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Abstract

Although some good work on Collins is now beginning to emerge,
complex and central elements in his fiction require fuller
exploration. More consideration is due to the development of
Collins's thinking and fictional techniques in the lesser-known
novels, since out of a total of thirty-four published works most
have received scant attention from scholars. This 1s particularly
true of the later fiction. It is to work of the later period (1870-

1889) that I devote the fullest consideration, whilst giving due

attention to the novels of the 1860s which are usually regarded as

Collins's major novels.

Collins perceived that established discourses on criminality,
deviance, femininity and morality functioned as mechanisms with
which the dominant masculine and middle-class hegemony attempted to
confirm and maintain its power. His later fiction reveals the
anxieties of masculine and middle-class narrator—-figures. In his
novels written in the 1860s Collins explored narrative and sub-
narrative. He developed the technique of using the accounts of
various characters to challenge the perspective of the narrator-

figure and created the persona of an omniscient narrator whose

response to his creations reveals his own anxleties.



The novels of Collins's later period develop such techniques to
explore masculine apprehension at the changes occurring in late-

Victorian society in which women and the working-classes were

gaining greater freedom and middle-class dominance was threatened.
Although narrators overtly argue the validity of standard
discourses, their views are subverted by a level of sub-textual
meaning at which the inadequacy of the narrators and their
ldeologies is revealed. Sub-textual meaning in the novels reveals
tensions and anomallies within ideas of criminality, the Victorian
ideal of womanhood, medical discourses and the idea of the gentleman
and his counterpart, the knight errant figure. Collins's later
fiction presents itself as an impressive attempt to explore the

ldeological and social tensions of rapidly changing late-Victorian

England.
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Chapter One: Introduction. Wilkie Collins: The Subversive

Power of Narrative and the Victorian Social Order




(1)

Wilkie Collins: the Subversive Power of Narrative
and the Victorian Social Order

The large body of fiction by Wilkie Collins has often been
perceived 1n terms of a structured image of the author's life.
The novels of the 1850s are generally seen as embodying juvenile
promise, those of the 1860s as a period of maturity and those
after 1870 as the product of decaying mental and physical powers.
It is significant that explanations for the assumed decline tend
to emphasise biographical evidence rather than close analysis of
particular texts. Alethea Hayter in Opilum and the Romantic
Imagination (1969) and William M. Clarke in The Secret Life of
Wilkie Collins (1988) perceive the alleged decline of Collins's
fiction as the result of drug addiction, while his biographer
Robinson stresses that he became increasingly 1ll while writing

the later fiction.

Even critics who focus more centrally on Collins's writings
rather than his health seem to find biographical evidence more
supportive of their arguments than textual analysis. J.I1. M
Stewart's article in The Times Literary Supplement of 6th

September 1974 asserts that the decisive event was the death of

Dickens. This argument ignores the anomaly that Collins's novels



of the 1860s were sometimes heavily criticised by Dickens,
particularly The Moonstone which has been highly praised by
modern critics but which Collins's supposed mentor considered a
fallure. Critical studies which provide excellent analysis of the
novels up to 1870 sometimes rely on evidence which strains
credulity when dealing with the later fiction. Having put forward
an impressive argument accompanied by close textual analysis of

the novels of the 1860s to suggest that Collins was intimately
concerned with his relationship with his readers, Sue Lonoff's

study Wilkie Collins and his Victorian Readers (1982) offers
quite unconvincing reasons for what she considers to be the
fallure of The Legacy of Cain (1888). She concludes that Collilns
must have been "suffering from incipient senility®<'?’, finds his
dedication of the novel to his mistress’'s daughter Harriet
significant and claims that this and the fact that Harriet was
working as his secretary offer proof of "his growing isolation

from the public.%<=?

