Mystery of Edwin Drood, a novel containing a number of
Cocllinsian elements. Collins, meanwhile, had abandoqu the
carefully plotted tale of aystery and detecti?n ingfgvour of the
novel of social\protest, a literary forn:for which, sadly, he

had little flair.

36 (cont'd) ) ‘ » 4

37 see Sue Lonoff, "Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins,"
Nineteenth Century Fiction, Vol. 35, No. 2 (Sept. 1980), pp-
150-170.

H
]

38 G.K. Chesterton, Charles Dickens (London: Methuen, 1928), p-
163. :
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,Collins was not a highly-educated intellgctégl-as was
George Eliot; he v;s a meaber of the urban niddi;j§%935 and as
such possessed a fairly prosaic‘outlgék.uﬂis ﬁriti£§ lacks the
systical intensity of the Bromtes and the deptﬁ cf hulpur and
sensitivity that Di;;;?é was able‘to*bting to social coileﬁiary-
Unfortungtely, it is aézinSt Dickens' sSuccess with social thenmes
that Collins is usually measured and found wanting. Collins held
strong views on certain subjects, bdg'his feelings are best
expressed in neat epigrammatic phrases. fo;fe;élgle, in Igg‘
Moonstope the count} nelberv'grovs hot™ about the spread qf
democracy: "If we lose our ancient safeguards, . . - vhai have
ve got left?" he asks. Franklinlslake retorts: "We have got
three things left, sir--Love, Music, éné Saladi* (Vi, 117)
Beyond tais, Collins' social critieisa degenerat;s iéto laboared
sarcasms which-fails either to enlighten or amuse.

Like Dickens, Collins wrote for the common man. He publicly
scorned the literary critic, but he felt his linitationsN
severely in cosmparison with his famous frienrd andbwas extremely
sensitive to suggestions that his books were less "inportant‘
than Dickens'; that is, that they were less effective as §ocial
criticis&. This led to the bumptious self-congratulatory quality
that so irritated his ffiends at the height of his success;
per@aps understandabtly, he gave himself too H;ny heariy;pats on
the back. Writing to hisﬂnother about the soaring sales of The
'tg, hg exulted: : |
The other day I reckoned up what I have got for itbthus

far. Cne thousand four hundred pounds--with the
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copyright in my possession, and the disposal of all

editions under the extravagant guinea and a half price

in my hands. Cock—a-doodle-doo! The critics may go to

the devil--they are at the book still as I hear, but I

see no reviews.,39 ' ) g

However,” while he may have disamissed the critics lightly,
Collins took every opportunity to stress to his readers the
ékill and perseverance involved in writing his kind of fiction.

The narrator of Queen of Hearts (1859), laﬁgxring over his

writing, conients:

It is not wonderful that the public should rarely know

how to estimate the vast service which is done to thea

by the production of a good book, seeing that they are,

for the most part, utterly ignorant of the immense

difficulty of writing even a bad one. (XIV, 64)
There is no question that painstaking effo;t paid off fof
qulins. As Heli as bolstering his position as a serious writer,
his tecﬁnique of strict adherence to realism in every detail of
the piot established his credibility and predisposed his regﬁers
to accept the author's more astonishing flights of fangy.
Collins had a passigg:%or the find of décunentation Ujéh vhich
th? sensationalists armed themselves against charges<yf ‘
improbability. Professional men, particularly doctors and
lawyeré, abound in theAnovels. In ggé and wife, for exanmple,
Lady Lundie's "conposing'dr;ught" is apalyzed for .us down to the
drams and ounces, and the prescription provided complete with
instructions in English and Latim (IV, 61). Armadale's Dr.
Ledoux explaidﬁ how his chemical apparatus operates to produce a
lethal gas that will eventually asphyxiate Miss Gwilt (TX, 517).

D - —_— -

39 Kenneth Robinson, Wilkie Collins (Londomn: The Bodley Head,
1951), p. 147.
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A prefatory note to Heart and‘§biengg provides evidence from The

-3

imes and Chambers' Encyclopaedja to support Mrs. Gallilee's

—— e “——

research into tse "Diathermancy of Ebonite®™ and "the idea of

atoms" (XXV, 10). In line with the increasing ;pecialization of
the meiropolitan police, (the detective department vas created
in 1842), Collins provides a.fully-fledged detective, Sergeant

Cuf f, to assist in the search for the missing gem in The

Moonstone. In Man and Wife Collins interrupts the narrative with
two pages detailing the contents of the Report of the Royal
Comaissioners on the Laws of Marriage (1868). This digression

begins: "NOTE:—--There are. certain readérs who feel a disposition
to doubt Facts, when they meet with them in a work of fiction"
(I11I, 327-8). With Ccllins, readers do this at their peril!

His insistence upon accurate detail makes Collins' slip-up

over the date upon which Lady Glyde leaves Blackwater House in

The Woman in White all the wmore surprising. An astute Times

reviever noted the blunder in his coluan of Oct. 30, 1860, aad
Collins responded 'at once:

If any fresh impression of The WNomam in White is likely
to be wanted immediately, stor the press till I come
back. The critic in The Times is (between ourselves)
right about the mistake in time. Shakespeare made worse
mistakes--that is cne comfort. . . . Nevertheless we
vill set it right at the first opportunity.+o©

The corrections were incorporated in subsequent editions.
Throughout the novels, passages of great descriptive power

provide reminders of the artistic environment in which Collins

. s s s o A Ot AT s e i

40 Norman Page,—edi, Wilkie Collins: The Critical Heritage

{London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974), p. 95.
w
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grew up, and of the‘continuing,influence of Charley and his
Pre-Raphaelite circle. Collins' faniliaritjlvith {fndscape
painting is displayed in the evening scene onrthe Norfolk Broads
uhich for?s the background for the first appearance of Miss
~Gwilt, the eerie "shivering sands® in The goohstogg, the
pre-dawn silepceithat precedes Allan Armadale's dream, and the
famous wmeeting of Walter Hartright with Ythe woman in white," a
scene which Dickens described as one of the two most dramatic
moments in English literature.*! A favourite 6f mine is an
interior setting frcé Basil uhiéh nust surely have been retained

in Dickens' memory, resurfacing years later in his description

of the Veneerings in Qur Mutual Friend (1865). This passage is
given particular impact by the surreal effect of the last
sen tence:

Everything was oppressively nev. The brilliamtly
varnished door cracked with a report like a pistol when
it was opened; the paper on the walls with its gaudy
pattern of birds, trellis-work, and flowvers, in gold,
red, and green on a white ground, looked hardly dry yet.
<« « .:-Never was a richly-furnished room more thoroughly
comfortless than this~~the eye ached looking round it.
There was no repose anywhere. The print of the Queen
hanging lonely on the wall, in its heavy gilt frawme,
with a large crown at the top, glared on you: the paper,
the curtains, the carpet, glared on you: "the books, the
wax-flovwers in glass cases, the chairs in flaring chintz
covers . « . all glared on you. There was no look of
shadow, shelter, secrecy, or retirement ip any one nook
or corner of those four gaudy walls. All surrounding
objects seemed startlingly near to the eye; much nearer
than they really were. (X, 89-90)

41 Robinson, p. 149. Dickens paired this scene with that of the
march of the women to Versailles in Carlyle's French Revolution.
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~As a novelist, Collins is generally considered to lack
skill in ‘the delineation of character. Heré again}he suffers i
the inevitable ccmpariscn with Charles Dickens; yet Collins
created some very successful characters. Thejsensation novel,
however, exploited fast-paced action, suspense, and complex
plotting at’the expense of character development. Heavily

plot-centered books like The Woman in White and The Moonstone of

necessity direct their reader's interest away froam the
characters and focus it on the denmouement. No Name and Man and

——— e

Wife are not so dependent on intricacies of plot, but, while
they contain interesting character studies in the Wragges,

Magdalen Vanstonpe and Hester Dethridge, the themes of the books
suffer more from the author's intellectual limitations, and from

the inevitable effect of social change upon the tastes of the

reading public. Another factor which undermines the f:

%

effectiveness of character in such novels as The ¥oman in White
and Armadale, is the enervating presence of the fatality thene,
the "Design that is yet unseen" which leads to the "ipnevitable
end”™ (I,414). Miss Gwilt and Count Fosco are the only characters
who see:rable to manipulate events at will, but even they are
not proof against Love which proves to be Miss Gwilt's Nemesis,
and Vengeance which is waiting in the wings for the Count.

The innovative narrative styles within which Collins
unfolds his complex plots can also result in a lack of focus on

character. This is not always the case, however. In Armadale it

is Miss Gwilt's diary wahich exposes the "stream" of her
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consciousness. Without the diary and her voluminous

Y

correspondence, we would understand little of what goes on in

Lydia's mind. However, in The Wcman in ¥hite and The goonstghe

Collins devised a4 series of first-person narratives, each of
which conveys the truth froo one*viewpoint and\all of which
converge at the climax of the sFory. While thig results in the
whole truth being withheld from the reader until the end of the
story and greatly adds to the interest and suspense of the
novel, it also necessitates removing characters from the action
for lodb period§ of time: Walter Barfright disappears for almost

half of The Hogég in White and Godfrey Ablewhite is kept out of

sight for nost of The Moonstone. This technique results in

distancing .the reader from characters who are, in effect, the
"hero" and “villain" of the two novels, respectiiely.
%

v

While the disjointed and rambling Gothic tale of terror,
& ,

the picareSéue "Newgate”" novel and the earl} books of Dickens
all cry out for Collins' skill in knitting together character
and plot, contemporary critics were not alvaysﬂinpressed with
Lis consummnate plctting skill. Anthony Trollope, while an
admirer of Collins' novels, commented that he never could "lose
the taste of the ccnstructicn."42 But that Collins wvas able to
construct his intricate plots while at the same time coping with
the exigenciés or serialization and the débilitation of chronic
"rheumatic gout," is a remarkatle achievement. Much of The

S

.................. g&
42 Anthony Trollope, An Autoblograghz (New York: Houghton
Mifflin, 1929), p. 184.
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Moonstone was dictated from his bed while Collins’vas‘suffering
fror an excruciating attack of "gout of the eyes,™ although thé
author had first ta fire several secretaries who allowed
themselves to be distracteg from their vork by his cries of
pain. In order to obtain some relief from his suffering, Collins
took -large doses of opium. Compmenting on the cbnposition of the
book, he latgr wrote: "When it Uas‘finished, I was not only
pleased and astonished at the finale, but did not recognize it
as my own."s3

One important aspect of Collins’® writing which drew the
fire of critics and conservativg readers was his casual
treataenrt cf conventional loraiitg. In Basil the hero puts his
ear to the wall of a cheap rooming~house, and eavesdrops upon
his wife's seduction by her father's clerk:

I listened; and through the thin partition I heard

voices--her volce and hbis voice. I heard and I

knew--knev amy degradation ir all its infamy, knew ay’

wrongys in all their nameless horror. (X, 216-7)
In the early '53§§§$is vas pretty hot stuff. 1lins explored
sexuyality in its various forms--seduction,,ad{l 'fy, bigamy,
prostitution--the etfects of these upon the ¥nviolable domestic
circle, and the rehabilitation of the fallen Qélan in
resgectable society. The mere preservation of the hercine's
chastity, her escape from "a fate worse than death™ which had
been the point at 1ssue in the Gothic novel dad‘the melodrama,

W e —————— —_—

*3 dary Anderson (de Navarro), A Few Memories (London: 0Osgood,
McIlvaine, 1890), p. 143. But see also Lopoff, Wilkie Collins
and his Victorian Readers, p. 171, for manuscript evidence which
disputes Collins' story. :
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vas superseded by a confrontaticn of heroine and villain which

no longer rewarded the purity of the former'while»punishing the
villainy of the latter. In essence what Hardy called "moral
obliquity"" became the mainspring ot the sensation novelt This
state of affairé drew the self-righteous fire of the New York

Daily Tribune critic:

- « « 1f [Collins] means to say that society, organized
on virtuous principles, ought to accept reforméd
courtesans as wives and mothers, and place them on the
same footing with women of unblemished purity, he
anncunces a doctrime that is false in itself, ahd that

ray prove pernicious in 1ts results.4S

Exactly why this doctrine is "false in itself" is left
vnexplained by the writer. Unfortunately, this kind of smug
Hcant”" alvays succeeded in raising Collins® hackles; in the
Preface to Basll he efended the book agalnst charges of
immorality:

Nobody who admits that the business of ticticn is to

exhioit human life, can deny that. scenes of misery and

crise awust, of necessity, while human nature resains

what it is, form part of that exhibition. Nobody can

assert that such scenes are unproductive of useful

results vhen they are turned to a plainly mordal purpose.

(X, o) ' '
Nevertheless, plenty ofhpeople did assert just this.

There 1s pc gJuestion that alleviating the "painfulness®™ of
life--the tedius of the middle-class woman's day and the narrow
experience of tke respedfable businessman--without oftending the

sensibilities of the reader, was difficult. The sensationalists

44 Thomas Hardy, Prefatory Note to Desperate Remedies (1871)
(London: Yacaillaa, 1960), p. v.

4% Robinsog, p. 269.
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tried to deal with this problem by distancing the villain and
the villainess from the audience. It vas easier for an insuiar
English audience té appreciate the fiendish Ccunt Fosco angd’
accept his unpalatable comaments on English sécial hypocrisy
because of his Italian background. The Victorian middle-class
would have agreed with Hiss Mitford;s‘fatber that "abroad was
bloody"; tahus, Fosco is acceptable as a typical expatriate of a

éountry tilled with sinister Catholics and hysterical

music-lovers. Lydia Gwilt's confessions in Armadale would hardly

have been acceptable had she confided thea in the novel directly

to a4 respectable woman over the tea-table. Yet the reader could
relisL Lydia;é wicked disclosures when presented viih then
second-hand, reading the diarigs and letters, as it were, over
the villainess' shoulder. ¢

Kept at a"comforgable distance from the audience, the
villain and villaineés are seen as alien beings, 1isolated by
their wicked and wvillful refusal to coﬁforn to the qccépted
standards of soclety, representatives of which constitute the
reading avdience. After all, 1t the villain is too obviously a
social victiam, the reading audience is clearly culpable and must
accept some guilt fcr the viilain's development. Thus Dickens
wiscly stops short of actually accusing and berating his
audience {a Criie of which Collins was too often guilty) and
maerely appeals rather vaguely tc the better natures of his

readers. Un behalf of the dead Jo in Bleak House,‘for example,

he makes a poljnant appeal:
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Dead, your Majesty. Dead, my lords and gentlenmen. Dead;‘

Right Reverends and Wrong Reverends of every order.

Dead, men and women, born with heavenly coampassion in

your hearts. And dying thus aroond us every day.*®
What blame 1is discernible here is directed toward the
~aristocratic and clerical establishaents. The ordinary feader is
tdcitly assumed to be on the side of the angels (énd the author)
and is thus relieved of responsxbllxty. Protest in Dickens is
primsarily expressed in these conpa551onate ur91ugs; while
‘Colllns in his later novels oftep subjects_hxs readers to
irritating harangues which interrupt and detract froa, the
forward movement of thé plot. B ' [

In the novels ot the *'o0s, Ccllins managed to subordinate
his social commentary to the pldt} But the charges of iammorality
and "prurience,™ although energétically refuted by the author,
nevectgeless had a lasting a;d deleterious effect upon the
natural expression of Collins' talent. His desire to vindicate
his books' "usefulness" to his critfcs, and the influence of
Dickens' novels of soclal purpose, led to an unhappy emphasis
ugon "protest"™ in Collins? novels; patticularly those written.
after 1870. .

Of course there héd'aluays been an element of sociél ’
protest in Collins' work. His books express an undeniably
jaundiced view of the world he lived in, one which contrasts
vith Dickens' more optiaistic pleas for benevolence as a
uni versal panacea. Collins® outlook 15 deeply pessimistic: "Does
it ever strike you," asks the Doctor in The legacy of Cain

—— — - ——————— -

4% Dickens, Bleak House, p-. 6435,
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(1888) , "when yohr cat is catching its louse; and your spider is
suffocating its fly, that we are all . . . born to one certain
inheritance~-£he privilege of eating each other?" (XXvI, 33)

One way in which Collins expresses social criticisn i; in
his almost obsessive preoccupétion with society's outcasté—-the
4handicapped, fallen; insane, -dispossessed~—all those individuals
“hoa society has ataandoned and who are helpless to assert their
needs. Collins' novels are peopled with these isolates: blind
Miss Pinch, retarded Ari€l, hunchbacked Rosanna Spearman, and
rad Hester Dethridyge are only a few. Their cfippled bodies and
minds séén to symbolize for Collins a diseased society uhicﬂ has
lost touch with the individhal. Hester Dethridge (Man and !iﬁg;.
for example, is a victim of society's refusal to protect her
from the abuse and perSecution she suffers at the hands of her
husband., Hester's situvation finaliy arives her mad; she murders
her husband, paradoxically finding her inspiration in the Bible.

Collins®' pessimise is also expressed in bitter attacks upon
smuj Victorian complacency, the "canting hypocrisy" that Fosco
constantly derides. By 1860 Collins had reached middle—age and
the changing times vwere a source of bittermess and confusion for
kim as for other Victorians. The author's qheasiness nanifeéts
‘itself in his ﬁovelg: tilling them with ambiguities and
unresolved conflicts. His characters voice these contradictions;
the,yoﬁthful express conteipt for convention and respectability
and the mature resent new-fangledpoess in general. The novels

express the tensions of the auvthor's world, an unstable world irn
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vhich the confident assuiptiéﬁs of Victorians are challenged.
Hard work and enterprise may not result in success and
happiness. As Fosco %uggqsts, crime may pay. The instruments of
social good,'instead of supporting the individﬁal, lay;in fact

persecute him. This is the assuaption underlying No MName, The

Law and the Lady and The ¥oman in White: the lav is not merely
an ass; it has become an agent of evil. a

when this happeps, enterprising and‘courageous people
behave criminally in-order to circumvent the law; like Nagdalean,
they risk losing respectability in order to gain it. When it
becomes acceptable for peofple to use each other for financgal»
and social gain, the travesty of the "marriage market®" results.
In No Name, ker parents' cosmon-law relationship is a "real"™
marriage in the sense that Magdalen's legal marriage with Noel
Vanstone is not. Although Basil's marriage is kept secret froms
his family, he does bebave honourably in amarrying Margaret.
Nevertheless, the marriage bfings Basil nothing but -isetyf'It
outrages his father*'s-pride, and astonishes hig brother, who is
horrif%gﬁ that Basil should have parried a draper's daughter -
instead, presumably, of merely seducing her: "I've spent time
very‘pleasantly'along iadieS‘of the counter ayself. But . . .
I'm told that you actually married the girl!™ (X, 346). Ralph
avoids his father's wrath by merely keeping a mistress. The
collapse.of respectable do-estic relations is a particular

subject of Collins' as it is of other sensation novelists.
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The‘pFopert}-cohscious’society of the first half of the

_century vas undergoing chamge and the sensation novels of the
sixties véte respopsive, at least to sose extent, to the
changing world. Iﬁ No !ggg a society in vhich possessions are
al%-inportant is equﬁed as a 'prosPerity of fools" at the Rercy
of intelligent bnt’un5crupnlohs tricksters like ¥Wragge uhb P
"understand the world tthey] live in™ (XI, 454). Collins
himself, in his experiences with p&blishe;s,¥va§ under no
illusions about the dog-eat-dog world of business. Agﬂe¥ York
publisher sold 126,000 copies of The Bosan ig White: "He never
sent me sixpence," remarked the avthor.+4? Collins, an astute
businessman who vas tireless in his crusade for reciprocal
copyright agreements between countries, refused to comproaise-
his writing on behalf‘ot timd publishers: "Mr. Turlington must
talk like #r. Turlington--even though the terrible consequeance
may be that a boy or two may cry ‘'Damn’ in imitation of hinm.
« - « In short I's damned if I take ocut damani®*s Ipn repli to a
request froa C.E; Mudie, the strict Nonconformist pfoprietor of
Mudie's Circulating Library, that Collins change the title af
The New fMagdalen, the author stoutly refused: :

Nothing will induce me to mrodify the title. %ﬁs progosal

would be an impertinence if he was not an old fool.

. « « But the serious side of this affair is that this

ignorant famatic holds my circulatiom in his pious
hands. Suppose he determines to check ey

- —————— —— ——— - -

48 1bid., pp. 232-3.
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circulation—-what remedy have we?4?

The coexistence inm Collins of what Fosco calls "the Nan of
Sé;;inent and the Man of Business"™ (II, 357) seess an odd blend
of the rational and the romantic, but it was probably a cosmon
enough product of the times. The conservative part of Collins'
nature leaned toward personal ccmfcrt and domestic stability in
the face of social change and decay. This longing manifests
i1tself in Collins' inabilify to allow his resolute heroimnes to
escape the confines of respectable donésticity at thé end of
their adventures, wvhether or not that‘particular kind of “happy
ending™ seems poetically just. He expresses his rebellious
tendencies in acid social coament, a confenpt for everything
English and a penchant for everything Freach, particplarly
Freuch novels and Ftench champagne. But, above all, Collins?®

"sympathy-with sin"™ is expressed in his sympathetic treatment of

"t he charaing rogue and the fascimating villain.

—— e - — —— i~ -

49 Griest, p. 75.
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CHAPTER 2

Collias' Male Characters

. ¥
I as bewitched with the rogue's company. If the rascal
have not given me medicines to make me love him, I®'1ll be

hanged.
: Shakespeare, I Henry IV

I

In the‘%othic novel and the stage lélodrana it is the
villlain rather than the hero who holds the center of interest
anZﬂprovides most of the dramatic action. Coapared to major
Gothic hero-villains like the traqic Belmoth and the darkly
sensual Asbrosia, howvever, thé villain of the stage nelod;ana is
essentially a one-sided figure. His familiar "Curses! Foiled
again!" hardly seems an adequate comment as ome contemplates tie
relentless determinpation uithwhi;h his villginous efforts are
thwarted and baffled by the forces for Good—-fhe Chastity of the |
Heroine and the Integrity of the hero. Ne ver theless, fhe‘
villain's sheer persistence in the face of constant frustration

at least.engages our interest and merits our admiration. The

accepted fora of the melodrasa dictated that the action was
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contained within a well-defined framevork. The audience's .
knovledge that tﬁe odds vere stacked against the villain fros
the start encouraged a degree of ;ynpathy vith his defiaht
efforts; no matter how brilliantly he Sche-ed,_ult;;ately Good
would triuiph over Evil. |

In the sensation novel as in the melodrama and the Gothic
novel, the iillain.retains the spotlight. In his early books,
Collins utilized three villains of the recognizably melodramatic
type: Robert Mannion (Basil), Sir Percival Glyde (The sosan jin
White), and Godfrey Ablewvhite (zhgbhggnstgne), although
Ablevwhite is kept very auch in the habkgronnd as the plot of the
novel develops and thug’plays a relatively minor rdle coapared
to the other two. Nevertheless he shares a one-dinensiogal
quality with Mapnion and Glyde; like them he is totally without
humour and like them he dies a violent death. |

In typical !elodralatiq fashion,vgggil presents a veak;
relatively uninteresting hero, Basil, and a declamatory and
malevolent villain, Mannion. The latter is a less sinister

‘version of the confidential business partner vho at teapts to

insinuate himself (literally) into the bosom of the family in

Dickens®' David Copperfield and Dombey and Son. He schemes to
seduce.sasil's vife, Margaret, in revenge for the ill-treataent
his father received years before at the hands of Basil's father.
Basil has added insult to iqjury by marrying Margaret, the
object ofvﬂannion's lust, thus intensifying Mannion's desire for

revenge. However Mannion's role is weakened when Margaret turns

44



" out to be almost as nasty a piece of work ds he#;seducet, and
quite uiliing to acquiesce in adultery wvith Lin. Sside fronm
this, Haﬂ?ion's debts to Dickens' Heep and Carker are ohvioug.,
Sir‘Pefcival Glyde; the minor villain of gﬁg ¥oman in
gg;;g; is a classic example of the sneering aristocrat of the
melodrama. He is pitted against Walter Hartrighi, another weak
hero who i; only slightly more interesting than Basil. It seems
highly unlikely that the cynicgl Collins could have been
entirely seriouéf;; endowing his hero with a name like’
"Hartright,” but whether or not thié wAs the case, the
opposition of Glyde (tob Bad) and Hartriqhti(;oo Gcodfﬁis only
slightl} more snccessful\tﬂan that of Basil and Mannion.
Neither Mannion por Glyde engage the reader's interést
becauée'each i1s essentially a cardboard figure exhibiting no
conplexity of mind or emotion. Both suffer fros a kind of
tunnel-vision which expresses itself in a determined and
sel f-defeating malignancy. In addition, bothjare upstaged
(although this is more obvious in Sir Percival's case) by other
more interesting characters: Basil's roguish brothef Ralph, and
Sir Percival's fld-boyant mentor, Couﬁl FOSCO. Thus Collins

‘abandons the clearly-defined roles of hero and villain, adding

. . A
cosplexity by introducing characters in whoa good and bad =

qualities are variously mixed. The roles of these anti-heroes

are less easy to define; the men are rebellious and magnetic,
. i

amoral and charaing; but above all, they are vital. Collins?*

. t
rogues and his saster—-criminal are always entertaining; their
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creator's affection for them is obvious.

Basil conpains_ingredients 6f the stage melodrama other
than the wicked seducer and the well-meaning but ineffectual
hero. The novel also offers a harsh, authéritarian parent a#dha
‘passive, pure woman, Basil'srﬂgood angel" sister, Clara.v'v
folloving melodramatic tradition, Basil is a rigidly moral story‘\
in which punishneﬂts are me£ed out to the offenders with e
rnthléss efficiency. The unpleasqnt Margaret, for example,
contracts typhus aqd dies,vuhiie Nannion is so savagely beaten
by Basil that he is rendered both blind and unrecognizable. What
raises the novel above the level of mere uelodraga'is the
presence in it of Basil's charring brother Rglph, thé family
black sheep, and the cold, egbcentr{c Margaret, Ccllins' first
attempt at a villainess. But the critics failed to be appeased
by thé fronmpt punishﬁent>of vice. Collins®' depiction of sexual
passion unredeemed by romantic sentiment, Manunion's éold-blooded
seduction of Hargaret,‘and‘her apparently conplaisant’and
unemotional betrayal of her husband, caused the k'fd of outragé

4

expressed by this anonymous reviewer in a Nestminster Review

article of Oct. 18532

The incident which forms the foundation of the whole, is
absolutely disgusting; and it is kept so perseveringly
before the eyes of the reader inm all its hateful
details, that all interest is destroyed in the loathing
‘which it occasions. . . . There are some subjects upon
wvhich it is not possible to dwell without

offence. . . . 1}

! Norman Page, ed., Wilkie Collins: The Critical Hexitage e
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974), p. 52.
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This criticism refers particularly to the relatively explicit
language quoted earlier which describes the adultery between
Margaret and Mannion as overheard by Basil. However criticissm
vas also directed at Basil's brother galph, a character
repugnant to }ictorian sensibilities; he lives openly and

cheerfully with his mistress and makes no secret of his past

indiscretions.
v Ralph is a cheerful profligate whose delightful dialogue is
by far the most natural and convincing in the book, amd in its
own way as. good as anything ColliﬁS'ever did. Ralph lives with
'"the morganatic Mrs. Ralph,™ and considers his brother
hopelessly naive. Nevertheless, he shoulders Basil's probleas
(at the. same time underlining the hero'sﬂineptitude) and goes
out to do battle with Basil's father-in-law:

"Ah, yes! I see: the old story--innocent of course. And
her father tacks ter, doesn't he? To be sure! That's the
old story, too. . . . ™
"Give me the name and address . . . I shall ask ay
father for money for myself, and use as much of it as I
think proper for your interests. He'll give me anything
I vant, now I've turned good boy. I don't owe fifty
pounds, since my last debts were paid off--thanks to
Madame, who is the most managing woman in the world. Bye
the bye, when you see her, don't seem surprised at her

~., being older than I am. Oh! this is the address, is it?

* Hcllyoake Square? Where the devil's that? Never minad:

I'11 take a cab, and shift the responsibility of finding
the place on the driver!"™ (X, 347, 350)

Ralph is also capakle of standirng up to their blustering father.

He describes the interview to Basil:

“sir," said I, very politely, "if you mean to make a
corsing and swearing conference of this, I think it only
fair to inform you beforehand that you are likely to get
the worst of it. When the whole repertory of British
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oaths is exhausted, I can swear fluently in five foreign
lanquages; I have always made 1t a principle to pay back
abuse at compound interest; and I don't exaggerate in
saying, that I am quite capable of svearing you out of
your senses, if you persist in setting me the exaample.”
(X, 359)

In his disregard tor convéntion, his "gift of the-gab,"‘his
determination to take care of number one, and, above all, im his
air of effervescent joie de vivre, Ralph is the foreruanner of
Count Fosco and Horatio Hraggé.

In The WNomaa ;g'!hite, Collins achieves the epitome ot

Ixc

Wsympathy with sin” in the %rilliant creation of Count Posco.
Fosco is a fascinating a;alga: of wickedness and wit; his
pertormance conpléteiy upstages that of his petulant partner Sir
Percival Glyde. Collins brings his arch-villain to the novel
from Italy, the land of UGdolpho::-"1 thought t?e criie too
ingenious tor an English villaico, so 1 pitché& on q foreigner,"”
he wrote some years later.? However, it is'npt for any real or
isa jined vwrong inflicted upon him by society that Fosco engages
our synpathy._lt is his utter conteapt for conventional ideas of
virtue, his total lack of conscience and his rationalization of
evil into a_delightful game that merits our reluctant
admiration. Fosco's personal sagnetiss, which rises at times to
hypnotic poker, arouses a "strange half-willing, half-unvilling
liking™ (I, 336); it counteracts his grotesquerie and

contributes a sinister dimension to the characterization. Marian
-~ ,

~
2 Wilkie Collins, "Collins on the Composition of The Woman in
White," The World (26 Dec., 1877), pp. u4-6, reprinted in The

Roman in White, ed. Harvey Peter Suckssith, (Oxford: Oxford
Oniversity Press, 1980), p. 591.



notes this quality in her diary: 4 s

/ .
They are the most unfathomable grey eyes I ever sav; qnd
they have at times a cold, clear, beautiful, &

irresistible glitter io thea, which forces me to look at
him, and yet causes me 'sensations, when I do look, which
I vould rather not feel. . . .

I knov he flatters my vanity . ... and yet, when I go
down stairs, and get into his company again . . . he can
manpage ®e . . . aS he manages the blood-hound in the
stable yard. . . « (I, 328-9, 335)

There 1s such a dramatic quality to Posco's character-

ization that the man seems always to be performing. In fact,

the

scepne in vhich Posco is confronted by Hartright is a natural for

the stage:

"Miss Halcombe. Just Heaven! wvith what inconceivable
ranidity I learned to adore that woman . . . My vife
-=-poor angel!--py wife, who adores me, got nothing but
the shillings and the pennies. Such is the World; such
Man, such Love. What are we (I ask) but puppets in a
show-box? Oh, owmnipotent Destiny, pull our strings
gently! Dance us mercifully off our miserable little
stage!” ‘

Fosco's histrionic delivery might have detracted from his

credibpility if it were not so firwly wedded to his contemptuous

sccrn of the conventional "cant® that Collins hiwsself so
aboalnated:

"Crimes cause their own detection, do they? And murder
will out (another moral epigram), will it? . . . there
are foolish criminals who are discovered apd wise
criminals who escape. . . . When the criminal is a
trutal, ignorant fool, the folice, in nine cases out of
ten, win. dhen the criminal is a resolute, edivated,
highly-intellijent man, the police, in nine cases out of
ten, lose. 1If the gpolice aia,Jyoa generally hear all
about it. If the police lose, jou generally hear
nothiny. And on this tottering foundafion yon build up
your comfortable moral saxis that Crime causes its own
Detection!™ (I, 351-2)

Fosco's villiiny is partly otfset by this tendency of the author
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to use him as a mouthpiece for witty and astringent
cronounceaments upon the hypocrisy and sentimentality of
Victorian society: "[Fosco's] theories concerning the vulgar
clap trap, that murder will out, are my own," Collins wrote when

cormenting on the composition of the novel.3

Yoratio Adragge, the con-man par excellence of NJ Mame is an
equally suoccessful, although much lower key characterization.
Fosco and ¥ragge share some characteristics: both are fluent and
aausing talkers who have little time for the Lland mouthings of
conventional society; both use their intelligenée to defraud
their fellow-men. But beneath Fosco's spiling exterior lurks a
villain, vhile Wragge, for all his extravagant impudence, is a

compassionate man; at least he has the vestiges cf a conscience:
Magdalen looked at .him in surprise. He spoke in altered
tones., He vas agitated; he was strangely in
earnest. . . . "Damn it!" he broke oat; "I can't let you
say that. You have reason to think ill of me. I have
cheated you .:-. . You have laid a hold on me that I
don't quite understand. I'm half uncomfortable at taking
the money fros you oow. . . .. " (XIII, 158-9) '

Apart from these lapses, hovever, Wragge is presented with bhis
professional charm intact, a likeable rogue with the zest for
life commcn to all Collins?! anti-heroes:

"]l am a Bogue; and, in that capacity (as I have already
pointed out), the most useful man you possibly coulad
have met with. Now observe! There are many varieties of
Rogue;. let me tell yocu my variety, to begin wvwith. I am a
Swindler . . . Definition: a moral agriculturalist; a
man who cultivates the field of human sympathy . . . one
of ‘these days . . . the abstract merits of the
profession nov called swindling will be recognized . . .
Here lies %rajJge; « . . he plowed, sowed and reaped his

- —— o —— i ——

3 Ibid., p. 592.
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fellov creatures; andtenlightgned posterity
congratulates his cn the uniforms excellence of his
crops.™ (XII, 302-95)

In this novel the allocation of heroié and villainous
qualities is aore conpiex than in The Womsap in White. TIn that
noiel, the victin of the conspiracy, Laura Pairlie, wvhile
somevhat colpurless, is at le;st a pleasant gentievonan. In No
Hame the man conspired agaimst is pictured devoid of any
syepathetic gqualdities. A gjuerulous invalid, Noel Vanstone is
greedy, stupid and wveak-willed into the bargain. Thus in No Nage
Collins‘neatly turnsvtbe tables on ihe convention of hero versus
villain. Wragge, a confidence trickster who conpives to cheat:
Noel Vanstoée cut of his fortuse and l;EtY him vunawvares to a
womar who loathes everything aboﬁt bhim but his lbney, is
presented, 1f pnot as a hero, at least as a kxind and li{eable

fellow. Noel Vanstone, who in his innocence is iwposed upon by

not only Wraigge and Magdalen, but a,so‘ he d lineering Mrs.

Lecount, is an almost totally unsympa thetic cia

The character of Hraggei%eepsito me the happy result of a

particuliarly productive period-in the Collims-Dickens

friendship. Although Collins had by this time resigned froa the

~

editorial staff of All the Year ggggg (the successor to

Household Words), he and Dickens_confibued to collaborate on
such Christmas stories as *"A ﬂeszsg:f:IOI the Sea®™ (1860), about
whicin Collins wrote:

It i1s amusing to see revievers point out a passage of

mine as an exasple of Dickens' peculiar vein, and in the
next serntence comment on a paragraph of Dickens' as a
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sauplelf}xwilkie Collins' %gnsational style.*
Wragge's characteristics--breezy cyniciss, kindliness, hamour,
and a definite tendency to seif-dralgtization--exhibit a blend
of the Dickensian and the Collinsian.

In The Moonstope (1868) Collins' sleight-of-hand with
heroic and villainoqs qﬂaracteristicsris again apparent. Godfrey
Ablewhite, deeply involved in Humapitarian Good Works, turns out
to be a villain and-a hjpocrite. Franklin }lake,,who has all the
qualities of the hero--confidence, wvealth, good iooks,
cha@n——appeats to be éuilfy of theft and hypocrisy.. Thevhe:oine,
Rachel Verinder, loves him for the former qualifies and heartily
déspiges him for the latter. Ablewhite steals Raéhel's jevel;
the moonstone. Aibert Hut£er suggésts that what is stolen froi
Kacnel is "both the jewel and her symbolic virginity,"S and this
suggestion dovetails nicely with Ablewhite's. later exposure as a
betrayer of women generally:

The side kept hidden from the general notice exhibited
this same gentleman in the totally different character
of a man of pleasure, with a villa in the suburbs which
vas not taken in his own name, and with a lady in the

villa, who was not taken in his own name, either. (VIIX,

163)

Frankiin 3lake's conduct, however, is shown to be guestionable

‘"as well: "I expect some iaprudence of Mr. Pranklin's on the

Continent--with a woman or a dett at the bottom of it . . . ,"

.t . —————— i

® Robinson, p. 158. @ - i

5 Albert D. Hutter, "Dreams, Transformations, and Literature:
The Implications for Detective Fiction,™ Victorjan Studjes,
{December, 1975), p. 201, and see also Charles Rycroft,
Imagination and Reality (Newv York: International Oniversities
Press, 1968), pp. 116-122.
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Betteredge speculates (VI, 96) . There are farther implicatioas
of seduction in Rosanna Spearmdn's removal of the stained
nightshirt fronm Blake's bedroom and her recorded impressiouns:

. » + "I said to myself 'Here's probf that he was in

Miss Rachel's sitting-rcom between twelve last night,
and three this worning.' I shall aot tell you in plain
words what wvas the first suspicion that crossed ay mind,
when I made that discovery." . . . (VI, 520-1)

Thus good and bad appearances are traded back and forth at
different times throughout the story.\Both Ablewhite and Blake
are guilty-of incugring>debts in connection with sexual
misconduct. In order to keef financially afloat, Ablewhite first
embezzles money and then attempts to marry Rachel for her
fortune. Blake, on the other hand, allowé Rachel's mother to pay
his debts, and then marries Rachel. The villainous Ablewhite
dies, murdered for the possession of the moonstone, symbol of

Rachel. The heroic Blake lives happily-ever—-after im possession
of the real woman. The reader is somewhat blinded to the moral
ambiguity here by Collins' partiality to Blake, a partiality
‘implicit in dialogue which ’immediately announces Blake's kinship
to his cheerfully unfépentant predecessor, Ralph:

"Rachel's conduct is perfectly intelligible, if you will

only do her the ccmmon justice to take the Objective

view first, and the Subjective view next, and the

Objective-Subjective view to wind up with. . . . Rachel,

properly speaking is not Rachel, but Somebody Else. Do I

mind being cruelly treated by Somebody Else? . . . Then

how does it end? It ends, in spite of your confounded

English narrowness and prejudice, in my being perfectly

happy and comfortable. Where's the sherry?® (VI, 288-9)

An examination of Collins' anti-heroes exposes a

fascinating interplay of guilt and i1nnocence. His sinners gain
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our syspathy in various vays. Usually the reader®s attention is
directed toward soae attractive or admirable quality which
mitigates the character’s sin to some extent; for example, Posco
adaires the excellent Marian, Ralph takes care of his brother
and Wragge accepts responsibility for his docile but
simple-minded wife. Moreover, the author attributes unattractive
qualities to characters like Mr. Pairlie (The Woman in ggigg),
Noel Vanstone (No Name), and Miss Clack (ggg Joonstoneg) ,
characters who, while technically blameless, lack tolerance,
humour and compassion. They are apportionmed the guilt and blasme
which should, in narrow moral teras, be carried by Balph, Wragge
and glake, all of whom admittedly do not adhere to the sexual
and morai standards of their society.

Only Collins' meaner villains are punished without delay.
Ablewhite, who exemplifies humanitarian hypocrisy masking moral
decay, Glyde, who represents the decadent aristocracy, amnd
Mannion, all meet violent deaths. Death also overtakes the
flamboyant Fosco, but both his murder and the motive for it are

\?istanced from the immediate action of the novel. The
unscrupulous Wragge, far from suffering for his crimes, appears
to go from strength to strength in the confidence-gale: Both
Ralph and Blake seem content with the paths they have chosen,
vhether inside or outside the bounds of respectable convention.
Collins® teéhniqué of eaploying his anti-heroes as social
critics does much to>rehabilitate them in the eyes of the

reader. Wragye, Ralrh, Blake and even the wicked Fosco, are all
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utilized to convey their creator®s views on the hypbcrisy’and
intolerance inherent in the riygid and narrow moral code adhered
to bty respectable Victorian society.