The development of the later fiction may be best explained

through analysis of the novels rather than the circumstances of
Collins’'s life. Tensions and anomalies exist in the work of
excellent critics, anomalies which begin to grapple with the
problem presented by Collins’'s later fiction. Lonoff notes an

apparent contradiction between Collins's working methods and the

later fiction: "despite his research, an air of the improbable



pervades much of his work.®<®> Similarly, her dismissal of
The Legacy of Cain as the product of senility is followed by the
admission that "a glance at his working notes for the novel

suggestis that he was as painstaking as ever in his methods of

construction. " (4)

I wish to argue that the key to an explanation of the later
fiction lies in the complex function of narrative and sub-

narrative in Collins's fiction. In Basil (1852) and The Woman in

white (1860) Collins moved away from the omniscient narration of
his more immature fiction into a more subjective moral world. The

device of using various narratives and sub—narratives allowed

Collins to begin to explore complex ideas. Basil and The Woman in

Wwhite suggest that narrative cannot simply depict reality in an

objective way since it reflects and is an expression of the mind
of its creator. Although Collins created for himself a public
persona in which he appeared as a rather bluff, simple man who
held that "the primary object of a work of fiction should be to
tell a story®"<®’> the mature fiction contains various levels of
narrative meaning. In The Woman in White the novel's sub—-text
provides another "story®” which expresses the psychological
inadequacy of the socially under-privileged Hartright. The

novel's closure expresses the narrator's fantasies.



No Name (1862) was an equally significant development for
Collins. In this novel he further explored the complex
relationship between the narrator and his fiction. According to
Victorian orthodoxy, the omniscient narrator was a device for
expressing established values. In No Name the figure of the
omniscient narrator undergoes psychological crisis, as also does
the central character. The narrator of No Name begins by
exploring his own sexuality. Magdalen Vanstone is a figure of
fantasy more sensual and intriguing than the standard Victorian
ideal of passive womanhood. The narrator's anxiety and disgust
at the implications of his own sexuality are revealed through the
development of a plot in which Magdalen becomes an increasingly
threatening figure. He takes refuge from anxiety in a simplistic
closure which re-asserts standard Victorian values. A sub—text
operates beneath the surface narrative of No Name in which the
narrator 18 a central character in a psychological drama and in
which the overt assertion of moral norms reveals the

vulnerability of the narrator who is dependent upon them.

In his later fiction Collins attempted to use the idea of
narrative as a means of revealing the anxieties of various
narrators in order to express his belief in the decay and
degeneration of Victorian society. The narratives of the later
fiction explore mens inability to come to terms with social

change. Masculine characters find that their cultural legacy has



stagnated and is no longer able to offer psychological security.
For ingtance, in The Fallen Leaves (1879) Amelius Goldenheart

finds his belief 1n Christian Socialism undermined by his sexual

desires. In The Two Destinies George Germaine's belief in neo-
medieval i1deology induces him to attempt to commit murder. The
violence, improbability, deformity and simplistic morality often
gseen by critics as serious faults of the later fiction are
devices which illustrate the disturbed state of the late-

Victorian mind.

In his study of Gissing Adrian Poole notes that “deep and
complex changes of consclousness®™<€?> characterised the late

Victorian experience:

Gissing and the other late Victorians share in a
specific historical consciousness, the key to which is
the sense of an unprecedented intransigence in the
terms of the opposition between the inner, personal and
subjective, and the outer, public and objective. In
political, social, and economic spheres, the move
towards corporation reflected a general sense of the
massing of forces, the taking of sides in a world of
decreasing options and manoeuvrability. (7)

Michael Wheeler concurs with Poole's assessment in his analysis

of late Victorian fiction in English Fiction of the Victorian

Period (1830-1890) (1985) and notes that the response of some

late Victorian writers to a limiting social environment was "a

turning inward, away from the outer physical world and towards



the human psyche and its powers."<®> Collins's later fiction
explores this subject. However, subjectivity provides no escape
from social tensions. Exploration of the psychology of narrator-
figures reveals that they experience anxiety, and feelings of

inadequacy. They prove unable to adapt to social change.