In all of this Collins diverges from the unconpronisiﬁg
moral scheme to which his friend and mentor Charles Dickens was
comsitted. Dickens has less propensity for the coaplex and
sympathetic anti-hero, and tends to cling more closely tﬁﬂfhe
clear-cut roles of the melodrasa. His villaibs are closer in
conbeption to Manpion, Glyde and Ablewhite, particularly in the
direq} relationship Dickens establishes between crime and its
punishment. Heep, Carker, the obsesse@ Bradley Headstone, and
even mere moral weaklings like Wrayburn and Carton all suffer
'punishments--injdry, ilprisonlent’or death. Another way in which
Dickens' sinners contrast with Collins' is that their criminal
activities seeaz less inaginaéive. Like Posco, both Heep and
Carker s?éi roney and power; yet neither seems able to think of
any origiral way to achieve his epds. Like most of Dickens!
sinners, they find it difficult to extend their imaginative
range beyond seduction. Perhaps it is this lack of creative
challenge--the zest that Fosco and Wragge display for the
Jame--that creates the aost noticeable difference between
Dickens' and Collins' sihners. Ralph,.itagge and Fosco all
displdy"a convincing, if cynical, enjoysent in being at odds
with society. Altnough Carker and Heep appear to derive some
kind cf gratification from the conienplation of their victia's

misery, none of Dickens' sinners gets much fan out of life.
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Wrayburn, Carton and Steerforth seem always burdened bf a seuse
of guilt and disquiet. Dickeqs never created an anti-hero with
the disarming personal chara of Collins®' rogues or his master
criminal, Fosco. ’

Because of his‘propensity for thJ)entertaining anti-hero
and the relatively uninteresting hero, Collins' novels display a
lack of right-msinded and vitalwyoung men. When male ofpinions are
expressed with vehemence and vigour omn behalf of traditional
morality, the speaker is usually an iéﬁscible elgttly man in a
minor rcle: Gabriel Betteredge {The Moonstome), Sir Patrick
Lundy (Mar and Wife), Nr. Clare (No Nase), ﬂr.‘Pedgift, Sr.

{Armajale), 0ld Benjamin (The Law and the Lady). The opinions of

these older men are expressed from the cther side of the
genefation'gap that separates them froam the younger anti—het;es.
All are critical of the "new ideas" and fepresent the paternal
visdom oﬁ the older generation. They are utilized to express the’
conservative part of Collins' nature that opposed the change and
degsy which he saw all around him as he amoved into nlddle qgé;
Nevertheless, these characters play only supporting roles, and,
wvhile they provide an interesting counterpoint to the rebellious
tirades of the anti-heroes, it is obvious where Collias' aajor
allegiance lies. From Ralph, the likeable rake, descends Wragge,
the loveable rojue amd Blake, the’reforned roue. Even Posco, the
only real villain of the four, 1is invested with such vitality by
his creator that it is hardﬁfo believe that Collins was not his

aost ardent adasirer:



"Third gquestion. On a calm revision of all the
circumstances--Is my conduct worthy of any serious
blame? Most emphatically, No! Have I not carefully
avoided exposing myself to the odium of committing
unnecessary crime? . . . At immense personal sacrifice,
I folloved the dictates of =y ovn ingenuity, =my ovn
humanity, my own faution, and took her identity instead.
Judge me by what I might have done. How comparatively
innocent! how indirectly virtuous I appear, in what I
really dld'“ (11, 365) )

It is interesting to speculate upon the origins Collins'
devil-may-care attitude, the amused acceptance with which he
views his hero-villains. Collins lived vith his wiloved mother
and his brother Charles until 1860 when Charley married Kate
Dickens (Dickens' younger daughter) and moved out. He appears to
have bheen involved in some emotional entanglement in the early
'*'50s about which nothing is known, but which apparently formsed
the basis of the plot of Basil (1852): "I have founded the main
event out of which this story springs, on a fact within ay own
knowledge,” he wrote in the novel's Preface (X, 3). The tone of
the novel suggests that the experience was an unhappy one for

‘&tollins; however, it is the only suggestion of any emotionmal
‘attachment up to his thirty-fifth year. Indicationé\are‘that in
1859 or 1860 he met the mysterious "wvoman inf‘white,™ Carolyn
Graves, w#ith whom he was to live, exceét for a brief period, for
the next thirty years. This relatlogfhlp vas established before,
and continued after his acquisition of a second mistress, MNartha
Rudd, by whom Collins bad three children. The extreae
aunconventionality of Collins' lite after leaving home snggeéts

eitaer extreaely strongly-held convictions or very deep

d1sturbance of some kind.
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It 1is perhaps idle to speculate upon whether or not
Collins' undoubted attachment to his mother disinclined kim
toward marriage. In his foqdness for the "loveable rake," he may
have seen himself as always faithful to his mother, although
occasionally a "naughty boy." Certainly he was imn no way
dependent uwpob his mother's presence; he loved to travel and
often spent weeks and months livipg and travelling with Dickens,
alwiys maintaining a steady correspondence with his mother énd
brother. Collins' predilection for strong women 1in his novels,
and his refusal to marry either of his two long-teram amistresses,
may reflect a féar of the threat such wvomen posed to his
relationship with his mother. Interestingly, one of Collins'
early short~stories, "The Dream Woman®™ (1859), depicfs just ihis
situation.

"Unlucky Isaac® lives until age thirty-eight with his
widowved mother. Speﬁﬂiég 2 night away from home at an inn, he
avakens, terrified by the sight of a knife-wielding, "fair, fine
woman with yellowish, flaien hair™ who atteapts to stab him, and
failing, disappears. Returning hose, he'descgibes the appearance
of the dream woman to his mother in detail. After seven years
abseﬁce, Isaac returns to his smother's house,-and the sanme
evening meets the dream woman in the flesh. He does no%§
rescognize her, but-feels vaguely uneasy in her presence. She
fascinates hia, hcwever, and they plan to marry; but she warns
him to keep their relationéhip secret from his mother. When the

tvo women finally meet, Isaac's acther points out that the real
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woman perfectly matches Isaac's desqr%ption»of the dreanm woman.
Prom this time the mother's health.EZEEs;_apd Isaac takes upon
himself the.guilt for her suffering. She pleads with him not to
-return‘to bis wife. Pinally the dreaam occurs in rgal life; Isaac
wvakens to find his i;fe standing over hinm, knife ﬁpfaised.»ﬂe
overpowers her aand leaves her that night. She disappeafs, but
Isaac, "withered and old-loocking before his. time," never sleeps
égain at night, and is haunt;d by the fear of his wife's finding
bim: "She's looking for me®™ becomes his watchword (XIV,
132—165).

~ . : : -

All of this is, of course, the merest conjecture. It may be

that flouting naritaL'convention-enhanced Collins® rebellious
'self-image and satisfied a desire for attentio} from his mildly
Bohelia;\gbclal circle. The fact remains that the one character
.colpletely missing frca Collins®' novels (and from those of
Dickens') is the strong and confident hero who is also genni;ely
good. No Felix Holts or Daniel Derondas stalk the ﬁcvels,
serenely self-righteous mentors of aspiring heroimes. In
responding to what Leslie Fiedler calls the,"shared dreams” of
their audience,® the sensation novelists abandoned the lover. as
counsellor: "I care.fot lyseif," Jane Eyre asserts. "The more
solitary, the more triendless, the more ugsustaingd I am, the
more I will respect-myself. . . . Preconceived opinions,
toregone determinations are all I have at this hour t’”?tand by;

- - At . -

¢ Leslie Fiedler, "The Death and Rebirth of the Novel,™ in The
Theory of the Novel: New Essays, ed. John Hdlperxn (London:
Oxford Unlversxty Press, 1974) , p. 191.
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there I plant ay foot."? The sensation novelist carried thisv
resolution and the self-denial it represented a step futther. 
‘They recognized that the guiding pafernal hand iay heavy on
women, married and unnarried, !any desired to cast it off, at
least vicariously, and to abandon self-sacrifice even in a noble
cauée: "Jjane Eyre's Mr. Rochester!® excleiléd a sensation
heroine of 1865, “"If I had been Jane Eyre, I woﬁid have kiilled

himine

II

The melodramatic hero was an outgrowth of the "verray
parfit gentil knight" of medieval ropmance: brave, courteous,
.good, but unfortunately, because of the absolute purity of his
thoughts, unable to foresee or forestall the evil machinationms
of the villain. Thus the knight-in-shining~armour vas in a fair
way to be made a fool of: \\. N

Brave this hero must always be and stromg and kind, but

it was unfortunately difficult for him to be wise, as

the burden of troubles it was necessary to load upon

this poor man's shoulders . . . would never have been

carried by anyone but a terrible sap.?

“Terrible sap" is, of course, hardly a fair description of

Walter Hartright, Collins' major candidate for the role of

7 Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre (1847) (Harmondsworth, Sussex,
England: Penguin Books, 1959), p. 314.

® Florence Lean, Love's Comflict (1865) in Victorian En and';gA
its-Novels: 1840-1870, ed. Myrom Brightfield (Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1968), I, 167.

9 Booth, English Melodrama, p. 17.
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traditicnal hero. However, while Hartright's name signals his
heroic_functioﬁ, Collins' presentation of his hero suggests'that
"Hartright" may have ircmic overtones. Hartright's introduction

t®-the reader is not impressive; his health is poor, physically

and mentally: he seems a man incapable‘of managing his own

affairs:

« « « the faiing summer left me out of health, out of
spirits, and, if the truth be told, out of money as
well. During the past year, I had not managed my
professional resources as carefully as usudl; and my.
extravagance now limited me to the prospect of spending
the autume econcmically. (I, 8-9)

The ton¢ of self-reproach and dejection here contrasts sharply
with tAe confidence and swagger of Ralph, Wragge, Fosco and

Blake, all of whom need cash and expect to gef it without

"limiting their prospects" ip ary wvay.

Hartright accepts a position as drawing master at
Linmeridge House and promptly falls in jlove with his pﬁpil,
Laura Fairlie. His hopes are dashed, however, when Marian
Halcombe informs bhim that his peloved is betrothed/to another
man.ffn this first crisig vith which Hartright must cope, his
behévior is far from conventionally heroic:

The pang passed; and nothing but the dull numbing pain
of it remained. I felt Miss hHalcosbe's hand again,
tightening 1ts told on my arm--1I raised my head and
looked at her . . . the strength of her will--
concentrat¢ﬁLon the loock she fixed on me, and in the
kold op my arms that she had not yet relinguished--
coapgnicated to mine, steadied me. We both waited a muyte
monefit if-pilence. At the end of that time I had
justified her geperous faith in ay msanhood; I had,
outwardly at least, recovered ay self-control. (I,
105-6)

Hal fway thrdugh the novel Marian collapses and Hartrighg;getuﬂgf\
: R

@
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to éontiﬁue.thé battle on Laura's behalf. At the cnllina;inn.ni
his efforts, he beards the villain Fosco in his® den. Even here,
Lovever, the typical-pelpdranatic i1nteraction of weak hero aﬁd
strong fillain is evident.‘Although Hartright finally achieves
the hpper.haud with Fosco and demands of him a signed Sonfessioﬁ
of the éonSpiracy, it 1is Fosco who controls the interviev,‘
displ?ying what even Hartright adiits is"an extraordinafy
‘nitture of rrompt decision, far—sigﬁtgd cuonning and mountebank
bravado. . . . Sincerely as I loathed the ian, the prodigious
strength of his character, even ip its most trivial aspects,
impressed pe in spite of ayself*" (II, 331, 334). In fhis vay
Hartrighg, noninaliy gt'least the hero .of the novel, 1is deprived
of heroic stature from beginning to end of the book. He is never
as satisfaétqry an ahtagouist to Posco as 1s MNarian Halcoabe.

If the Victorian self-image is that of the disinished bhero,
Collios' novels expose it with a vengeance. Not oﬂly do the
btooks lack heroic male roles, but at the same time they contain

devact lng studies in male weakness and ineptitude. As
nentloned above, other than *ne anti-heroes and Fosco, any sale
charActers with sense are old and powerless. Though youothful,
mer like Allan Armadale, Noel Vanstone, and Eustace Macallan
ladﬁ\brains, moral amd physical strength, and vitality. Evea the
supposed heroes--Hartright, Midwinter and Bléke—-exhibit 3

recognitior that they are poverless and overwhelmed at the hands

of unknown and malignant forces.
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iuile‘ﬁascnfalna;sincgnt:oi‘ofexﬁntsfen;n¥sp:eianding.
that he is bgffeted by tate, Ozias uidv{ﬁterAacfﬁaLl]'alloﬁs
kimself to be possesséd and controlled by Allan Armadale's
dream, fthe fulfillnent of‘w&ich constitutes thé entire forvard’>‘
sovesent of the plo™gf Armadale: - . ' .

"Thrice the Shadows of the Vision warned Allan in his

.sleep,” [Aidwinter] vent on, “and thrice those Shadows

have been embodied im the after-time by You and by HNe!

- « .« Por this, your influemce drev mse to you, when my - oo
better angel warned me to fly the sight of your face.

There is a curse on our lives! there is a fatality in

our rootsteps." (IX, 384-5) ‘

One way to cope with loss of control BKW,Mﬁ,”i&,,,;fﬁ,ﬂﬁ
faté. 1f evénts are foteétdaineq, one is absolved of |
tesponsibility&fof one's actions and for the fut;te. Collins
constantly eaploys the finger-of-fate motif, usaally involving
carefully staje-managed coincidences and dream fulfillments,
utilizinj his talent for what Dorothf Sayers termed “coabining
lelodrhna with calculation.®!9 At the same tise, fé§§oﬁaid§"tiyw
the anxiety produced by ihe'instabiiity of hiévvcfid,-Col;ins'P
plois(gfnd toua;ds the solutiorn of problems; they rgstore
identiiies, find patterans énd reorder chaos. They All ROVe .
tovard tne statility of the conventional happy ending.

To reconclle these two aspecfs of his novels, Coilin;'

characters must becope instruments of tate, chosemn (somehow¥, by

someone) to effect predestined ernds. In The Bgpan in White, for

exénple, vhen Mariarn despairs of her efforts to help Lawra, she

receives a message 1n a dreas froms Hartright:

i — o ————

10 sayers, sdilkije Collins, p. 25.
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- . . .

The nxght vhen I met the lost Woman on the highua’ vas
the. n;ghtrsh%chmsexfl}flLLegapa;tgtogbegthegxnstrnncnf

of a Design that is yet unseen. . . . I am still walkiag
on the dark road which leads me to you, and the sister
- of yonr love and mine, to the unkmown Retribution and
the inevitable End. (I, 314)
Harttignt'does perfbrl some’ conventional heroics ia his
fight with,Glyde's bullies and his final showdown with Posco.
éduéver, eients beycnd bis control finally defeat Glyde, and

Posco manajes to orche ate hlS ovn capltulatlon, agaxn tak;ng

the triumph out of Haftright!s‘hands, Midwinter is more passive

than Hartright. He allows a fatal dream to take control of his
- === life and order his actions. Pranklio Blake goes one step further—————
and perforas his conscious desires in an entirely amconscious

state. Under the influence of ofpiom he acts without volition, a

slecpwalker in a dreas: : R
The suplime intoxication of opium gleamed in his eyes;
the dev of a stealthy perspiration began to glistenm on
his face . . . he sat up in bed. . . . The papils of his
" eyes were ncv contracted; his eyeballs gleamed in the - =
light of the candle. . . . He looked about the roonm,
with the vacant glitter im his eyes. . . . The aext
aoment he passed us, swift and noiseless with the candle
ip hig nanmd . . . He put the candle on top of the
cabinet. Then he tcok the mock Diamond out with his

right hand. (VII, 115-120)

,The very imability of Collins' hero¥s to control their owa
destinies contriputes to our imfression of the heroes of the
books as irresolute and devitalized, as submerged in the plots

ather than as conttolling events. What male vitality exists is

pruvrﬁed*by*ruqnes**viiiarns*‘Knﬂ‘Iaﬁien“fbt‘hetE‘UHE‘iust

Lneiude4i58££%lﬂsQeiteﬁraﬂfahégibiagStudf*nab‘°£"

psynhotag;_and a character who p;ov1des ;Qg Lav apd the Lady {fj?J/

with its only strony male character. Dexter, a legless
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1egalnnaniac*fLntall;ﬁeclipses_thegfeehlegknstacegnacallanfgihgggggggff
"heroic" ob]ect for uhose rights Yaleria so sweccessfully -
calpaiqns. Hannxon, Dexter and gosco are the only sen in the
novels uho‘exercxse real mastery, both mental and physxcal, over
vomen. In Man apd Nife Cdi}ins asserts that this mastery is
essential to a woman's happiness: - \X
Eouéver.persistently the epicene theorists of modern »
timses may deny it, it i=s-pevertheless a truth in the - —n
vhole past history of the sexes that the natural
condition of a woman is tc find her master inm a man.
. . . The .possession of a master is--uncoascious to

theaselves--the only possxble co-pletxon of their lives.
{IIY, 483=-2) .. , S — S —

Collins asserts that wvomen uant and need to be subjugated
by thelt hnsbands and lovers; yet he places that smastery only in
the hands cf the obsessed Mannion, the(ruthless Fosco and the
unstable Dexter.lﬂanniqn gtﬁtesrof his plam to gain éontqol over

Hatgatet Sherwvin:

I said within myself: . . . 1 will know happiness before
1 di%; and this girl shall confer i¥ . . . she shall

comse to my side, and of her own free will put her hand

in mine, and follow me wherever I go: my vife, ay
mistress, ay servaant, wvhich I choose. . . . Rer strong
passions?--I could control them. Her ohstxnancy?—-l

could break it. H overty of intellect?--I cared
nothing about heg” intlellect. What I waated was youth and
beauty. . . . (X, 315, 320)

In Fosco the guality surfaces when he co-s'thejnastiff by
sheer force of will. We see it also in the mesmeric power with
vhich he connands the baffled submission and telnctant

adlxt@b{on of Marian Halcosmbe:

de looks like a man vho could tame an]fklng. If he hagd
married a tigress instead of a wosan, he would have
tamed the tigress. If he had sarried ¢, . - . I should
have held my tongue wvhen he looked at pe, as she holds
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hers. (I, 326-7)

Marian continues, describing Posco's cojtrol over his vife: “The
rod of iroo viih,vhich ;evtnles her Eejet appears ih company-—-it
is a private rdd, and alvays kept pgpstairs"® fi,,33l).

In Dexter the sa;e power exist), this tise erxercised bj the

mentally unbalanced over the mentally defective' bnt'the

subnlssxve quality and the sexual ove:tones inhereat in lrxal's

tesponses. to him are the sasey . e

'ltlel! you have learned to dress my hair amd amoint my
beard, haven't you? . . . Would you like to let anybody
else do if for you?™ . . .

voice again to its hoarsest notes. 'Let het touch yoa 1if
she darest®

Dexter laughed at the childish outbreak. . . .

I thought my little experimeat might interest

4 ou,” he said. . . . "The dormant intelligence of my
_ cousin is like the dorsant sound in a musical ~

‘instrument. I play upon it--and it amswers -y touch. She
likes bean played vpon.™ -

, s e 8 8 s 4= 8 = -
: "Poor devil!*® he said pattxng h g head
complacently. "You doa't understand, do you? Apnd yet I
‘can wake the flesh creep om your great clusay body--and
vet T can hold your suddied mind, and sake you like it.
Poor devil!®™ He leaned back serenely in his chair, aad
looked my way again. (V, 284-5, &49)

: 'ﬂaste:y' then is a quality Collias claims for his heroes

but denonstrates only in the villainous Mamnion and Posco and

the half-mad Dexter. Hragge, of course, coattols Ars. itaqge,'

but the sexual elemeat 1s missing here and the situation

degenerates into comedy. Framklin Blake clains mastery over

Rachel: "ay touch seesed to nave the same effect on her which

the sound of sy voice had produced vhen I first entered the roona

- - . while her hand lay 1in mine 1 vas her master still!® (vI,

- 565) However, given tbe‘contextg?f their stormy interview, his

v
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enployed,narian to propose to her siégat‘on his behalf,
continues tg;iean heavily on her fqt support; Hidufhtet is
totally under the spelliof‘ﬁiss éuiit; and Eustace Bacallan's
pegulqnf desands of the capable Ialeria (Ihe L;! and the Lady)
can hérdly be describtd as ;asterfui in any semse. Collins, at

once threatened and fascinated by strosgy vomen, cam comceive of

a liaison wvith suCh a wosaa oaly ia traditional teras of male
iastery and female sublission; yet the relationships im his

--novels hardly bear out his theory. S S

The men 1n Ccllins' novels express the veakened patermalisa
of the q&d—ninetéenth century. The elderly men in the novels
~ 7 o _ ,
embody Collins' desire to assert order through traditional

authority and his poverlesspess to do so in the face of

accelerating social change. His younger hut devitalized msem and

hié'uééiér'iéiéaf'l'tic"iliﬁinéwéiiiéké”i&fiﬁii”iiﬁiéfkméf”m”"w

Collins' social l.dellias' lgaier villains die violent
deaths. His master-crimsinal, Posco, is also eventually killed,
but for eaclier crimes and in a foreign country. Ralph and -
Wrajge flonribh,»éhe torser hapgily living im sin and thé latter
luntepent;ntly and even more successtuily cultivating his husan

crops. OUnder a good woman's influence, Pramklin Blake is well 6n

his way to becosing 4 reformwed character.

One of Collins' most velcome contributions to the

P

deiéloplent of the more psychologically-true cﬁ::;ctet, vas in

the creatiom of the profligate with the heart of\gold. Like
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Thackeray's Becky Sbharg, Collins’® ngii:hgfngs,a:gungimnnggiS;hQLW
they are survivors. The reader is cospelled to syapathize Qith
sin vhen it is embodied in sinners who radiate a wost seductive
-personal charms, who lay a tenacious hold os life anmd display
such zest ftor the ride. In cre;ting characters like ¥ragge and
Balph, Collins efféctively released the hero trom his
strait-jacket of virtue and estatblished 31 wore credible and
éonplex toil for‘;he resolute beroine. And just in:tile-‘ror in
the search forbneu directions and fresh material, novelists vere
re-discovering the heroine, Traditionally godod, teautiful,
chaste, vulnerable~-she wvas the obvious candidate for |

rehabil itation.



caarTER 3

Soseh aad Seasatioa Pictioas

The Heroihe, the whole Heroinme, and nothing but the
Heroine-~that is our cry, if you drive us into the
coroer and insist ob our stating precisely what wve want,
in the plainest terms possible.

#ilkie Collims, "A Petitiocn to the Nowvel ltiﬁé;s'

I

With the publicatién of Collins' The Hopan ig White in 1860
and Ars. Braddon's ngxrggglg11§ §g§§g3'in 1862, the iesolute
heroine moved into the spotlight of ‘Qopular' literatuée. Lady
Aud ley and Marian Halcosbe could hardly have been more
ldifferent, but readers received thea both with enthusiasa. Lady
Audley pursues hér ovn ends, ruthlessly; Marian risks ali for
her sister, uiblingly. At first gylance the dgétibies‘of the two
vomeEn seem Jgudlly at variance. Lady Audley, ipcarcerated in an
asylum, 1s forced to fenounce the world outside. However, Marian
Halcoabe's tuture/lole as saiden aunt in the Bartriébt household
and “sister® to Walter Hartright seeas also to invo;ie a certain
asount of renunciation.

Io mid-nineteenth century there were nofénlpleiel¥
satisfactory sélutions for the capable wosan vho did not marry;

and solutions vere needed. The prcblem was not one that was

going to go away. The publication in 1347 of Jape EZyge had a
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revolutionary effect on the Victorian heroine) Bany later
bercines pursuéd éelf—fulfillnent; they were rebellious,
passionate, and often, as ‘in -the case of Marian Ralcoabe, plain.
®¥hereas Jane Austeq's hefoines painfully acquife self-ﬁnouledge
and Geotye Eliot's reluctantiy practise self-demial, the
sensétional beroiné was self-assertive, determined upon freedoa
e , )
fros restraint and triusphanst survival. The fact that so many
sensational heroines survived their adventures'obi; to be safely
delivergd inéé the waiting arms of husbands and lovers, refiects
a realistic assesssent on the part of thevnoveLis f the
"existing fossibilities tor women, rather t;an a denial of early
feminist stxrrinqs.'Tafen a;ﬁ: whole, the sensation novel
reflects the begipning of a sovement toward the liberation of
vomen from their limited sphere and the emancipation of the
heroine rrom her traditional role.

The rise af\interest in the post-Jagne Eyre heroine
encouraqged -any.liddle-class vomeD to experiment with hovel-
writing. In'this Aactivity they found'an outlet they were
othervwise denied; Untortunately, few women were the intellectual
equals of Georye Eliot, énd sany wrote sensationai potfboilers
faf tgé mass market. This exploitation of the elements of the
sensational novel as a formula for the outpourings of inferior
vriters, most of them women, was onevreaSOhvfdr the.déclina of
.sensationalism at the enh of the decade. *Serioﬁs' autﬁdts vere

quick to disclaim any "sensational® tendencies in their novels.

Sheridan Le Fanu, tor exasple, insisted that hils novels belonged
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to the "legjtimate school of trdgic Engxish }énance"ﬁigl
underlining) . Hiss:Braddon stated, "Wilkie Collins is assuredly
my literary father,"? yet Henry James considered fhab she, and
nct Collins, was the founder ot the‘sensatiop novei. In Jdiés'
opinioﬂ;‘Colliné' vorks "deserve a aore respectable aame."? Even
Charles Peade Jualified the use of the term 'sgnsation novelist®
as appliéd to himself:
" This siang’tetl is not qQuite accurate as applied_to me.

Without sensation there can be no interest; but Ay plan

is to mix & little character and a little philosg, hy

vith the semsational element.*

Collins deprecated the tesale vwriters; he felt that they
1overed the prestige of "light literature®™ and it is true that
such of the female output was trash. Although Collins hiaself,
in later years, was responsible for some pretty silly books, he
corsidered his own novels and those ot his friends Dickens‘gnd
Reade to be greatly superior to the work of the female
novelists, and to a greag extent history has vindicated bis

opintion. Hbile‘tne best-sellinglnovels of 1860-62 verevCollin§'
The Woman in White, Dibkéns' Q;ggg §§Eecta§ig£§, ﬁrs- Henry‘
Wool's gggg &lggg'and Braddon's Légl Lgd;ezls Secret, ounly the

! Joseph Sheridan Le Panu, "A Preliminary Word,” QUncle Sjilas; A
Tale of sartras-Haugh (1B64) (New York: Armo Press, 1977), p.
vii. ' 7

? Kobert Lee Woltf, Sepsatjopal Victoriapg; Thg Life 3gd Fiction
of Mary Zlizapeth Bragdon (Hew York: Ga:lﬁnd_ﬂnhllshlhg*,13191*
p. 326.

3 James, "M1ss Brad!oh," p. 123.

4 Charles Reade, Preface to Hard cCash, n.p.
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former two books are‘Still read. The novels of Réade are at
‘least available in second-hand bookstores, but the best books of
Wwood and Braddon are increasingly difficult to find. At the
time, howvever, the enormous sale of B t Lynge amazed and
enraged Collins, and in The Bliack Robe (1881)‘he vas still
venting his feelings abou€'v01en ¥riters:. |

"A very remarkakble work, Steila, inat e present state of

Yight literature in Pangland--a novel that actually tells

a 5tory. . . . It-has another extraordi merit-——it

isnp*'t written by 3 woman."™ (XIII, 328) ' v

o
HNevertheless even Collins cculd not deny that women and
sensatiqn vere inseparable. In fact, by the 1860s, fiction, as
Mrs. Gaskell said of Cranford, was ™in possession of the
Amazons."s
It was not the low literary level of the sensation novel

that drev the fire of conservative readers, however. It was the
tact that dubious loralitf pery@ded the novels, and that these
"prurient®™ books were produced by Qonen writers for the apparent
enpjoyment or other women:

. - . the writers of these books, ay, of the very

- toulest of them,--authors who have put forth confeéssions
of the Jarkest profligacy that an utter reprotate could

make, - . . these writers are, some by their own
adeission . . . women; and the worst of them, UNMARRIED
WOREN.® :

A Punch cartoon of 1867A§bovs a man inspecting the new book
- . S ‘

offered to him in a book-shop, and declaring: "Ah, very Clever,

- ——— WS D = e WS - ——

5 Mrs. Gaskell, Cranford (1853) (London. Maceillan, 1892), p- 1.
¢Quoted 1n EZlaine Sbovalter, \ ture of Their Qun
(Princeton: Princeton 0Onivers ty ss, 1977), pp. 160-1ob1l.

- .
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I dare say. But I see it's written by a Lady, and I want a Book
. ) 3 .
that sy Daughter may read. Give me something else."? )

One characteristic of the sensationo novel which
"particulaply attracted female readers and writers vas its
preoccupation with the exposure of secrets. Secrecy -as part of

’ o : )
the life of all middle-class Victoriaas, but vas particularly
basic to the Tives of women. Thé&:ﬁft important functions of
theilr bodies--lenst[nation, se&ual intercourse, conc¢eption and:
how to avoid it, childbirth, menopause--events governing the
lives of women cf all ages,vue:e uraentionable secrets shared
only between intimate female friends. It|is not surprising that
the secrets most often exposed in the sensation novel coamcern
snlawful passionm-adultery (patticuldily'that involving the
flijht from husband to lover), illegitimacy, bi&%ly, and the.
. } P
fate of the fallen woman. The atfraction of thefnovels wvas in
the exposure of the secrets; reade:s,'particularl -Momen,
derived vicarious pleasure and emotional relief from the
expression of anxieties, hostilities and fantasies that were
traditionally suppressed. This tension is vividly expressed in
the journal of Henry James!* Sister, Alice, who wrote:
-As 1 used to sit immovatbtle reading in the library with

vaves of violent inclipation suddenly invading my

muscles taking some one of their amyriad forms such as

. - . knocking off the head of the benignant pater as he

sat with his silver locks, writing at his table, it used

to seem to me that the omnly difference between we amnd

the insane(qgin;hat I had not only all the horrors

~suffering of Sanity but the duties of doctor, nurse,
and strait-jacket i1sposed upon ®€ too . . . When all

- - —— " ——————

7 Punch, 21 Deceaber: 1867, Vol. 53, p. 252.
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one's moral and natural stock in trade is a temperament
forbidding the abandonment of an inch or the relaxation
of a muscle, 'tis a never-ending fight.$®

To the extent that the novels reflected existingtpgaifties,

readers were forced to face social evils which were genérallyv
acknowledged to exist but which _prudery and Podsnappery found

convénient to ignore. Predictably, fear that the "subversive®

sensation novai would have a detrimental effect on family lifg

and individualrlorality vas rampant. It was eveh suggested by
Dr. George Black thai the\zovels would have a "tendency to
acceletaté the occurrence of genstruation."? However, since it
vas a popularly-held viewv that menstruation relieved wvomen of
violent sexual desires,!® it is hard to see how this result
could have been considered\bthfr than beneficial.

qrs. iargaretAOIighant; v;iting on contemporary fiction,

was more concerned with complaisant public acceptance of the

bebhavior and attitudes coamacn to the sensation heroine:

J

We will not ask wvhence or from wvhoam the influence is
erived. It has been brought into being by society, and
it naturally reacts upon society . . . It seeams to be
cepted by the great audience of the circulating
. libraries as something like the truth. . - . The fact
that)\ this new and disyusting picture of what professes
the female heart, comes from the hands of women,
ils tacitly accepted by them as real, is not in any
be laughed at. Some change must have been vwrought
he social mind ere such things could be tolerated
at ajjl. . . . 11 :

9 Showaltefr, p. 160.
1o Ibid., pp. 120-121.

11 Qliphant, “Novels,™ pp. 258, 260.

N\
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~In spite of criticism bty both sexes, the popdlar;ty'of the
resclute heroine continhed’i&éigcrease. The desire of female
readers to experience, at least vicariously, some greater
fre&é;;L%f govement, could not be igncred. Ultimately the
liberating tendencies of semnsational fiction overcame an
opposing mbvement in Victorian society; and in fact, the
sensation rovel may hayéigghieved its popularity partly as a
reaction against it; This was a movement to enshriné women at
the heart of fanilyzlifé, to emphasize and~venerate the

specifically domestic and maternal functions of wamen, and

practically, to limit the oppdrtunities for capable single vomen

like Marian Halcombe.

There were many reasons for the popularity of the "angel in
the hoﬁse" concept. By cid-nineteenth century, middle-class
valaes demonstrated the close rélationship between Prqfestadtiél
and capitalisa. geventeenth-century Puritanisa had evoived into
the Protestant evangelical movement whiéh extclled the
productivity of the individual and assured his success through

har1 work and thrift. There vas a strong connection drawn

between sex and sin; the former seemed sometimes to be deplored

7

more because'sensuél indulgence wasted valuable time and energy
than becausé of its inherent immorality. The cult of marriage,
hbme and family was promoted as the most efficient way of
achieving social and material pfogress. At the same time
orbanization had narrowed the:faﬁge of useful activities in

(’f 75 ) \



vhizh vomen could engage outside the home. Ignorance of
birth-contr51 methods and reduced infart mortality rates -
produced large families requiring a great deal of attention and
organizatidn;,houever, the cook, nursery-said apnd governess
rekieved well-oft mothers of the actual physical labour
involved. This freed them to concentrate on providing moral
support and guidance for husband and family. Like Agpes in David
Copperfield, a woman could enjoy a measure of power and prestiée
vhen her role was perceived as that of "his gcod angel":
mSit down," said Agnes cheerfully . . . "If you
canpot confidently trust se, who will you trust?”
"Ah, Agnes!" I returned. "You are ay good Angel!"
She smiled, rather sadly, I thought, and shook her bead.
"Yes, Agnes, my good Angel! Always 2y good Angel!"™
"If I vwere indeed, Trotwcod,"# she returned, "there
1s one thing that I should set %7 heart on very much.
« « « Cn warning you," said Agnes with a steady glance,
"against your bad Angel."12?
Even Collins' fliprant Franklin Blaxe.(The Mognstone) invokes
the stereotype:
"I have several vorthy aspirations, Betteredge; but what
am I to do wvith them now? I as full of dormant jood
qualities, 1f only Rachel would bhave helpged me bring:
them out!"™ (VI, 287) '
Thus women became the moral c%pﬁgi of Victorian tamily life,
and, as the Christian tradition lost hold, home took on the

aspect of a sacred syabol. Ruskin describes the home as "a

sacred place, a vestal temple, a temple of the hearth.”13 as

- i

12 Charles Dickens, David Copperfield (1849) (London: Oxford
University Press, 1948), p. 366-367.

13 John Ruskin, "Of Queen's Gardens," in Sesame and Lilies:
{1865) (London: Cassell and Co., 1909), p. 74.
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Chesterton said of the Victoriéns, theirs was "the first
genera;iah that ever askea its children to worship the hearth
without the altar.m14

By the time of,Gi}oert and Sullivan's H.%.5, Pinafore in
1878, the 1dealization of uives ;nd mothers was a well-enough
established aspect of social culture fo provide a focus for
satire: "Confide,in me; I am a mother!™ warbles Little | .

.Buttercup. Forty years earlier, however, Mrs. S5Sarah Stickney

Ellis' Ltook on the duties of women was a best-seller. Women

aspired to the vifely ideal:

. » . the humble monitress who [sits] alone, guarding
the fireside coasforts of his distant home; and:-the
rezembrance of her character, clothed in moral beauty,
has . . .. sent him back to that beloved hoase, a wiser
and hetter man.1S ' -

‘The stereotype died hard. Even in the eighties Henry James

_writes of his aother in the same fulsome language:

She was patience, she vas wisdom, she was exquisite
maternity . . . ope can feel, forever, ﬂfe
inextinguishable vitration of her devotion . . . It was
a2 pertect mother's life--the life of a perfect wife. To
bring her children into the world--to expend herself,
for years, for their happiregs and welfare--then, when
they had reached a full maturity and were absorbed in
‘the world and in their own interests--to lay herself
down in her ebting strength and yield up her pure soul
to the celestial power that had given her this divine
commission.1s '

14 G.K. Chesterton, Autobiogragphy (London: Hutchinson amd Co.,

1936), p. 20.

15 Sarah Stickney Ellis, “The SWomen of England: Their Social
Duties and Domestic Habits™ (1839), in The Nogton Anthology of
English Literature, ed. M.H. Abrams et al. (New York: W.W.
Rorton, 1962), Fourth Edition, II, 1653.

16 Strouse, p. 27.
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The evangelical revival encouraged a reaction avay fros

N

\Etjl tly rale ;atherlngs outsxde the home, and large families
‘orced 4 male precccupatlon with earnlng--e:pensxve educatlons

~had to be provided for sons and nartldge portions for daughters.

N\

The change 1n Basculine attitude encouraged the dominating

father to fade in significance. The "heavy" father df the

selodrama was still to be found; put one has only tc look to

Dickeas' Doambey and Son and Collims*® Basil toifind/tﬁé

,//

tyrannical father under attack. Rising liddle-é}éés Victorian
tathets, prenccupied with busipess and the dects of spendthrift
sors, mor=2 aften retreated to library and study in the face of

domestic storms. Mother controlled children and household, an

iron hari in a velvet glove, her influence radiating a rosy
fireside jlow:

"] shali never fail to gather my children arp&nd me
daily, at stated and convenient periods, for higher
purposes: to instil intc them Christian and moral ,
duties. . . . This 1s a mother's task~-— . . '. a child
should pever hear aught from its mother's lips but
rersuasive gentlepess. . . ., " 17

Even when a4 mother was a perfect model of moral rectitude, as

vas Mrs. Edmondson in Yonge's ihe Heir of Redclyffe (1853), a

daughter could still forget her duty so far as to agree to a

secret engagement:

"lLaura, you seea to think ycu owe nothing to anyone but
Philip. You forget that you have been keeping uf a

syster of disobedience and concealment, of which I could
not have believed a child of mine could be capable.

e il

w17 Mrs, flenry Wood, East Lynne (1861) (New York: A.L. Burt,
n.d.), p. 302. :
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Laura, hov you have abusedAdur cbnfidence!:?!

Thatﬁeray recognized the limitations imposed npdn thel
heroine ny close parental supervision: "The life of a good young
girl who 1s 1n the patermal nest4as yét;' he wrote "canft have»
aany of those tbrilling incidents to ubichthg heroiné of
',romlnée commonily lays claia." Certgégigrsecky Sharp's adventures

\

provide an excellent example of what can happen when a young

’

lady must "be her own mamma."”!? It is not surprising .them, that

when ¥ mother's 1ntluence is entirely asissing, daughters go

astray. The heroine of Aurora F;é d (1863), is a young lady who

-

escipes the "paternal nest” by rupning off to Paris with her
=fatnér's groom, and laaments the lack of a lot:er's guiding hand£
"Should [ have ever cared atoﬁt horse-racin aﬁd redd\spogtiag
papers it 1T could have called a good.udnan ?:Bther?'"sbe
dsgs.zo

"The heroines of fictioh have no mothers," complains an
.anonymous contributcr tc The Christiap Bemembrancer in an 1863
article, citing a formidaple afray oi exalplesifrOI Scott .

through Dickens and the Brontes, to Georgé Eliot. The/author

does not menticn Jane Austen, but a brief glance at rC siXx

Vo

major novels provides a convincing illustration. Pride and

Pre judice and Sense and Sén§igilit1 provide dotimg but
'8 Charlotte Yonge, The Heir of Bedclyffe
1853), p. 183.

(Lcondon: J,ﬁ.r?arker,
199.8. Thackeray, VYanity Fair (18“3) {N York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1911, I, }66,~13ﬁ;/*~ - :

20 Miss Elizabeth -Braddon, Aurora Floyd (Leipzig: Bermnhard
Tauchnitz, 1863), p. 105. S .
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in&g:petent sothers; in Northasger Abbey and Mansfield Park the
mothers are absent; in Emma and Persuasjion the mothers are dead.
Dead, distant, inadequate--not aone of Austen's heroiﬁes g?s a
aother to keep her out ot trouble; and the kathers are equally
out of the picture. Mr. pashwood is dead. Sir Walter Elliot and
General Tilney are vain and domineering, but ultimately
inefféctual. Sir Thomas Bertram.withdraws to Antigua, ﬁr.
Benﬁett‘tdAhis Studg, and Nr. icodhouse_is, bless hia, just HMr.
Hooihéuse. |

Nev-rtheless, Austeu's heroines recogaizé-and accgpt,
govever teluctantly, t%?t their ptospects:;gé'lilited. As Maria

Sertram puts it in Mansfield Park:

Yes, certainly the sun shines and the park looks very
cheerrul. DBut unluckily that iron gate, that ha-ha, give
me a-feeling of restraint. I cannot get out, as the
starling said. 2t

The sensation heroine rejected any suggestion that self-denial
iiqbt be charactér—building, Had she been clad in the loose
draperies ot Miss Austen's"tile; rather than the rigid hoops of

Nt

ber own, she yduld have lifted her skirts and claabered over the
gate. ' : ) . S < |
| Sensation novelists uhé dispensed with lpthers in o;ée: to
avoid their danpeniqg‘effeét upon rebellious &%ughters, uete>
berated for thus freeing their Kécoines from qigcipline and
allowing then to.indulge their passions. The agseﬂce of p&feﬂ{al
gnidance, houever; cpened up for the Aﬁthar a ;ide rangg)of

- ————— . —— - - - R

21 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park (1814) (New York: Washington
Square Press, 1962), p. 82.
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forktidden delI@Qts with ubich,to,télpt his héroinéi pareantal
restragpts vouldkﬁave allowed no such stﬁaying from tqf straight
and nqrri& pitb of respectability. Only a respectable girl could
expect to receive an eligible procgosal of harriage;rénd the
social and financial security that\liddle-class reépedtabi ity
demanded was only tc be fdund ih marriage and doiestici ~ The
anxiety caused by the su;gestibn téat a viper could be cherished
at the domestic hearth agitated many a parental breast uhile‘
providing‘daﬁghters vith a romantic thrill. It is the rebellion
of the "angel in the house™ and the inherent threat this ;;;33
to Victorian ideas of stability and order thétuaninates tﬁe

sensation novel. In Collins' No Name, for example, Nagdalen

Vvinstone, although technically chaste, cold-bloodedly uses all

her sexual equipaent to trap the pathetic Noel Vanstone into a

travesty of marriage. Lydia Gwilt, the red-headed adventuress of

Arpmadale, uses her charms to enslave Midwinter, but fully

~intends to abandon hia once they are married. The ultimate crime

of the Mangel™ is coamitted byt Hester Dethridge in Bap and Nife,

-

vhen, desperate to free herself from her marriage, she murders

her huslband. ' . \:> - P)
. < | »

et - III

The conjunction of a loosening moral structure
(particularly in‘regard to"sexnal morality) with the rise of the

heroine, and the proliferation of this kind of literature at the
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hands of female writers, was anathema to readers vho held rigid
ideas about an Englishwoman's honour:
Now it is no knight of romance . . . for whom the maiden
walts. She wvaits pnow for flesh and muscles, strong arss
that seize ber, and warm breath that thrills her :
through. . . . But yet a woman has one duty of being.
pucre. There is perhaps nothing of such vital consequence
to a nation.22 : .
This is the opinion of HfEf/aargaret Oliphant, herself a
t?ﬁfless vfiter whose popular Salem Chapel (1863) entirely
concerns the possible loss or virtue of an entirely innocent
girl. The book's theme of threatened seduction alLOUS'HES.
0lipanant tc speax eloguently (and at length) on behalf of
chastity. Although Susan eventually escapes vith her virtue
intact, the intervening two hundred pages chronicle“her
- brother's hysterical conteamplation of his sister's situation:
fle gave her up uifh unspeakable anguish and fity, but he
did give her ug, and hoped for no deliverance. Shame had
taken possession cof that image . . . ; he might snatch
her out of those polluting arams, and bring home the

sullied lily to her mother; but never henceforwvard could
"hope or honour blossom about his sister's name.23

-

A woman who "fell®” and ¥as then ;bandoned could hever
expect to make a respectable larriagefar to return to her
,tamily. The shame of her situation, particularly if her actions -
resyTteg in pregnancy,'droieflany a vwoman to hide in theVCitigzﬁifx
evenfually attempting to stave off destitution qith

prostitution. Few writers had a kind word for the prostitute,

e Ve _

22 oliphant, "Novels," pp. 259, 275.