U.C. Knoepflmacher comments that in the novella A Rogue's

Life (1879) the "rogue” of the title, Frank Softly, "shares his

creator's delight in puncturing the pretensions of conventional
soclety”"<®> and that “Collins delightedly enters into Frank's
shady activities."<'°’> The comic vivacity of A Rogue's Life,
revised from a serial which appeared in Household Words in 1856,
1s more characteristic of early Collins, but the pleasure at
dismantling social convention noted by Knoepflmacher informs the
more pessimistic vision of the later fiction. The later novels
subvert ideologies which informed and characterised standard
Victorian thinking. Established discourses are revealed as
constructs by narratives which ostensibly uphold them. Victorian

men prove unable to create narratives which legitimise the

existing hegemony.

Nicholas Rance in Wilkie Collins and Other Sensation

Novelists: Walking the Moral Hospital (1991) dismisses the later

fiction as poor in quality and uses Collins's case as a paradigm

of the decline of the sensation novel. However, although Rance is



correct in saying that the later fiction expresses a sense that
"great things can't happen"<''> he 1s wrong to imply, as he does
in saying that "the Collins of the later fiction rails against
contemporary life™<'2>, that Collins has lost fictional control
and is expressing his own inability to cope with life.
Ironically, Rance's misconception proceeds from an accurate
assessment of the later fiction as an expression of psychic
inadequacy. Anxieties explored in the later fiction are, however,
not simply those of the author himself. Collins’'s fiction
operates in a complex manner using narrative and sub—narrative

volces to explore psychic response to a changing England.

Collins perceived that a construct of normality was vital to
the maintenance of the established social order in Victorian
England. The Victorian age was characterised by the growth of
scilentific and social enquiry. Such enquiries provided the
opportunity for discourses on subjects such as health, race,
biology, criminology, sexuality and femininity to represent
normality as the general experience of the middle-class and hence

to legitimise their dominance.

Collins began his writing career at a time when social,
moral and medical analysis of the changes wrought by rapid urban

growth had created an established discourse of crime as




inextricably associated with the notion of class. In Nineteenth-

Century Crime: Prevention and Punishment (1972) J.J Tobias notes:

One central fact dominated Nineteenth-Century writing

about crime - contemporaries were convinced of the
exlstence of a separate criminal class, different in
its ideas and behaviour from the honest poor. (13)

The prevalence of this notion was an expression of Victorian
class—consciousness: the idea of crime was a mechanism which
allowed the middle—class hegemony to marginalise fears of its own
mutability. Crime and those who perpetrated it were envisaged
within the framework of an orthodox discourse expressing the
existence of a threat to the established order posed by a
criminal underclass. Descriptions of this "criminal class” and
its mode of life, however, often elided into a description of the
urban poor generally. Anthea Trodd's Domestic Crime in the
Victorian Novel (1989) notes that the difference between the
criminal and the impoverished was "often imperceptible to the

middle-class eye."<'4> A contributor to the Edinburgh Review of

1852 described the criminal as an outsider to the established

norms of domestic life:

A thief has no home; solitude is unendurable;

he cannot, 1if he would, associate with honest people,
s0 that it is a necessity to him to frequent places
where such as himself are perfectly well-known to the
peculiar circle in which he moves. (15)




The criminal 1s represented as excluded by his nature from
the normalising influence of the ideal suggested to standard
Victorian thinkers by the home. He therefore lives in cramped
conditions and an underclass is formed. However, in Victorian
England such experiences were common among the urban poor

generally due to an acute housing crisis in most major citiles.

Thomas Wright's The Great Unwashed, by the Journeyman Engineer

(1868) details the housing problems faced by a well-paid artisan
and includes a description of the grossly overcrowded court in
which he was forced to lodge. Similarly, D. Rumbelow's study of
the London Police I Spy Blue (1971) explains the problems

faced by police officers in finding acceptable lodgings. The

ideal of the home as "a retreat - a peaceful haven to return to
after work™<'©’> was not attainable for the urban artisan who
generally lodged in a crowded court or in tenements known as

"rookeries”. The fallure of the disadvantaged to achieve the
domestic ideal facilitated the association of poverty with

criminality.