23 gliphant, Salem Chapel (1863) (London: .John Leng, n.d.) p.
213. - ’
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bu; irs. Gaskell is at least open-about‘uhqt she considers the
inevitable fate of the fallen uonin. In dagy Bagton (1848) John
~Barton warns hisfsister-in-lau as sne deteflines to follov her
lover: "You'll be a street-walker, Zsther, and then, don't you
go to t;ink I'11 Bave you dacrken my dbor, though my vife is your’
sister."2+ drs. Siskell 1s sfnpathetic So the plight of the
fallen woman (hers are aluays‘Snperior to their sedﬁcers)‘whd
has no means of support and is'deprived‘of the shelter and
protection of her home. Still, the picture she paints is a
fairly conventional qne:“ﬁro vhon shéll the autcast prostitute
tell her tale? Who will iive her help in the dayybf need? Hers
;s.the leper sin and all stand alogft dreading ;o-be counted
unc lean,"?2% |

Collins\ZQd no time for this sort of thing. Sexuality
serves the purposeé of héroines like Magdalen Vanstone and Lydiaﬂ
'Gvilt just as physical strength and-"an engQQing personality were
exploited by ‘the Neugéte hero—;iliain. Coliihs never condemned
the mere f;c;lot sexual experience in his unmarried heroines;

Siaple sali},.the childish prostitute shown plying her trade in

The Fallen Leaves (1879), 15 projected as phygically fallen but

morally untouched. Collins 1is by no means comaitted to the two
solutidns, death or distahce, usually chosen by Dickens for his

impure women. Collins' disposition of five of his fallen

i e S W WS . - ——

24 Nrs. Gaskell,vuagx Barton (1848) (London: Oxford University
Press, 1906), p. 6.

2s Ibid., p. 185.
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.beroines proviles an interestiny illﬁstratloﬁ,:

As nentiQned;eatlier, death froms typhus becomes the p?rtion
of the unpleasant adulteress, Maryaret Sherwin, in Basil. The
out rageous Hisé Guilt'(A;ladale) diés also, but she is ;llOIed
to'con-it suicide and expire in an aura of self—sacritice.‘aetcy
Merrick (The Nev gaydalen), a former prostitute vho impersonates
another woman in a desperate attempt to begin a nev lifé,
attracts the Reverend Julian'Gray and msarries him. fogethér they
emi jrate to enter the li;sionary field, (provoking from ><&
Swinburpe “the bitter cry of the long-suffering novel-reader:
when w1ll the last reforued‘harlot vanish into sfpace 1in the arss
of the last clerical sceptic . « o« 2M).2¢ Anpe SilveStef {Manp

and !;fg), 4 well-bred voman who has inexplicably had an affair

witik one of Collins' least attractive characiets, the brutal
Geoffrey Delamayn, ends up sarrying the wise and acerbic Sir

Patrick Lundie, sureiy an author-surrogate. At the end cf The

Evil

1«

enius, Sydney Wwesterfield, a reformed adulteress, is about

—

to marry the rigidly correct Captain Benmnydeck, a man vho has
fornerly refused to marry a perfectly respectable but divorced

woman on religious grcunds! The score, then, is twvo adulteresses

)

dead, three surviving and respectably married, one to a peer!

All these variations on a theme suggest that Collins took a

¢

more pragmatic approach to the fate of the fallen woman,

particularly in ‘terms of her possible rehabilitation in society

Y

through wvork or marriage, than did his friend Dickehs, who
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usually eliminates or transgorts his impure women. Napcy, Lady
Dédlock, Little BEmily, Martha 2ndell, Alice Barwood, Hosa partle
and Miss Wade all either die or_are banished fros the ccmforts
of poiité English saociety. Faced with temptation, Louisa
‘Bounderty refrgats from adulthood to her childhodd home, seeking
a daughter's status and the protection of hef.father. Even Edith
Donbef, whom Dickens had origipally intended as an adulteress
but who in the“end is merely associated with impurity, receives
. a metdphoric death sentence. Upon her departure for Italy, she
1nstructs Florence: "When you leave me in this dark rooa, think
that you have left me in the grave.'Relelbér only that 1 wvas
once and that 1 lLoved you!"z;

Dickens' 1mpure wvosen Sre pictured as social victias, often
the products ‘ot unpwise or unkind parents; our syspathy is
solicited on their behalf. Yet, paradoxically, tge
characteristics coasmon to these Uoleﬁ-—trigidity, bostil;fy;K
‘pride--are all qualities for which they are ultilételyfpunished;
as repentant sinners they must expiate their guilt. This hatsh
treatment 1s congruent with Dickens' rigidildral scheme. The
vomen are not consciously seductive (with the'exception pérhabs-
% Estella Havisham) as are Magdalen Vanstone aad Ljdia Cuilt.
The;‘do not Qait in hotels for their lovers to join.then as does
Anne Silvester. They are not disé@vered in passionaté elb;aces
as is Sydney Westerfield in The Evil Genius:

Her voice, her look, maddened him. He drew her to his

———— — ———— Y ——— - ——



boson; he held her im his aras; she struggled vainly ‘to \k\
get avay from him. "Oh," she amurmured, ®how cruel you g
are!y . . . Oh, Herbert, I'a dying —— dying -- dying!"®
. « . He kissed her again and again. (XI1Iyv, 198)

Coliins' women feel desire and exhibit passion. When
necessary they cope realistically with the sexual dimen&ion of
human relationships; the common-lav relationship in Mo Hage and
the adultery and divorce 1in The Evil Gepjus are discussed
without recrimination or resorse. Collins was determined that
human sexvality should not be 1gncred by the novelist. He
expressed this opinion in the marginal notes of his copy of
Forster's Life of Dickens. The notes were guoted in a Pall Mall

zette article of 1390, with editorial insertions. Next to

Forster's statement that any page of Dickens' books could be

-

safely placed 1n the hands of a child, Collians notes:

It 1s impossible to read such stuff as this;{i{hqut a j
vord, of protest. If it is true, which it isfhot, it
would 1mply the condemnation of Dickens' books as works
of art, i1t would declare him to be guilty of '
deliberately presenting a false reflection of human
life. If this wretched English claptrap means anything,
it means that the novelist is forbidden to touch on the
sexual relations vhich literally swarm about him . . .
[ except ] those relations are licensed by [ the word .
sarriage has been run through, and in its place is
vwritten] the ceremony called marriage. One expects this
essentially imsmoral view of the functions Of the '
novelist from a professor of claptrap likeCthe late
Bishop of “anchester. But that Forster should quote it
‘;¢ with approval 1s a sad discovery indeed. 28
28 yilkie Collins, "Wilkie Collins -about Charles Dickens," Pall
Mall Gazette, 20 Jan. 1890, p. 3. Collins must have made_another
"sad discovery" in Forster's jealous elimination of virtually
any mention of Collins from the book. Collins is said to have
referred to the book as "the life of John Forster with W
occasional anecdotes of Charles Dickens.™ Forster's behavior
seems particularly ungracious considering Collins' affectionate’
dedication of Armadale to Forster some years earlier. See

Robinson, p. 260. . , "
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Dickens? approach to human sexuqlity is delonétrably
prud%sh compared to Collins'; however Collins revered Dickens
and perhaps protesfed too much on his friend's béhalf on this
occasion. After all; in 1867 Dickens had written to Collinms
regarding his (Dickens') refusal to defend Charles Reade's

gtiff;th Gaunt in court agaimst charges of illOtality:

If I had [ had] read to me those passages about Gaunt's
going up to his wife's bed drunk and that last child's
peinj conceived, and was asked whether, as Editor, I
would have passed those passages, . . . I should be
obliged to say No . . . I should say that what was ane
to an artist might be impurely suggestive to inferior
ainds. 2°

The preoccupation #ith womsen that was a feature of the s
sensaticn novel and a particular feature of Collins' novels, was
by no means a-liferary departﬁre. Female characters had been
central to the plots of the Gothic novels of Mrs. Radcliffe and
bthers; put while wcmen in the Gothic novel and in the stage

melodraea had been depicted as physically helpless--morally,

o)

they were tovi?gﬁsf strength. Using their sexuality to advance

themselves socially or financially vas as unthinkable to these
women as fhe idea that tgéy could sUccegéfully defend themselves
against physical violence. In general this is the vaf virtuous
wvomen still appear in Dickens' nove;s in mid-pineteenth century.
_The handful who exhibit the deter;é%ation_to pursue an
independent course of action are glearly impure (Lady Dedlock,

,RTSS Wade) or associated with impurity (Edith Dosbey). All of
\

29 Charles Dickens, lLetters of Charles Dickens to NWilkie
Collins, p. 154. :

D
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Dickens' virtuous women, however, display an unlimited éépacit}
for providing humble and devoted support of men--fathers,
;hquands, lovers--and an equal strength of vill to suppress
those dangerous passions against which Signora Laurentini warned
Emily. Sensation novelists were forcing the Victorian reader to’
face the existence of the passions, however amuch tespectable
.society preferred to ignore the emotions and exalt the
represSion of feeling:
Lucy was always the companion .and confidante of the
lovers; .. . . It was _hard to have to help thea plan a
thousand scheames onyleasure, in which--Heaven pity
her--she vas tc join. But she bore her cross meekly,

. . . she never told Talbot Bulstrode that she had gone
sad and loved him, and was fain to die. 390

i Collins' heroines are not necessarily physically vulnerable
M

or mﬁrally virtuous. They descend rather froam Defoe's successful

i

trn:ostn:utes Moll Flanders and Roxana, and the chaste but

qélt-?fi&gd Blizabeth Bennet and Emma Woodhouse of Jane Austen.

Their immediate aucestress was probably Becky Sharp, the

ultlmate designing woman and enbodlment of the "mercantile

morallty.' Becky 1s undoubtedlﬁ\;he ?enter of interest 1in Yanity

Pair, and Thackeray's subtitle, A Story Without {g/hero only

serves to suggest that the author ‘may in fact have replaced the

~

missing hero with a heroine.

In Collins' novels there is ;;/;Eqstion that the heroi
: ¥ o N .
reigns supreme. Physically and mentally alert, avare of t

power of their own Sexuality, unhampered by the restraints of

. —— L —— - et

30 Miss Elizabeth Btaddon, Aurora Floxg} pi 103.:
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;ggpectability;'golli-s' heroines are as often motivated by

sélf-infefﬁst as by altrnisi- Several of his best movels concera

,:ﬂlth uhon chtorxan socxetl,dealt cruelly, women who were

!
women who are technxcally chaste, baut who onttage convention by

the1r assnnpt;on of a lan's role: the- pntsnit, tsnally inm

bl

~def1ance of the ex;st;pg leqal fraleuork, of what they consider

to be justice‘ othets present heroines who are neither

'tespectable nor repentant and who are conrageons lainI; xnrtheir

— e e —

ovn best 1nterests. In lany of hls later novels he attenpts to

‘secure a leasute of acceptahce, or at least of mercy, for IOlen

excludedJﬁron the shelter of home and forced to fend for

themselves in a non-domestic world domipated by sen.

89 .
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Collias®

/"7 ]

‘When I s;y that I know women, I mean I know that I don't co
Bvery sxngle voman I ever knew is a puzzle to 4
I have no doubt, she is to herself.

Brown's Letteps'

e P S

know thel.
ae, as,
V.M. thackeray. 'Hr.

Fenmale Characters

Considering that more women than ever before were uriting,

and writing about vomen, it is surprising that fully believ;ble‘

female characters vere. so rarely achxeved. The reasons are

partly to be found in the poe{l}afotnnlatedrsei£-;:agesuoi women - -

Fl

nrxters in whom the 'anqel in the house" ideal had been )

EY

lnculcated Angels are, after all, fairly 1nsubstant1a1 o

creatures; and wonen,

satisfaction in the happiness of others,,no
at fLrst to create convincinq felale chara

courage to take gespon31h111ty for thelr o

"lives.

disciplined fron the cradle torfind

yab t foﬂnd it hard » ;

To thls

extent‘!hackeray's somewvhat patronizihg remark was cotrect;

- sensation forsula wvas easy to tOLLOV‘iﬁﬂ‘Eﬁtﬁ*iﬁii“In it

~
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fivolen vere still a "puzzle to thelselves.' Besides, the

,1lledxate frustratxons could he vented (and veiled) in revenée‘
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.and escape fantasies. ” .- .

: O AT€ is not so sutprxslng, therefore, that qple of the best
atteapts at serious fxctxona;;stndies"of vosen shoald have heen :

k.

made by uale authori% Thackeray, Collins and Reade. Considerlng
his generally infelicitous lxtetary Qtyle, the 1attet vas o
. ‘unnsnallx subtle in this field,%é!splte hiS'vngIOIsvrejectIOn,'

of psychological anmalysis:

7 " "Her mind was in a whirl; and, vere I to isitate those
writers wvho undertake to dissect/and ‘analyze the heart
on such moments, and put the exact result on paper, 1
should be apt to sacrifice truth to precision; I must
stick to ay old plam, and tell you what*she did; that’

my female readers.? v . ' L .
Yet in the same nosel; G;t;gi;g Gaunt (1866), géape writes
rpéssages like thgifollouing describing kate Gaunt's recognition
of her real feelings for Father Leonard: |

Here in her calms solitude her mind c:ept out of its -
cave, like wild things at dusk, and -hispenedfto ‘her K

‘heart that Leonard perhaps admired her more t o
safe or prudent. Then this alarmed ber, yet caused ber a
secret complacency; and that, her furtive satlsfaction,
alaraed her still lore._':

£ ) N . . e

Charles chkeas,‘the most famous of tﬁe semsation
novelists, rarely, if,émet,'creide a plaasible feiale

character. Even Cbllins, his ardent adllrer, admitted to : f;

A

chkens' deficiencies in this area: o ' - e —

e

- The chatactet of lancy is the fxnest thing he ever did-
He never afterwards saw all sides of a lOIll's >
character-—-sav all rouond her. That the sale lan "who -

! Charles Reade, GLiffjth Gaupt (1866) (Londom: Chatto and .
"Windus, 1903), pp. 164, 88. ° S 7 .

e - « S T s
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rlargxn of his copy of rOtster's L;zg of n;ggg;g) ve enst acC!pt ‘

it as it stands, bat it seeas cnrions that- the creator of Lydia i

Guilt could have preferred Dxc;ens' cha:acterizatlon of lancy to R
o that of Rdith Dombey. On the«sale page Collins also. counents S
that ® . . . the latger half of vDoabey® - no 1ntelligenx person

_can | have read uxthout astohistlent at the badagss of it," S0 it

is obvlous he- disliked the novel.'Collxns' ptedispbaltlon for- B

the lelodralatlc encouraged ‘hinm to think in positive tetls of

utterly she has glven herself up to the man she 1oves,' he 'tote'

A

in uo Nale; "until - the man has ill-treated. het" (in, QSQ).

'Probably he saw Hancy in this light- he lay also have been S

persuaded by chkens' ‘emotional reactxon to Iancy s plight as ' .

L

evtnced in his friend's dtanatic readings fron Q;;~gg !g;g_.‘— o

Wc* By an odd coincidence, Collins Ias to glay the patt ofﬁthe"'
.savior of—the~distressed dalseliin,real life. His alleged tescue~;
- of the or1g1na1 “goman in Ih1te,- Catolyn Graves, fton | . ’ - -; }
ill- treatnent at the hahds of another lan, is reconnted b] : |

Hilla1s.f This 51tnataon foras the hasxs for'the startlingly

effective lgonlight leetlng of mad Anne Cathet1ck and Haltet.

'¥m~4;77aaa:tx1ght that set§ the stage for :h !9;1&,1[ Ehite. bert

2 Collxns, 'iilkie Colllns about Charles Dickens,' p. j.rv ‘%fr e

"3 Ipid.

¢ John G. Millais, The Life and Letters of Jobn Everett uuug
(London: HKethuen, 1899), pp. 278-281.
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Ashley described ®Collins® preo&cnpation vith the rolc'oflldlel

" never hulbled, and-'hat is probably more Iiporfaﬁf”?ﬁr*C“IIIiZ‘“'

in a lan's vorld. his tondness for the social outast tha, and

his synpathy uxth,fie fallea wosan and the repeutant iagd&loa.'* ‘7\‘

Aocordxngly, Collxns see-s to have been lore sylpathetid to '

‘lancy's pathetlc helplcssness than to the atlospherc of

.repressed hostility dnd vxolence ihich ‘surrounds Bdith Do:bey..

& - \

v,In her -elodra-atic colfrontatran with Carker, 7;§§{§vpr;dq_igj]’”,

response, she appeara at the'very ‘least 'nnvoually‘—il her '

deterllnatxon to abandon her howe and falily. ihile not strictly

vicked, she is Drckens!,dloaest apptgach to the;villainess of

N oo o <L N
. “ i . B . .

the lelodrala.
_Por although the her01ne of the lelodrAIa was convention—
ally faxr and frag;le, there was occa510nally a role for the

'villaxness to' play.- It vas nsually taken by a dark or red-haired, :

W,iolan uhose ﬂejpn;crtgndgnclgs,cgnxrasted_Ji;h,thguangelicrgar;, ,,,,, :f;rﬁ,

played by de heroxne. In Collins' first sensation novel, nggilg. .

, the_guthor creates jnst this sztnation. T he pale. blue—eyed, and

LY

angelic Clara, hovever.»zs S0 conpletely nndefined as a

,character that the presence of the villainess uargaret SBerILn

N -
. R

entirely fills the stage. -

uargaret 13 a thoronghly\éonvlncing character-°selfish,

Vspoiled,,callous and cruel. As Suinburne wrote of her: "The

"‘Vﬁorrible\herorng;_pgg§gias,sherrs,‘15 a credible,and'concelvable

. ,,\' . - ‘ - S
o . - . \ »

 P- 76. - .

s Robert Ashley, _j;!;g __1;;55 (leu Yorks. Haq}ell Bouse, 1916),




beast." Hhen she is uith Basil, ‘Hargaret plays the role of the, :

~

-,

hln*uq laiden, she realizes that she is mmg with a

gentlelan and behaves accotdingly. Ihen she is aloae, honevet,

~ )

~or hglieves herself to te so, ve are sho-u*the vicicus natute of

" the real 'OIAB.‘?ltst ve 'atct het totleltilg her camary:

‘She 428 . . . @making a plaything for the poor cnpttvo

cafary of a piece of sngar, which she rapidly offered
. and drewv back again. . . . The bird hopped and fluttered
“up-and down im his prison after the-sugar. . . . She was ,

- Taughifig vith the gles of a child; QA ~the pLace of e

) sugar ahout incessantly from place to place. (X, 56-57)

She exerc1ses the same sadxstic tyranuy over het ailing lotio:'

”,uhether papa choosas or not. “ o = lg qivos te\ly“'ay in
everything. and so ought ,you! . . . That'’s the way it~
alvays is with you, sassa . . . you are 80O excossively
tiresone! But 11’111 have the dtasu, I'l detetlined.

(X, 179).° T

(3

Pinally vé are -shown Hargarét in a trenzy of‘éissiolzas she
atte-pts to kill the cat with a poker and is restralned by the ;

waid:s ' e S

‘w1111 kill the vue brute! I°11 «ill the hateful cat! I
~don't. care whose it is!-—ny poor, dear, dear hird!'

.

"ﬂh, you nnstn't—-yon -nstn't indeed! It's lisans's cat,
ecollact-—poor lissus's, vho's a1u1]s:111. s . e "

"I don't care! The cat has killed sy bird and the cat s “Q/'
-shall ke killed for doing iti—it shalli-—it shall--it o7
shalllt! I'11 call iff the first boy fros tha street to
catch it and hang 1t!' X, 181-2) T

Uhen Basil, vho overhears thls scene, relonstrités with het,v

uargaret takes refuge in tears. At this poxnt the infatuated

Ba311 1nvokes the ";on'te 80 heautlful when you're angrr'

- (London: Chatto and \lij.iggus,f189ﬁ), p- .

i A,c- Swinburne, !illkxg,COIlins, §1_Qig§ in g;ggg gng 2233;1
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'clxche: "I could not tépness an 1nvolnnta:y t-eling of

‘the 300111‘Ctitit“iﬂ“tﬂiiil!‘“Iﬁiti“'tl”l!‘%t‘tb“hﬂAxiiﬁﬁctﬁ“fut"“_"*“

&gdliratxan vhen”iy eyes fi:st rested on hdr. Even- anqgt 1tself
looked 1ovely in that lovely faco!' (X, 182).. '
!atgatet's lack of sclt-control is fulfillnd in hoiA |
adnltery vith aannion, a mad -ho considcts her 'uo:tky ot ,i o B é
nothing' and le:ely vasnts to dehaaa cnd enslavn her. The only - ,7}.~;

solntion for a thoroughly bad qirl like !argaret vas doatl, Ild 7;:‘.31f3

long. is allowed tree-play dnrxng uatgaret's denth-hed,delirinn.

"ﬂaunxan will tell you amd all yott falilf hov .any

secret, and vice uears—it abroad in_pnblié. that's tkes- .
“only difterence; he says.! (l, 391-2) . SR

She also ptoduces a few hone truths for Basil:
'm._ . . a nice husband he’s been to le--a hnshand vho
vaits a year! Ha! ha! he calls hiaself a man doesn't he?
A hushand vho waits a yentl' (X, 390)

@

S R T s o 1 b b o b

- Collins® prgxatn:x cal.nnt that thlrlail avents din PBagil

=

- spraang £ro- 2 facts "within his own knouledgo' may accouat’ for the'
1

‘pessinisn of ‘the book and the unnlloyed nnpleasnntnoss of its

| heroine-villainess, but having appatently written this saterial

‘out of his. system,” Collins mever again creatéd’o totally
: ]

one-sided heroine. - Bven the notorioas ulss snilt is redeened by

her self-knowledge anj) sense of proportion. ST "j~~»—>-?
As vas to be the case in nost of callxns' lovels. the v

'donestlc jdeal is shattered in g_g;; L} ‘and LS.’ Shervin.

Basil and Hargaret,'Basxl and hls father-—-all are bigtet

examples of falilf breakdown. ;ot suipriéingly,’thgogﬂii éxaiple W

of a éuccessful‘GQlékiic'telitionship is the 11ai§on'betueen




v

71 Ralph and’ his 'lorganatic' izfe. In this first and sost

»»~  o pessilist1c of cOllins' novels, tkete are mo happy endings.
h Harqatet, Nannion and the nnhappy Brs. Shetuln 1ie~ Basil aud
‘his sister elect to live in exile; Ralﬁh for all his good. hlsonr

nust face the fact that he too is a social outcnst. and Basil'sfr

Il

fathet sust face his fai}utes as lell. Only the callous and
#

°301£-seeking dtapcr, Ar. Sketuin, is 1ett to tlontish in the

a g

; M i~ ,Mu,rg,\_p.,kntaﬂalisticpxocimuha‘umgmna sn ulh

FI
The perpetuation ot‘the feiale selodrasatic stereotypes

) ) ' 4 “
became a literary cliche of the sensation novelist: -

1 know thét it is a rule that whenm two' sisters are
presented in a novel ome sust be tall amd dark, and the

other short and 1ight. I kmow that . . . raven. hair is

T ”WS’ﬁOﬁ’IOﬂS“IIti‘Bttﬂlg*ptSIfOIS"IIﬂ‘tﬁ“IfnttlIttt
destiny. I know that soft blue eyes . . . aaanot be
associated with anythimg but . . . innocence and fipal
satrisonial happiness. . . . Would aay desperate man
effect an alteration? . . . It might be a damgerous .
experilent to.make this changfr but it uould be wvorth
trying. L ' ' S

Having advocated departn:e fron the pattern, Collins cloae
to parody it in hls first hest—sellet, Ihg‘!g‘!n 1;‘!‘{33 In
this,novel he offers two half-sisters: dark, dynanic uatxan o

Halcombe and pale, passive Laura !aitlie. uariqn. horevet, while

dark—halred and passionate, is not beautiful. Collins ilpressos

7 COlllns, wA Petxtion to the Novel Writers,” P- 883.




her unattractxvc facé‘npou the :ecdat in a go-etfnl 1nttoductoty B

. sequence: "I said to myself, The lndy is d§rt - o I said to
lyself, The lady is young .. . . I said to q;selt, - - . the Iady"l”?
ls uqu!' (I, 86) But although narian lackz a beautifel fnce,
she is by no leans nnatttactxie. She possesaes thtt physical ’
characteristic common to all Colllns' beroines fton lutonina on:
| a graceful, sleader fignre. Harttight connents* ‘the easy ; ~v~"

eleganeeuatmeveryuioiesontrotéhe; lilbﬂrlﬂd—hod’ -A'u-wsetlanuiawlll ,,,,, -

a flntter of expectatio-,' and he notes 'the synletrxcal lllhs

- that bqttafed the;r heauty when they noved' (I, us).

lthongh Rarian is not conventionally hanntiful, she ig

, ptojects a hetoine vho is ngly and

ﬂl,rather than heautifnl and passionately bad.

fortune consxsts in laxtlage with the hero theg,!atian lnst

settle<for less- but it is problelatlcal vhéther she is not
ultxlately lOte of a wife to aartt;ght than is het s;stet, at

"least im all bnt the sexual sense.

LS .

Nevertheless, while uar1an»telihqnlshes marriage tlth
Hartright to het sxater, she engages the lntatest of the lost

fascinatlng mRan in the noval, the lastarful Cotnt rosco. Thus

3

] to sexual desxrthlitv. In this way Collias lg;;ggg xg,tiig . )
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Vwattracts, and is atttacted hy, an entettaxnxng villa1n who

voices with anthorxty inny of the author's owa opigions. He

creates a weak hero who is disnissed eotirely froa the action of

“ad

a good part of the book, amd who is destxncd to find rosance in

'a lenage—a-troxs, his devotion divided betteen the heroine ald

her colourless sister. o : ‘; )1

In lxbetatiug Barian to do a man's joh--detecti'f';éolliis

. p:a;ec&&mcnuna _Lnge ﬁu his Jieroine.,_ms_ hukothe eﬁm:L,A;_om,,,

-

of establishing her eatly in the book as a credible opponent to

the btilliant rosco,ghnt what is_ distnrbing here is’ that Baxian
Q‘

--She does not wveep as wvomen wveep:

is not presented silply as a capable vwoman; her capab111t1es are
tied to her lasculine‘natute. -Can you lookvat niss ‘Halcombe,® 4
asks Fosco of Glyde, %and not see that she has the foresight and
tesolutlon of a man?” (I, n92) From Collins' 1n1tlal‘aescr;ptibn o

of her, these qualxties are kept constantly before us:
-Tﬁe lady's conplexzon vas allost swarthy, and the dark v S
down on her upper lip was almost a woustache. She hada
1afge, firm masculine mouth and jaw; [and] ptouinent,_ -
piercing brown eyes. - « « (I, u6~7)

.
\

By tears do not flow so easily as they oaght--they come ,""

‘almost like men's tears, with sobs that seea to tear me ~ )

in pleces. - - - (I, 286) ' . ‘ .- .
She ‘is also more typically lascu11ne in het sttength of will and
determination than is Hartrlght. This is most obvious in her

response to. Harttight's exptession of his hopeless Iove for

Laura. .

"Ctush.it! Here, where you first sav her, crush it!?
‘Don't shrink under it like a woman. Tear it out; trasple
it under foot like a man." (I, 106) .-

. 98 - s o
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’ Inﬂthe violence‘of the’language, in her sheer force of l111, for

a lOlent uarlanx;hanqes Toles With. Hattright. Cast in the

!tenznxne role he zs disttaught, unable to coupose hi-self. At

- 'rvthis point, vhen aarlan's masculine resolutzgn has been

established, Hartright departs fros thewscene, leaving the field

1 L3 QV

tO het. N ) ’ ' < T ) EN

a .
e SN Bosalond Pranklin (I_g gggéﬁsgg;g_, 1857) vas the fxrst of
~—L1*~A—w—~cb11xaslAheroraeseto~be~bothresolnte andfgood, buteshe,uas noteeekeme

concerned vith the role her sex fotced upon her. Narianmn jis so‘

concerned and she becones the first.spokesuonan for the author's

‘; o ’;“t, - _ R : e : L ' | ,i/

S sy-pathetlé perceptlon 6f the . frnsttatlon and hostility

-

engendered in ‘women (perhaps especially in plaxn vomen) by thexr

limited opportunities in a man's world:

"No man under heaven deserves these sacrifices froa us

vomen: Nen! They are the enemies of our inmocence and

_our peace. . . . They take aus pody and soul to

themselves, and fasten our helpless lives to theirs as

they chain up a dog to its kemnel. And what does the ‘

best of them give us in return? Let me go, Lauta--I'l T
mad when I think of iti® (I, 271-2) . S

e

-

In spite of the fact that COlllns vould never’have endorsed the
feaminist sovement,“he was, in the votds of Dorothy Sayers,\"the

' lost genuinely feminist- of all the nxneteenth-century novellsts, )
because he is the only one capable of seeing women without L

sexu‘l bias, and ot respecting them as homan ﬂgglviduals in

their own right. . . . "% Rosanna Spearman in The gggasgogefis,a

- ——— - -p-——-————m‘-—

8 Dorothy L. Sayers, 'Introductlon“ to Wilki® Collins* The
Boonstone (London° Dent, 1944) , pP- viii.

-
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CollihelVtrealieefrofhfhe“ho;chgeoied servant's hopeless passxon

“for Ptanklxn Blake. Rosanna's paxn is the pain of.unreqnltedv

‘W

love, not a paln tied spec1fically to her situation, class or -
dgsfxgnrenent. Colllls recognized the pover of the physically
attractlve to control and Ianlpnlate others, nevetthaless, inl:

his women he constantly elph351;es qualltles othet tban facxal

e

per fection: graceful lovelent, a slender flgore, the tough

‘Since,sbewis ", . . nothing but a vonan,'qondelhed to patience,

1ntellectnal,cash oflnlnd,lhlch,305colso aﬂnlres 1ndlar1ann J,lltlm,llg
Halconbe.
Marian's intelliqendb and determination, however, count forﬁ

nothxng 'in the face of Sir Percival's crnelty to Laura:

- If I had been a man I would have knocked him down on}the
threshhold of his own door, and left his house, never on
any consideratxon to enter it again. But I was only a
Wwoman. . « - (I, 371) '

proprietz,‘and petticoats, for life . . . " {1, 297),4she caanot .
carry her- calpaign*tkrongh‘to ‘ccapletion without masculine- heip. '*v*:
Thus, later in the novel, after h&r courageous ond danqerons

-escapade on the roof attelptlng to overhear the plot agalnst her

sister; Marian becomes ill. Her collapse is tied to her physioal
inability to vithstand the evening'e exposure to vind and rain,

a situation which would presumably be eaeily withstood by toe'

lale constltutlon. At this p01nt she is obliged to glve up,h\r

nxssxon and Hartrlght returns to take over- He conpletes the

*heroic" action of the novel, and Marian is left with the S ——

conventional feminine role—-laternal protector of “the helpless

Laura and helppeet'to a.man: "You shall aot regret, Walter, that = __~

-~
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7 Catherlcks”‘slydes and Poscos are hardly representat1ve of

~ the established legal systel can prevent the ;rén s ir

=z - o= - SR

'you have only a wonan to help you" (II, 9#). For all her

2 e

lascullne ttalts, she is “nothing but-a wonan," llhegpted to

conpete Hltb men, but rescued when the’ 901ng gets toqgh‘agd

given a safe seat at the Hartrxght fireside. fa Ot B ‘a‘&fs}v

. ® / ) -
And how safe a fires1de is it? %t is in {/gt tbe only
exanple in the book of - the ‘home as a refuge. Th g ggggg in ¥ ; g

is a verltable celebration of falled donestlc relatlonshlps- The

-arltal bliss; the Foscos persecute their nleces, and the glrls'

7;Unc1e FPairlie 1srunk1nd and self—serv1ng. Anne Cather1ck 1s

,tejected by her mother, as is Walter ﬂar;plght by- hls, when ke

na:rles'LauEa; and the fact that 51r Pene1va1's parents vere o \"h
unlatried prOVLdes the basis forrthe'uhole consplracy.

The novel 1eoks below surface fespectability'and exposes
the e:uelty and nisery'thaggzaéwe;ist'nithin the faamily. But forT

ao-enito~tebel<iswto—riSkwrejeetibn—by—society,lihe ilportantmwfwwe;w

- -

yperception here is that once«one's position in society is iost,

Q

respectable oplnlon, which respénds only to 'surface appearances,"

~will act to obllterate one's very identity. ihen a Ctlle agalnst

an 1pd1v1dua1 1s bezond the veny‘lilited 1naginative range of.

Lo - ,
middle-class morality, the plodding machinery of the law cannot

cope with it and the.cf;lipal'will defeat society's

, . - N <
representatives of law and order. In this case only the

miﬁltlatlve of flexible and sensltlve individuals uorklng outsxde

t£§~4alage lnfllcted by 5001ety upon its victias. Collins is

L ) , . 101
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: ) . . et , . ,,,S’;,,,,,,,,,,, [T,
protesting that society ‘sust not accept with complacency the

oo

blacks and iﬁitesrbf”sﬁrfiée*respecteniiity, but” must become

" more aware of and sympathetic to the ambiguous greysL )

»

.

Thls concern uith social protest, so. basic to ColllnS',qmrﬂnW%;

nature and so dalaging to hlS later uriting, finds a more

grticulate voice in his next novel, !g Bane. ‘As conplex as The

Woman 1nr9h1te,'no Hale repeats certain of the prev1ous book's_j”’i:j‘ff

'thenes, but while in the forler novel 1nterest is spread alongst

several characters, in No uaIe it is centered on the herOine,

N‘w-

'uagdalen Vanstone. Like Laura Fairlie, she suffers the loss of

her delestie security and"her identity; unlike Laura, !agdalen

attelpts to restore order to her life unaided. Collin/) portrait '

of ﬂagdalen Vanstone larks a further stage in the elanc1pation

of the heroine.
.. . . L3 . &
Upon tlieir father's death, the Vanstone sisters, uagdilen

and Norah, find that circumstances have only recently enebled'

their parents to narry. The marriage invalidates Hr. Vanstone's‘

vill and he 15 acc1denta11) killed before he can execute a pew

one. His daughters, alrquy illegitimate, are now diSinherited'

,WgnQWQ;LWYenstone's,fortune passes to hlS nepheu, Noel VYanstone.

=23

. Norah accepts the humble role of governess in order to support

herself; Magdalen does not. Shefleaves hopme, enlists the aiﬂ of-

y . ‘ 102 ¢
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ddertakes to"iatry her)cousin Noel in order to tegain'her
eritance. Ihe conspxracy agalnst the sickly loel ‘and h1s ,

cunnxng housekeeper. urs. Lecount, constxtutes the best pnrt of

. m #

the action of No !ale.‘ns there is norvillain to foil in the

. w,

less rooted 1n the con

H ) ks » . .
story, (the behavio: ozijll the major charactets being more of
gencxes of tle plot), the reader's

_sylpafhxes must be{v1tally engaged in the resplutxqp of the-

-

moral albiguities of the situation.  The losiﬁpefplexinq of these

is- the p:;abie} -of- #&gdpaiuens m&nﬂaﬂe«&.— S o

In The Woman in Hhit e, uhlle Marian Halconhe s actions are .

A"SOnetiles technically ;llegal, her motives are alﬁays

irreproachable. In No Name the heroipe's motives are at worst,

specious and at best, obsessive. Nany readers see Magdalea's

motives as sordid and seif—serving and thus, as-a stumbling

block in the way of accepting the validity of her whole moral
, | " h

dilewma. While we wvatch her;plannihg to entrap the pathetic Noel

Vvanstone into a travesty of marriage, it is difficult to accept
her assertion that it is " . . . not for the sake of the

fcrtune--mind that! Por the sake of the right® .(XII, 4'8#).\At

,Tﬁtg height of-the actlon she feels ‘her power over him: "I can

_twist any lanvalxve around my tinger," she thought with a snlle '

of superb trlnlph, ®as long as I keep ay looks® (XIX, 439).

Later she justlfies her actions: "Thousands of womsen larry for

aoney. . .'.Vihy shouldn't I?® (XIII;, 133) To pqraphrase George
R . - N

~Eliot on Jane Eyre, all heroism is good, but one would like it

-
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b Hagdalen he 5depicts the struggleS'of d human creatnre. under l,a

R

. E e e e ST SO S U

to berigha,gqbler Canée than the one uaqdalen chooses.

," ; . . .' ) 7 . . ) A > ' . ' R
:é\ Collins higsglf-nnderlines the reality“of Magdalen's .

conflict in his.preface to the book. Here he states that in

-

the opp051ng 1nfluences of Good and Bv11, uhlch ve have all: felt :

e ; . " (xII, 5). and this Good and Evil theme recnts at regular

intervals“throughout the book: (XII, 2%, 337, 388; IIII, l68).

These capltalxzed ovar-silpllflcations sngqest that Hagdalen is’

4

lerely a vessel in vhxch absttact forces fxght for supremacy, a”

snggestion uhlch,dgnlsc her,anx 1n£1nencemnva:_the_nnxcnna,nﬁg_,a,;hm;”'

the struggle, and reduces our conviction in the realit] of her .

- suffering. It also lays;the.authot open to.the cfitics:

The only moral we can draw from No Name is one that we
knov from his saug preface #ilkie Collims did not
intend--the moral that evil is the best policy because,
though it may fail dlrectly, it succeeds indirectly.®

- But in splte of h1s preface, Coll;ns is not concerne@ ?é??,,v
abstract forces;whe doesn't bel1eve uagdalen'; behavior isr>*
ﬁﬁvil' vith or without a capital letter. Perhaps he vas as
contemptuous of his readihg audience as Louisa uay’llcotf,.uho
descriaed her sentilental'staries fb: girls as "moral papQ5'°
But if Collins was notvteally‘concerned vith labels, ais friend
Dickens tooi then lore,setiousiya Hia letter to Collins on tha

subject of Mo Name indicates this preoccupation. In January of

A s A A T S

® Geoffrey Tillotson, Criticisam 24 the igeteanth Centupy

{London: Athlone Books, 1967), p. 243.

19 dartha Saxton, Lowisa Nay: A Nodern Biography of L.si§§ Hay.
; ott (New York:" Avon Books, 1971), p. 17.