Victorian orthodoxy incorporated criminality into a
mechanism of social control through a discourse which
suggested that the criminal was a primitive type less developed

than normal people. Social Darwinists claimed that acquired



characteristics could be inherited and therefore a process of
blological degeneration (of which crime was envisaged as one of
the symptoms) could take place when primitive types procreated.
Herbert Spencer claimed that such procreation led to "a
deliberate storing-up of miseries for future generations. There
1s no greater curse to prosperity than of bequeathing them an
increasing population of imbeciles and idlers and
criminals."<'7?> Those who procreate are guilty of a "deliberate®
accretion of misery for future generations. Procreation itself
becomes a crime when performed by those designated primitive or
degenerate. Thomas Beames, in his description of urban poverty
The Rookeries of London: Past, Present and Prospective (1849)
argued that in a rookery "a future generation of thieves is there
hatched from the viper's egg, who shall one day astonish London
by their monstrous birth.*<'®> In Beames's description the poor

forced to live in cramped conditions become identified with

criminals in whom procreation can result only in increased
deformity and deviance. The poor will consequently become

"*monstrous®.

The middle-class hegemony assumed the role of a moral police
force charged with the responsibility of ordering the most
personal aspects of the lives of those designated less developed
or mal-developed. The idea of degeneration justified and

explained middle-class superiority and power over those



classes lower in the social scale whose habits of life
rendered them less advanced and therefore more susceptible to
the promptings of savage criminal tendencies. Victorian
descriptions of the situation of the urban working—class often
represented them as biologically inferior or sub-human.
Parallels with animals are common in Victorian descriptions of
the urban poor, while G. A. Walker, a doctor writing in

The Lancet, claimed that poor areas were places where

"our fellow-creatures vegetate, like fungi, not live like

men. “¢'2°2> The Report of Commissioners into the State ot Large

Towns (1844) described the urban poor as degenerating physically

and morally:

In the filthy and crowded streets of our large towns
and cities you see human faces retrograding; sinking
down to the level of the brute tribes; and you find
manners approaching to the degradation. (20)

Victorian writers on urban social conditions were
undoubtedly motivated by concern for the plight of the working-
class. However, their narratives tended to depict their social
inferiors as biologically inferior, degenerate or criminal,
creating an implied image of the middle-class as morally and
physically healthy and untroubled by deviant tendencies and
thereby legitimising its authority. A. Susan Willlams asserts in

The Rich Man and the Diseased Poor in Early Victorian Literature



(1987) that representation of the underprivileged as morally

diseased "served to invalidate their complaints™<2'> and claims

that

The very insistence on the incapacity of the poor,
indeed, can be seen more as an expression of the ruling
classes' own feelings of weakness and vulnerability
than as an accurate portrayal of reality; for it would
not have been necessary if they had been confident in
their ability to maintain the status quo. (22)

Collins’'s fiction subverts established discourses by
assocliating crime and violence with middle-class life.
Ozias Midwinter, haunted by the idea of his own murderous
potential in Armadale (1866); Germaine, the alienated and

spiritually bereft narrator of The Two Destinies who plans to

murder his mistress; the Reverend Mr Gracedieu, the failed

patriarch of The Legacy of Cain (1889) who becomes obsessed with

the idea of his dead wife as an adulteress and plans to kill the
man he believes was her lover; and Lewis Romayne in

The Black Robe (1881) who, troubled by remorse at having shot a
man dead, abandons his life as an English gentleman and retreats
into a Catholic church which offers him no comfort -~ each
experiences violence, deviance, guilt or alienation. Such
figures exhibit the feelings of inadequacy which A. Susan
Williams perceives as subtextually expressed within

Victorian accounts of the "criminal” classes.