-
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B A L
1862 he sent Collims a llst of 27 suggested txtles for the hook,

. all of which are either unbellevably banal (Playan out the N
'Play,‘rhrough Thick and‘?hin, Straight On).or’lncredihly Y
irrelevant (Which is ihich?, The Twig and the rree; The‘
Beginning‘and the ﬁnd). Several of his titles (neédalenis' o o
Changes, Changed or Developed?) indicate his concern vith ' |

jndgzng uhether Magdalen's expetxences have dhastened and -

ellp:oved her,}lrﬁw&dm e N
Regatdless of whether the Gooﬂ/!vil theae is a mere sop to

__the valpes”qf his readers, what really lntetests Collipﬁ is

Magdalen's attempts to deal vith the collgpse "of her domestic

and fjnaecial seeurity?‘het early defianeeandirevenge, heri;ﬁ o
' ,inability tovénstain tﬁese feactions indefiniteiy,vhet eventual )

breakdoun -and the reassertion of the: latelt good qualities of

-her character. Only if ore can accept !agdalen‘s obsess1on vith

+

:estorxng~bothrhenrnane~andwhe:einheritance~canwoneﬁbelxeleﬁanwrwewrrrr

the terrible eonflict vhich.ptisesAbetieen her comscieace and
her attempted denial of 1£;;rhig struggle, when Collins is wise
edbdﬁh to allow it to speak for itself, is se1f4evident:

-« - she looked her position unflinchingly in the

face. . . . She knev the true alternative and faced it.
On one side was the revolting ordeal of the marriage; on
the other, the abandonment of her purpose. Was it too
late to choose between the sacrifice of the purpose and
the sacrifice of herself? Yes! too late. . . . The smore
she shrank, the harder she struggled, the more

mercilessly it drove her on. (XITI, 126)

£
P
.

11 Lsssgxg. pp. 121-22. S

« - P - - [ EE — —m i e — - : B
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' Collins speaks in a cnriousl, confxdent Uay ahout the

elotgonal reactions of vomen. It 1s hard to know uhéther his
insight wvas lerely“intuitxve or vhethe:,it vas qained “through
ﬂ hls knowledge of the unhappy. experxences of Carolyn Gtavés°

The woman never 1ived yet who could cast a ttnc-love oat.
of her heart because the object of that love was. ,
unvorthy of her. A11 she can do is to strnggle against
it in secret--to sink in the contest if she is weak; to
vin her way thjrough it if she is strong, by a process of
self-laceratfon which is, of all’ moral reaedies applied

T Eo-a vomant's nature, the wost damgerous and the most -
desperate; of all soral changes the sutest to latk her
for life. (XII, 509)

: Hagdalen's despalr at rrank's betrayal Strengthens her ;esolve°

'There are thlngs ‘I vould have dxed sooper thdn do at oame
time. . . . I don't care now whether I do thea or aot. ' I
am nothing to myself. . . . I suppose I have lost - .-
something. What is it? Heart? Coamscience? I don't know.
Do you? Who cares what I have lost? It has gone“ (XII,
477-178)

uagdilen's iéolation begins lith fhe'tédlization of her

“illegitimate statnsAand tha loss of her f!nancial security. Her .

-

deter-inat1on ‘to desert her resggctable ‘home- ‘and go on .the stage

~ .to 'support herself cuts her off still fnrther fros society. She

ar

cannot forget th&t'it is the existing legal s’stél_that has

driven her -outside the lay in order to find herself an

acceptable placé in the society which the legal systes
represents.,ihen she achieves her objective of -arrxaqe, she
I

vrites triunphantly to 'her old governess.

I have made the general sense of propriety -y‘acco-p}ice

i
ew all s b s Cmehb s e dme A | 11 1

R i S 4

narried‘ionah. o o e I have got a place in the vorld,
14

PSRRI (TR I TP PR

acknovledge ny clain. You ‘forget vhat wonders ay
wickedness has dome for me. It has made Nobody's Child
Sonebody's foe.-(XIII, 276)
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uagdalen is §\ecesstn1 in her attelpt to marry her cousin | o

Noel, but upon his death is unable to regain her ‘lost fottune.

" Reduced to fa:lure, she suffets,a colplete lental and physical

breakdovn which effectlvely ends her crnsade. In accordance with

her more co-plex notives, uagdalon's collapse does not have a
dxrectly physxcal ‘cause as does. !arlin Halco-be's. Haqdalen's

®giddy bevilderment of thought and helpless suspensxon of | - '
fee nﬁ *“‘tmrﬂﬁr“m*“petrarrhm 13::1:11:1! to an- imtiity *********
_to susta1n her efforts at’ decept;on 1ndefilitely in opposition ’

to the pronptings of her conscience. Por it is the reassertion

of aagdalen's better nature, formed dnring her aarly !ears,

vhxch ptecipxtates ber breakdown and 'hlch alloss Collins to
present the chastened Nagdalen as confotling to the 1deal of
feminine incorruptihxlity and thetefore, ag a suitahle candidate -

for the position of 'angel ‘in- the house.' rhis -akes uagdalen s

&

conventiona111 tespectable setting froa which she came.

The speeei'transition of the heroine froam the depths>o£
deséait to the heights.of enphoeia bothers lany)teader; who feel .
that this transition is .ot IOEQIII:COIPQtihle with the actions
vhich precede it; Certainly‘fhe fortuif&dé arrival of;Caﬁt;in

Kirke in the'good'ehip Delivetence_is difficult to svallo'; and

considering the courage, intel;igence’aqd resolution Magdaken

should like to be such a man as this!" (XIII, 861) strikes an
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uncharacterxstxc and tasteless note It vould seel lore

‘“”hiiﬁéif‘gﬁltt]“ﬂf 'ciap~ttap*1oraiity'wxn ﬁxirpotpons'Preftce

poetically just. that all Nagdalen’s. scheliﬁ?‘sﬁgg}d resnlt in at g
least a leasure of frnstration 1n addition to a high fever. N
uagdalgp is :estoredrto the dongstic hearth in Qefiancg off
~one melodramatic coavention ;ndein ac@ordanceciithranothe:;'Spgv
.~lives‘hgppily-ever-after ind eééapes the pnhishlen} she seems to

have désetied' This is teasonahle'enohgh if in'fact'collins‘was_ i

and intended to show lagdalen's behavior- as -orely lisgnided

rather than as nvil. rhete is no t%?son why hunnn error shonld

1nev1tahly incut retribution. This is lerely a testatelent of
Connt rosco's cynxcal but tealxstic assoss-ent of a society
vhich can 'console itself for the watst of its shortco.in;; vith
a little bit of clap—trap' (I, 351), clap-trap such as the
.cliche/khat crime does not pay.

'7 igiﬁ?causes uagdalen to fail is not retribution but

conscience. ¥ragge, unencusbered with this coamodity, eajoys
considerable success. He considers his actions neither ctininal
nor -ercenary, and certainly not 'xvil' As he puts it: 'I
merely undetstand the age I live in' (X111, ‘5‘). Iragge feels
,his deceptions are sanctioned by the self-deception of society,
the values sustainjng most of his victils\ So Collins® '

refinement of villainy 1nto roguery and pnnish-ent into rewvard




A

7 felxnine ideal, an old-fashloned consc;ence. uaqdalen's early

. Y
L4

tra1n1ng reasserts 1tse1f What she |1ght have heco-e but for
e ]

her background is 1llustrated by the hardened adventuress of

;laﬂale,,Lyd1a Gvilt.

| R E . IV .

»

"How umnnatural all this vould be,'if it ias vritteh in a

book!™ exclails_piss Gvilt in the lidst of hér lachinations. rhe

"nf -

o reader, faint but pnrsuing, cannot but agree. In 1;._411g
o 'Coll1ns isolates a niqht-are world 1n Ihich the
’ characters--evil, unhappy, obsessed—-act oat their’drana against
‘a backdrop which, sonsxder;ng the usnal‘preoccupations of the
sensation novel is hardly recognizable as the "real®” world.

- aichael Booth suggests that it is with tie donestic leIodtana‘

that the curious patadox begins of a mostly- unteal coatent
'c0|bining’v1th inc:easingly rga;istic ghttings,\t drean -otld
disguised as a real one.-:a'rh;s»deac;iptiop also seeas io fit
the ggnéral‘run of sensation movels; but 1;‘39§L§ 15 an
;exception. Perhaps the norld’of_j;.gﬂgig would be better
Y describpd\as the real world disquised as a dream. Given a plot

based on5the fulfillwent of a prophetic dreaa and overshadowed

surprisinq the story. lacks a sense of everyda, *reality.” One

S e e oy o

12 Booth, p. 120.
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early reviever described the novel as having "the effect of a
11terary nxghtla:e.'13,  7 e o
Into thls nightmare vorld (and 1t uonld be pointless,.if

not xnposszble, to untanqle the conplex veb of the stoty here)

Collxns xntrodnces his ultlnate fe--e fatale, Lydla Guxlt. Ihe

&

characterxzation of HISS Guilt is not entirely conv1nc1ng, but

she is the author‘s lost alhttxous attenpt to port:ay theﬁinnet

vorkings of a charactet's mind. Ihirty-fzve yeats of bitter

expetxence have developed in her the cumning and deterlination

S f;otigggiggggg;gg;i;;;in,ﬂthegresnlnie;xillfnthunninngﬂalcnlhg,"

e

and the réCKlesshesstof Higdalen‘Vanstone. rheée’shé conbiies K

vith an 1rre813t1b1e sex-appeal all her own.’ Collins'

descrxptxon hlsses like a snake' ’

She -had all the allnre-ents that feast the eye, all the -
"siren invitations that seduce the semse--a subtle
suggestiveness in her silence, and a sexual sorcery in
her smile. (VI1I, 73) :

. -
el e s T 2GR e e b a

Narian Halcombe is a good woman nobly motivated; Baqdilen

is also fundamentally good but bfiéfly aisguided iato espousing
N ' . N .

motives unworthy of het- but neither of these women is

handxcapped as Lydza Guxlt is by a lifetime of crilznal

association and sexual depravity. ‘At the beqinninq of the novel

He are prepéréd to meet a "born" criminal im the descriptibn‘of

and

Collins seeas pndecided'abont the origins of Lydia’S’vickedness.{,

it 4 ke a W e 2 et

'
ne o w0 h 0 e

more innately pitiless ever valked this earth" (VIII, SJr;Athe

- —— — —— —— - - —— -

13 page, Rilkie .9111!&4 Ihe SIi&iEAl ‘Beritage, p- 151.
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~'x:e"'pet:i.i:i.«m! of"innately' hetefeertainly suggests the idea of ‘
congen1tal evxl- yet Collins takes great pains to teconstrnct |
Lydla's backgronnd, pointiﬂﬁ}out the social and environmental
pressures that have led her to a llfe of crxne. In picturing her

' struggles to overcome her evil i-pnlses, Colllns suggests tkat
heredity and destxny are not locked together at’ hirth, and that‘

). lan is capable of - conttolliag iis futn:e xn sp;te of he;edlty

and environnent. Colllns assnnes 1n the novel that ulss cwilt t

*

has a degree of choice 1n her dec1sion as to vhether early |

;f,,h;”ﬁ_4,1nilnegges will cog;;pl her futu:e‘and'drlve her to revenqe
:hetEeif on mem, or vhether she will give in.to.ee:'
half—uhvi}ling passion for Midvinter. This -o}é opti-tstic-vieu
'of man as capable of controlllng hls'ovn destxny is entirelgiat

" odds with the fatallstlc thenme of the novel, and the confllct
vo:ks-againstrour belief in Lydia's,strugglesrxn the same way

- “'that*theWptofit”1otive~vorks~agaigst*ﬂag&alen*SWProtestationsf+ff-f%4~M

. that she is marrying Koel Vanstone'oely fo uphold the 5right." | |
Kevertheless, Collins® pfesentation.ef Lydia invites our
understanding aed syl;athf- Whereas we are s@ownvno'lotivating
force fuelling FPosco's pqeer—hupgrj malignancy, ue.are‘ineifed
~to.unqerstend.the'sonrces of Biss Gwilt's lust fof revenge.
_.While Posco views his vietedneSSJiith the appteval of a fond

parent, ﬂydiaais pictnred urestliﬁé vith her destructive

impulses. Fosco's admiration of Narian only affects his

judgement, never h#&%evil natﬁre; but Lydia's love for ﬁiduinter

hqlanizesfher. The tug—dfeuar between the impulses of love and

-
- ]
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hate reéorded in Lydia®’s remarkable diary sustain the»suspense

. - of the story as wvell as our 1nterest in the betoine.
Lydia's self-torlent fails to- be as coavinciagﬁas it sight,” i;
partly becanse of the powerful influence of the fatality the-e,‘
but also because ve are alteady awvare of the»enorlity of her
crisinal associations. She has pgogressed fros forgety;‘théft

and fraud, thtoﬁgh';dul%ery, bigamy and prostitution, to murder. ,
- < . blgany PE : T T N

"?ﬁf{EEEiEfé{*she has beeimihuﬁfigﬁﬁ;$Eid”itmfﬁé*fiiéw6f*f§é

novel her closest associates are a procutess and an abortion ‘

-

doctor. This 1nfanous hlstory nakes her acconplished needleiork

e — 3

her polished performance om the piano (%ozar; ;s her gpecxalty)

~and her'iiterate énd profuse corrsépondéncq‘ﬁighiy isprobable
" and occasionally ahéurd, In fact, the:conftas; betwveen Hiss
Gvilf's Qicked bas{ and her préSehtation;as a chaste aand
acconélished governess might well have appeared 1ﬁdic§ous had

_not Collinsﬁbandlédhhg;;ip;snhhuaynaxﬂaémtmen;ce;néftomﬁakgmhgr?ﬁW;mﬁf;

4,

seriously. ' v ; ] ‘v - e

, The co-existence in Miss Gwilt of the Quplities'of'the

Al
=

fepinine ideal'and the degtaded criminal was ibhoftent to
‘llddle—class sensibilities; yet 1t\1s the pouerfnl expression of
both these- aspects of her personalxty, and the teasion thus |
sustaxned, wvhich keep Lydia GUllt,ftOlerCOIilg a caricature.

Her diary, improbakly literate yet chillimgly comvincing, is éﬁ
\ .

: . » L. [ » .
- N astonishing document which provides an outle¥ tor her cospulsive o

diary re¢ords her fremnzied state of mind, torn as:she is between

— oo 112 | s



' her love for Hld'lntet and her te

:\ to abandon hll- Ber
\

: abxlity to analyze her behavior uith wry objactivit1 even in the

‘midst of hysteria is meatly inmdicated by the charactetistic'\"*

twist of hhlonr at the end of»thebe lines:

I don*t care. I's lopely and helpless. I want somebody
who is gentle apd loving to make much of me. I wish I
had his head on my bosos again; I have a good mind to go
to London and .marry him. Am I mad? Yes; all people who
are as miserable as I am are sad. I mast go to the
window and get sowe air. Shall I jump out? Fo} it

'Adisfiqarga~one~saWAand—the -coroper’s inguestAletsrsé~ S

many people see it. (IX, 158)

It is the diary th;t“pravides the evidence of Lydia‘®s growiag

qualities she(can be thought to possess,vihto her character. Her
passion for Nidwinter precipitates her struggle with, and near
triumph over, her former life and degraded'sexuiliti.\‘

- Lydia's initial response to her recogmition of'ﬁidvlitet's

“feeling for her is omne of speculation: " . - . «::She looked at his

she thought® (VIII; 375). Yet Lydia Gwilt hates len;‘her
interest is "fnttive'vheﬁanse it alerté her to the knowledge
that shé can make use of Midwinter. uagdalei‘nses aen, both Noel
Vanstone, and in a different vay, Wragge, fobaéhieve‘her ends.

But Ljdia Guilt user men because she fears and lqathesvth‘l.

éecause of the btﬁtal_freatlent she has réceived at their haads,

she longs tb revenge he:self on the whole sex. Her hatfed is -

‘with a furtive interest and surprise. 'How that man loveés mel*  *

,

directed at Midwinter*s friend Allan Arsadale in particular, and

is expressed in language charged with sgxngl-siqnificanéétrv y

1 began to feel a terrible excitement. . . . There I vas

I . ST = el
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l Arladale.rLydxa 1181nterprets thxs and feelxng unloved, 15 e

alone with him . . . and'havihg it'infnywninduéllsihenr;rw:mﬁ,H, S
time to brush his life out of my vay, vhen the moment
~came, as I might brush a- -stain off By go‘n. It lade ly

blood leap, and my cheeks flush. (1x, 252)

Her hatred and dlstrust of men is too strong ék be ea31ly

'overCOIe, yet in spite of it her passxon for Midwinter gross

-t . -
’ 4 .

stronger.

-

Is 1t ‘my love for Nidvinter that has. altered le? or is

it his love for me that has taken possession not only of
-all I wish to ng:\iii7\hgs\;f all I wish to keep from:
him as well? I feel as if I had lost lyself-“lost lyself
- F-mean; ibn -hiBe oo o {TLy- 288) —————— - S — - :

~Finally, houever, the remnants of her better nature trinlph, and

she abandons herself to her love for dewxnter,\narryxng hll

joyfully.

. I have won the great victory} I have tralpled‘ly'ovn'
vickedness underfoot. I am innocent; I am happy again.
My love! My angel! (IX, 302) ‘ '

But soon after the wedding ﬁidginter succumbs once more to
feelings of guilt and lorbid fears for the-life of his friendf
unahle any longer to resist her 1lpulse to destroy Arnadale*
She went down into the hall again, and circled round and
round it like a vild creature in a cage. At the third
turn, she felt something moving soft}q against her )
dress. . . . She took the animal ap in herarss . . .
. "armadale hates cats," she vhispered in the creature's
ear. "Come up. and see lrladale killedi» (1x, 553) :
ALn g le LS a hlghly lelodralatxc novel and as such shares

many characterxstics vith the Gothic Novel: The evocation of the,

'"uncanny,' the rhetorxcal tone of lany passages, and the

§

struggle to reassert a lorality strong enough to ‘defeat the
N }

menacing power hf evil ‘Above alil, the book evokes an

overuhelnlng sense of anxiety. In ;hg gg;ggg_!ggig Ig_g;gg_;gg.

K]
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:
[

trad1t10ﬁa1 patterns of noral order no longer prov1de the
necessary social glne.“1‘~Arlggg;g occasxonally conveys this
sense of society: conlng "unglued“"certalnlffthete is ev1dence :
in the novel of soc1a1 dlslntegrat1on. Thls absence of the
‘falll1ar yardstlcks of soc1al stablllty is one of the reasoﬁs
Wfor the book's nlghtlare guality. For once, Colllns cuts the ;ML?%;;kﬁj:

sensation novel free of 1ts ties wlth daily &‘te, 1eav1ng hlS N

characters to cope as best they'can in a dream world of - ‘

" insecurity, anxiety and suspense. They live isolated it their
imaginations and obsessions infa world devqid of the teassutiig» -
vtoﬁchstones of eieryday«existence-faliliar occnﬁation$ §yde
ordinary people. Collinsﬁdispéhses-vitB-the«dblestiérhearth
conpletely in A;ladale.-Love and marriage prov1de only sufferlng

s -

and treachery.'hone is never a refuge. g . : S
While HNiss Gwllt threatens tie h:;plﬁess of HLSS ullroy éi&iiﬁW7HMW:
Allan Armadale, the Nilroy fallly can hard%; be held up as.an
exaaple of respectable donesticity to counter;ct the th:éat she ‘
poses.'tydié'tHreafehélgroh-wifhout, but the'uiltdy falilf hasﬁa{‘
',ﬂdeqon vithin, in the form of Mrs. ﬂiiroy; a respectable Gife';pdk &
mother whose jealousy tiéesbto madness ;;<she‘éonféiflates &
revenging herself upon Miss Gwilt. Majot Hiltoy retreitS'frOl.

__his vife's rage to his clock-buildiﬁg. Their dauéhter, ﬁéglégted

——— —— . —— ——

‘TT‘Péféf‘BfSGKET‘TE“He;odgalat1c Ilag;ngt;on (Néi‘ﬂﬁYéﬁT‘tﬁIé ~
University PEess, 1976), p- 20. .
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by both parents, plans to elope vifﬁ Ariad&iezrﬁaie bfifhiéWié -

very reassurlng in terls of ‘the loral stabllity of family llfe.