The hegemony was not only middle-class but masculine.
Joan N. Burstyn argues in Victorian Education and the Ideal
of Womanhood (1980) that ideas of female biological and
intellectual inferiority were orthodox throughout the
nineteenth century despite a steadily growing movement in favour

of female emancipation. As late as 1871 Charles Darwin claimed in
The Descent of Man that women occupilied an intermediate position
in development between the child and the man. Womens biological
inferiority was considered to render them suitable for a
domestic role. Since women were considered intellectually
inferior to men, 1t was therefore supposed that they were less
able to cope successfully with complex situations which arose at
work or in social life. Frederick Harrison's article “The
Emancipation of Women” (18391) illustrates this view. Harrison
argues that women are best suited to the domestic environment
where they can be protected from the challenges of post-

industrial society. Womens emotional qualities, represented as

the inverse of intellectual ones, are best suited to the home:

In body, in mind, in feeling, in character, women are
by nature designed to play a different part from men.
And all these differences combine to point to a part
personal not general, domestic not public, working by
direct contact not by remote suggestion, through the
imagination more than through the reason, by the heart
more than by the head ... and all this works best in
the home. That is to say, the sphere in which women act
at their highest is the Family, and the side where they
are strongest 1s Affection. The sphere where men act at



their highest is in public, 1in industry, in the service
of the state. (23)

In the late Victorian period, however, orthodoxy found
itself under pressure. The movement supporting female
emancipation, particularly with regard to educational
opportunities, was growing in strength. Established medical
discourses deplicting women as too frail to undergo the rigours of

higher education were confounded by the establishment of

University colleges for women. Girton college and Newnham college
were founded at Cambridge in 1869 and 1871 respectively. Lady

Margaret Hall and Somerville colleges were founded at Oxford in

1879.

The growth of empirical social science research also proved

extremely challenging to the Victorian ideal of womanhood. Women
whose lives did not conform to this ideal were often depicted as
biologically inferior or mentally or physically unhealthy. Social
researchers revealed the existence of women, "deviant®™ according
to orthodox thinking, whose lives clearly did not exemplify the

expected pattern of unhappiness, degeneration and death. William

Acton's widely read survey, Prostitution Considered in its Moral

Social and Sanitary Aspects in London and Other Large (Cities
(1857/1870) detalled cases of prostitutes who evidently led

prosperous and happy lives, 1including some who had made socially

advant ageous marriages.



Established notions of femininity were fundamental to
discourses which legitimised the middle-class hegemony. Such
1deologies excluded women from authority and idealised them as
beings whom the existing social order was designed to protect.
Female emancipation consequently induced fears that the structure
of soclety was being undermined. Frederick Harrison expresses a

sense of urgency when he argues against female emancipation:

We are only seeking to assert a paramount law of

human nature. We are defending the principle of the
womanliness of women against the anarchic assert€rs of
the manliness of woman ... In the name of mercy let us
all do our best with the practical dilemmas society
throws us. But let us not attempt to cure them by
pulling society down from its foundations and uprooting
the very first i1deas of the social order. (24)

Harrison's emphatic expression of such traditional 1deas
reveals his fear and distress at the extent to which he finds
them challenged. Like the masculine narrator-figures of Collins's
fiction, his fear of “anarchic®” elements renders him dependent on
his discourse as a buttress against imminent change. He therefore
feels the need to associate his views with a concept of “nature"
in order to suggest that his own discourse is as fundamentally
ordered and enduring. Harrison's emphatic assertions deny the
anxlety he feels. In Collins's best fiction form is used by the

failing masculine hegemony as a structure with which to attempt

to maintain itself. In The Woman in White (1860), Jezebel's

Daughter (1880) and The Legacy of Cain (1889) the action is



framed within a dominant masculine perspective. Representation of
women within Collins's fiction must therefore be seen in terms of
an attempt by masculine narrator-figures to maintain an

established concept of femininity in the face of social change.

The treatment of female sexuality and deviance in the later
fiction of Wilkie Collins reflects a changing moral climate.
Female transgression is depicted in a highly complex way.
Although deviant according to orthodox standards, the lives of
Collins’s protagonists do not illustrate a simplistic model of
degeneration. Many of Collins's deviant women are extremely vital
characters, some pursue brilliant careers, some successfully
flout social convention and challenge masculine authority.
Collins uses such figures to subvert the ideas of those who used
a model of degeneration to explain deviance according to their
own ideology. Collins's deviant women do not conform to Herbert
Spencer'’s model of the process of degeneration. However, their

behaviour reflects his claims that vigorous self-help and

adaptation to circumstances would result in personal progress.