But then, all of the characters in Armadale seem to have °
‘lost touch with reality; each,ls‘?xslaved by hisﬁovn;obse§51on-f
Midwinter is controlled bj Arnadale's dféan,'ﬁ}%s GjiltAis‘
preoccupied with revenge, Ars. niiroy is devqutéd by jealousy
and the patheiiC'Bash;oéd is enslafed by~uiss Gvilt? Arladale
av01ds responsxblllty, and Pedglft, Jr. sp1es on everyone. N
Be51de all of these, Major Milroy's obsessxon with clocks seeas . )
‘a miracle of sanity. However, in ;ladaleLvCOlllns provides Eg;~\;-’///

havens for these lost and unhappy characters, even at the end of
t e~ book. 1 S
Realizing tﬁat Midwinter rather than Armadale is about to-
beco-e'her:victin,'Lydia Gvilt sacrifices her life to save the
;an she loves;‘Hpving dealt mercilessly with others, ultimately
“she i$ caught in her ;vn veb. Unable gg?intégratexhef EapaCif}‘
to 16ve.with”he;ﬁpredisposition to hate, she lusérsuffer this |
expiation of her guilt. Her ovwn death by thevpoison she has
prepared for Armadale is a neat piece of poetic justice; yet it
is poverfully~diavn, her sunicide a fin&l'triu-pﬁ of love over
hate and revenge., It is not a mere lelodralatlc victory of gooé\
over evil; plenty of ev11 relalns flourlshlng at the end of
ada le. As Ar. Pedqlft vrites of Dr. Le Doux-

Arma

e ... a5 to. Reir;hntlon,olgxtak;ngghij4414ganggnl1 o o
heartlly hope Retribution may prove, in the long run, to :
_be the more cunning customer of the two. - « . In this
enlightened nineteenth .century, I look upon the doctor
as one of our rising men. (IX, 565) - :

T
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Haylng,elgng;pgr his heroine, _Collins gi;n't'really know

‘what to do with her- The plcaresgue 11llainess vas now too :

hlghly developed to be put back 1n the hone. Miss lelt lacks
“the attr1butes of thelfellnlne 1deol, the most 1lportant of
vhich vas a subnissive'&evotion to hhsband and children. "I -~
-'wdnder if l should have'loved &Y children if I had ever had
any?"™ (IX, 1“5) wvonders Lyd1a. Probably not, is the answer uh1ch_
"1lned1ate1y occurs to the reader. The 1dea of Lyd1a Gv1lt o
nasquerad1ng as the 'angel in the house? is simply r1d1culooé,
Collins was .obliged to kill her off: ™Miss lelt‘svdeath quite
upset oe,“ he wrote to‘his aother.13 :

Never. aga1n did Collins create a heroine whoa he could not -
place by her o¥n f1re51de at the end of the story. In the
portrayals of hlS later and lesser hero1nes, Collincs seenswto
have lost heart They are victias of soc1ety ‘who never seem to
become Kuman-beings; only partly ‘liberated, they- are alvays
searching for stability.'ultilately, they suffer untimely deaths
or surrogate salvations, aod the price of salvatioo is usually/l
the suppression of‘ability~and thebsacrifice of independence to.

a life spent seeking satisfaction in the happiness of others.

15 Robinson, p. 190. - o .

117



An example of the saqsi{icial'heroiné is to be found in The

tav’gnd the Lady (1875) a readatle but relatively unknown later

L3 e i

uork_of caliiné‘.-fhé heroine, Valeria Macallan, réiérSéé‘thé,

chivalric pattern and crusades on behalf of a gentleman in

husband, Eustace. Valeria qarries her campaign through“siﬂgle:
handedly to the point of éche;sffbut at that Péint she is
forced to choose between the_aéhievenent of her goal and her
husband's.vish that she ébandon'her queStd

Shortly after her marriage Valeria discovers that her

husband Fustace hasfheenftrieé-in~a~Scottishwcqurt~andvacquitfe&;f~'~fm

of the murder of his first wife. Although he is innocent,
Bustace has accepted ihe verdiét of "not pfdven? rather than
"not quilty,"™ and is content tq live the rést of his life under
, é cloud of éuspicibn.‘ﬂe assu?es that once Valeria discovers his
secret,’gié ¥ill wish their marriage to end. This proves not to:
be the casé:'Valeria wants to find the_reai'lurdefer and thus

clear her husbapd's name. She is inforsed, hbwever; {typically,

by Bustace's mother) that he views with horror the "idea of -

inquiring anew into the circumstances uhlch attended the

lamentable death of his first vife. It makes no difference to
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hll that [she] is only anlnated by a desxre to serve his

Lnterests" (Ve 488). In defxance of Eustace, Valeria detetnines
‘fto go ahead- “uany another voman before me has faced serious
dlfflcultles and hasvconquered thel--fq:Athe sake of‘the man spe
lovgd- {v, 161). 507Valétia isfestablished.as'a-iifevfirst and,a

| détéctive second- the%story becomes less a nurdér iystery than a
study of. the effects of social’ stlg-a upon a narr1age,t1n ..
'effect, another treatlent of tﬁe domestic scene.’“
To succeed Valeria mrust wcrk outside the law,san amatear

doxng a professxonal's job follou1ng the pattern of uarlan

Halcombe in The Q in hlge. As in that novel, and in Ho

ble to deliver

€, the exiStipg structute of the 1ay i

L1
3
L

justice to the oppressed. As the Scots fawyer patromizingly
‘remarks: "The light which the whole smachinery of the Law was not -

able to throw orn thetpoiéoﬁing case at Gienidch has;beén
' ¥ . ' . .

t. accidentally let infonwit,by,arnagg,lho”:efnsgs,to,listenﬁtpﬁw]”V LT

reason and who insists on haiiﬁg her own vay" (v, 373). Love
thus pro;éslto be above the law; it is in fact a law unto itse;f
and by éxtensioy, the domestic ideal dwarfs the moral and social
framewofk which contains it. This vas nothing nev. Dickeg# had
argued the inadequacy of the law fe;ts Before in Pleak gégsg
(1853) and Little Dorrit (1857). But Collins overthrows the

‘ v

order of juistice and reason and elevates in its place the

et

- gqualities of aercy and love. The Lady is of far more interest to

0 7
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But no matter howv much leéria's fe.ininig;;andiuifely

 75011citude are elphasized belng a detectxve is not a wonan's

. job. It is all rxght”tot Walter Bartrxght,to crusade“on behalf
of xnjured uoaanhood but for Valerxa to do the same for injured
manhood is a role—reversal which het.old frlend,Benjalin cannot

‘accept. In return for her suggestzon ‘that he- open his maind

the "new ldeas,' Valerla is subjected to a tltade'

*By all manner of means let us have*the nev ideas:- ThEU*”¥f~W;M*9“J“

old lorallty's all wvroang, the old ways are all wvorn
out. . . Nothing comes amiss to the age.we live in.
. The wife in England, the husband in Spain, married or
‘not married, living together or not living :

" together--itts-all-one—to %heaun:ue&s—.hﬁ:,:uazp: e e

Although the old man is gently nbcked‘fo;rhis‘oldbfashiongd

ideas.'bhe feels that he .is ptobabiy a spdkesnah.fbr the
cohventional side of the authorh,Valeria's attitudesfand

act171t1es are constantly tested agaznst Benjalin's LnfleXLble

~

loral values. \

Another vay in “which Colllns underlxnes ‘his her01ne's -
.achlevelents is by involving her vith uisserilns Dexter, the
fascxnatlng lad-an uhose conversatxons with Valeria prov1de a
;rpounterpo1nt of anti-feminist statelent3°.

%As a rule, .women are incapable of absolutely
',concenttatlng their attention on any one occupation for
any glven time . . . Women are infinitely sugerior to
men in the moral gualities which are the true adornments

of humanity. Be content—oh, ay- mistaken sister, be
content with thati® (V, 332) o -

o Lt e i e v ol

"*”*"1%13 reacttonary*tendency4in—€oiirns—canses—trOﬁhle. It'

&

’consistently; although the book is vritteh from her point of
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‘ Fexe1§%1£y~the~uonandvhe lillkﬂventnxe. sotfer ‘and -do".- allftoxmﬂuﬁfuuﬂwm—

" ~ unconvincing and distasteful. We are comvinced that Valeria is’

ignore Eustace's vxshes that ‘her 1nvestigations cease, because

f?i—p;ouduo£4uu;

view. She is a lov1ng wlfe, but vhen the occa510n denands, can

”act in a hea?strong manmer. Throughout most of the.novel she isv\ )

' the counterpart of such log1cal, clever self-possessed vonen as

~ﬂar1?n Halcombe and Hagdalen Vanstone. Valeria's possession of

these characteristics is not what d1stu;bs,the reader. The

‘probles is that Collins vants to preserve the female ideal, to~
. L aatd

keep one of Valeria'S’feét in each camp.' He wants her to

the man’ she loves; yet for her to achle'e success, she must be

-

llberated to . do a man's Job of 1nvest19ation. This -eanq,he ‘must

Tallou her to enjoy unhalpered the saie eicite-ent, satisfaction

and tewards that a man vould enjoy, and if necessary, use
unladylxke means to achieve a socially desirable end.'\
| Colllns"znability to allov;hls heroine thxs freedoa of

lovelent falsxf1es the tone of the story. 'alerxa decides to

she is close to success. But §h1s detcision taken, she'hastens to
assure thedreader‘that'She"had been uell brougﬁt up, and onght
to have known better. You who read this shaleful confession
vonio have known better, I am sure. xgg'are“not»included, in theﬁ
Prayer-book category, among 'the lisetahle oinnéts" (I,Viéi).;

This kind of artificial resorse strikes the reader os;

eally exhilarated by the challenge. Upon undertaking the

investigation she announces that she feels “a new oonan,’vith‘a



nev llnd“ (V, 2uu). Ihus 1t grates oﬁfus io'hear her assure- us

later, that she feels herself "blgsh for ber own headstrong
resistance . . . " (¥, 382). ¥hen she coyly conuents-'“l wonder™
vhen I look back on it at Ry owvn obstinacy,” and confesses that

vatnings 5onlf-nade me more and more eager to'have'cy>oun vay®

{(v, 381), ve feel that_she is profesting too lnch, that she is

actually proud of . her achievements and is decexvxng herself and .

N

AAllAxhiscself—ahnegationucon;xxhntes,to &n_ilnge_giclaleriiﬂs,sswwsu

l

as a contradlctory and illogical woman, an llage that might have

[y

conformed to conteamporary ideas about the female iind, but one

w

~ which only confuses and irritates today's reader.

It is of course possxble that Colllns leans us to see
Valeria as a wosan in a positiop of genuine conflict she lust_\
choose between hetfggssion or her marriage. She dccides that the
domestic ideal must not be lost sight«of -in crussdiné for her

husband and, indirectly, for £ela1e equaILty. She -nsi choose

g . _ E -

betveen two courses which are lorally right: the assertion of
female potentialrfor successful action in a san's world, or the
guarantee of thc personal happiness of a loved ome; the “nev .

ideas“ or the loral order she is conlitted to uphold. She

' capitulates to the latter:

How could I resist? It vas all over. . . . I was saying
~=adieu to the one cherished ambition, the one dear and

noble hope of my life. I knew it--and I said Yes. And so

good-bye to the grand struggle! And so welcome to ths

nevw resignation which owned I had failed. (V, 822)
% .

Thus Valeria sacrifices her achievements to the domestic ideal,

and what is even more di@tressing, at the behest of.c weak and



VI R

Although he explbtédﬂheu directions in character analysis

¢

and narrat;ve style, Collins' novel endxngs are not greatly

or1g1na1 the conventional revards and punishlents are
4

distributed to the appropriate characters as the curtafh—falls-

The values of Bsther Suamerson's vine-covered cottage in
the country, which Dxckens feels obliged to affirs in
the end, are vitiated in the sensation novel. While the
cottage itself is frequently enough supplied, its
inhabitants are likely to be the former bigamists,
adventuresses and even prostitates . . . whom Dickens
could not have pardoned.t®

Furthermore, Collins' adulteresses get an asfully good rum for

ithéitwibié}”beforéﬁihgy ééi?IEﬁEG?K:WEBEfi6&§EEfiéiﬁéi does not °
begrudge them respectable status after their strnggle”to
rehabiiitate theaselves. It is thg imposition of the “angel in
ihe Aouse" image qn_clévef and courageous heroines like !agda;en
Vanstone, Marian Halcosmbe and v;ieria ﬁacallan that r;nkles. |
This atteampt to fofce an'unconventiOnal pérsonality to
confora sud enly to the restrictions o::the‘doaeStiqhideal, ﬁo»

have the eath of rebellion cut off by the stay-laces of

convention, causes a temsion between what is original in

—

- — - ————— ——— - —— - -

16 Winifred Hughes, The Hanigc in ;vg Cellar (Ptinceton'

fPtlnceton University Press, 1980), p- X.



Colllns' material and the ou;loded forme in thich ‘he embodies. it.

Even vhen the nessaqe of the ‘aovel (and the -essage is 0511 too

j"
painfully appareat in the later'books) ‘suggests that radical

‘social’change is néeded Collins seeié nnvillinq or nnable,to .

accept the 1Ip11cat10ns of his sessage. Perhaps an umate

pe551|15l denied him the vxsion of a hrave new social systel-

{‘; .

perhaps the world of A;Q_QQL; frighteneérlorerthan it

e

- fasc1nated. ihatever the :eason, the result is that Collius is

in the awvkwvard p091t10n of usxng his het01nes to attack social

t

\/

conventxonal society as a- reiard for fxghting a good battle.

Although he deals honestly-vith the complex personalities

of his heroines, Collins too often abandons them on the brimk of

"real® heroisam, that is, the tragic heroisa that light more

rea11st1cally be the resalt of the c01p1311t’ of lotive and

personaI1fy "he has’ creatéa;‘th"ﬁciésttC’laéal bECUIEB’H‘tIIﬂ“Tﬂ?

"good conduct prize for unconventional vomen who finally accept

cdnventional standards of behavxot. Ccllias forces thea to

- renounce heroisa "for the repentance of a happy marriage, [and)

they collapse into suicidal self effacelent.'l' fhen this
happens, as it does in ko Name and :gg kav 3pd the ngx the
reader feels cheated; ‘he senses a frustratinq lack of poetic

justice and the ending becones a sentimental anti-cliuax. As

ig3n,tlcefgletgexnectlnqmthesg4sa;gAnnlgn,tngaccgpxginlg13191,i

Andrev Lang coilented,abpnt the sudden metamorphosis of the

- —

17 Hina Auverbach, Woman apd ;he Demon (Caubtidge, nass.. Harvard

Unlvetsity Press, 1982, p. 206.



e

T

rébellious‘and angry Magdalea Vanstone-into a submissive and

1ov1ng wife, " . . . ue4jight,h11gkpre£erred4£onﬁhe:w&n4end -

ttaglc and desperate tather than the haven to vhich she cane.'i'
uost‘of Collins' heroxnes are soc1al outcasts, counterparts
of their Newgate fredecessors; yet most are ptesented as at

least potential répreSentatives of the domestic ideal.. in

: atté-pting to find a legitimate place in.conventional,society

77for het01nes of dnbious loralxty; Colllns was 1n codfllct ‘with

the cherished Victoriaa Ldeal, the uife~and mother as "angel in.

the house.[ Por herein 1ay a Horld of moral alblgnxty. How was

Sy

the tera "“heroine® to be deflned vhen dealing vith women such as
Lydié Gwilt and Magdalen Vanstone? These women could be .
considered heroines in the traditional sense only by those

readers ready to accept Paul Clifford's earlier gquoted assertion

that:he vas more sinned against than sinnrhél That-sociéti

should ultxl&tely allow 1ts—£elaie—£ebeis~aad—vtetias the - o e

e

protectlon and respectability of heatth and hone was a
concession that-lany Victorianm readers were uumffling to make:

Mr. Wilkie Collins has chosen, by way of laklnq his

heroine piquant and interesting . . . to throwv her iato o
‘a career of vulgar and aimless trickery and wickedness (/;7‘“ix\
< « . from all the pollutions of which she emerges at N
the cheap cost of a fever, as pure, as high-msinded and
as spotless as the most dazzling vhite of heroines.

« « » Her pollution is decorous, and justified by law;
and after all her endless deceptions it seems quite
right to the author that she should be restored to
society, and have a good husband and a happy home.1?

1® Apdrew Lang,/ "Ar. Wilkie Collins' Novels,™ The T !gg;ggx
9, 9!1.

Bev1ew, {Jan.-June, 1890), p. 25. -

19 ars. Bargaret oliphant, unsigned rev1ev, Black ggg
Baq g; g, xciv, (Auqust, 1863), p. 170.

P | : : : - P
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This was true. To Collins'it did sSeem right that his

ovoeeee___beroines should take their7p1aces’in’societ1; after ail,{thete

vas

no alternative but death. The place for a womaa in Victorian

~

society vas in a domestic estdblishlent ,eithet hprcvn Or

 someone else's. Hhile changes vere coning and some of the early

Astirrings of unrest are appatent in the sensation novel, as yet

the

relationships in cOllins' ‘novels nay not be legitilized by the -

tiles vere out of joint fon.the feninist. Sexual

a

natriage ceremony, his cha:acte:s may divorce and relarty, and

his

still unvilling to dispense with marriage as the nltinate goal

and

illegitilate children fight for their rights, but he is

-

refuge for bhis her01nes.u;

Collins exhibited this blend of the tational with the

romantic in his own nnconvent10nal life (if the keeping of two-

7 liétresses sinultaneously can be referred to so prosaically).

Although,he never . larxiedeeither lnnan,and,each,knen,of the

-other's existence, he seeams to have enjoyed thircty years of more

‘or less harmonious donesticity. levettheless, there vas

doubtless a price to pay by all parties for these unconventioaai

relationships. Collins was interested in more libetal divorce ,

\

lavs, but hou much he vas actygally villing to concede along

these-lines is suggested by a passage in The Bvil gggigs:

Where there is ahsolute crnelty, or where there is
deliberate ‘desertion,. on the husband's part, I see the.

—use and reasom for Divorce. . . . But, where the

husband's fanlt is sexual frailty, I say the Bnqlish lav

. « -« Religionm, which tightly condesns sin, pardons it
on the condition of true repeantance. Why is a wife not -
to pardon it for the sase reason? (IXIV¥, 459)

3

L4
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" o . ﬁ' e 77 S, ;”7””7;
For all his chalpionlng of the outcast and reh9111ons female,

- "‘V S

779 Collxns appears to accept a ttadltlonal and rolantic view of the$;<

: capacxtxes and proper function’ of uonen, whxle at the same time

dlsllking and dlstrusting the “cerelony called marriage.™ E .
In- accordance with the romantic 51de of the author, most of’ ‘ ;

hiSshetOLnes, both fallen and respectable, do “complete™ thelz

llves by pronlslng to love, honour and obey. This ccnventlonal =

side of;colllns, “the side “that describes feaale perfecticn'as* . “;

embodied in a, woman "yho can't talk and who can cook,' is loath ,;

' to allov éven hls respectahle her01nes to flout conventlon vxth

inpunity‘ Marian Halconbe and uagdalen Vanstone hoth suffer

complete physical breakdowns as a result of their forays into a
.flan'sfworld; and' the achievements of both are‘ult;iAtely.

dependent cn the inspiration and support of men, Barttigﬁt and *

¥ragge respectlvely. Thls, -after all, is what the opening vords

of Ihe Homan in White vonld lead us to expect: "This is the true

+ story of what a/lﬁlan's patience can endure, and of what a Manm's

resolutlon can achleve" I, 7). yalerla !acallan is the one
hercine who carries through her calpaign for justlce single-
pandedlj: yet even hen}achievelents are insidious ndernined.
by the avthor and she is made. to abandoc ﬁer effortis just at the
pcint of success./ ~ | |

-

Valeria and her creator are caught in a period of transi-

' ﬁﬂ.ThéTQEWE,WH ine - : i ce and

the villainess. But Collins, fascinated by the resolute heroine.

» . . .. -

\ ]
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v

who has rejected, or at least relnterpreted, het tradxtlonal ‘ reo

role in sogiety, at the sale tlne sees hEr as*a thteat to
soc1ety s most stable unit, the fallly. The hero ecl1psed by ‘the
resolute heroxne, produces in Colllns an 1ntense anxiety, the
"angel n attelpting to fill the hero! § aggtessxte role, say
becose qn-angel]of death like Hester Detht:dge_and.destroy her
 husband. Nina Auerbach suggests that vonen‘represeﬁted a demomic
| thfeaiftowthe»Victo:iaanaleruand+that,p§essuneTngoﬁ,aqhenwiou;hﬂﬂu¢;?ﬁ
remain ‘in their traditionally‘ﬁaésive toles vas a teSponse.by a

.male-dominated society to this pérceived thieat.zo The domestic

-

7 havens that Colllns prov1des for his resolute heroines ‘would

seen to support her theory; certaxnly the implications inherent

=

in Collins' depiction of diminished heroes and assertive

* ' T k4 -
heroines are not translated into social realities at the end of

the novels. The books express the weakened péternalisn of the-

mid-nineteenth century, yet the stereotype of the submissive

wife is ultimately affirmed. Collins only_flirfs with the idea -

“that his bﬁt;erflies,should be free; he cannot pracfically )
ensure their sustenance once liberated. At.the same time he is
unvilling to télipquish the CO;fOIt and security\ptovidéd by>
vomen in theit traditionai roles. His heroinés‘lust uait,béoised

“for flight and beating their ﬁings impatiently against the;baré.

20 Nina Auerbach, ¥o the Demon (Cambridge, Mass.: ngvard'
University Press, 1982) p. 34. ) : ‘ )
)
& .
| ) o« -
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