Social Darwinism informed the thinking of individuals such
as Harrison who argued that the existing hegemony reflected
universal scientific or natural laws. Greta Jones notes that "the
search for a social theory was, for the vast majority of

Nineteenth-Century sociologists, a search for a "natural®”



underpinning to the social order and in addition for a theory of
the individual's obligation to respect that order.®<28> Social
Darwinism legitimised the existing hegemony and justified the

maintenance of the status quo:

However many variations of social theory it has
produced, social Darwinism implies that individuals are
allotted places through their heredity or their moral
choice. In the first case this means that the social
places we occupy are inevitable; in the second, that we
deserve them. This relationship between faculty and
soclety can be discussed in a highly abstract way but
the practical implications of 1t in social 1life do not
lend themselves to a flexible view of, for example, the
reasons for social hierarchy. These conservative
implications emerged very quickly. (26)

Many of Collins’'s female characters challenge the conservative
implications of social Darwinism. They possess qualities

established by Spencer as important for individual and national
development but are unwilling to accept their allotted place in

society.

The idea that femininity was a state of inherent dependence
was fundamental to social Darwinist claims of the fitness of the
existing hegemony. Greta Jones explains that social Darwinists
used the domestic sphere as a model with which the political and

social structure of England could be justified:

When it came to describing subordination the Victorians
took much of their imagery from an area where

subordination was legitimised - that of the family.



Thus they intertwined the language of political and
legal equality with that of the family to find a means
of reconciling the fact of subordination with the
precepts of a system which theoretically rejected it.
Thus they talked in terms of dependence, of
development, of benevolent and paternal

supervision ... (27)

Collins subverts such thinking in two ways. The inadequacy and
vulnerability of many masculine characters in Collins's later
fiction renders the construct of paternal benevolence difficult
to sustain. Collins's active and independent female protagonists
are also highly subversive since the dependent wife or daughter
was a key figure in the ideal family (seen as a microcosm of
Victorian society). Female emancipation represented a challenge

to the political power of the hegemony.

In order to confirm women as dependent beings, social
Darwinists represented them as intellectually inferior. Elaine

Showalter describes how such thinking served the masculine

interest:

Theories of biological sexual difference generated by
Darwin and his disciples gave the full weight of
scientific confirmation to narrow Victorian ideals of
femininity. Female intellectual inferiority could be
understood as the result of reproductive
speclialization, and the “womanly®” traits of self-
sacrifice and service so convenient for the comfort of
a patriarchal society could be defended in evolutionary
terms as essential for the survival and improvement of
the race. (28)



Women in the late-Victorian period increasingly began to create
their own discourses on feminine opportunities and duties. Women
like Miss Buss and Miss Beale who were pioneers in the education
of girls argued that a career as a teacher was an extension of
woman's "natural*® domestic duty to guide her children. They
asserted that a civilising education would make women into better
wives. Emily Davies campaigned to have university examinations
opened to women. Josephine Butler publicised the fate of
prostitutes and contested Frederic Harrison's view that women
should, in their own interests, be prevented from working. GShe
pointed out that his humanism left destitute women no other

resource but prostitution.

Collins’'s women create narratives and discourses which
challenge established ideologies. His most powerful creations
such as Helena Gracedieu, change the society in which they live.
The narrator of The Legacy of Cain reads from an American

newspaper which describes Helena's exploits:

We hail in her the great intellect which asserts the
superiority of woman over man. In the first French
Revolution, the attempt made by men to found a rational
religion met with only temporary success. 1t was
reserved for the mightier spirit of woman to lay the
foundations more firmly, and to dedicate one of the
noblest edifices in this city to the Worship ot Pure
Reason. (29)



- 20_

Although she is banished from England, Helena's subversive voice
cannot be silenced. It invades the narrator's world through the

medium of the newspapers.

Masculine narratives are in conflict with feminine sub-
narratives in many of the best novels of Collins's later period.
The L.aw and the Lady (1875) is formed by the narratives of
Valeria Macallan, the crippled egoist Miserrimus Dexter and the
lawyer Playmore. Each puts forward a solution to an unsolved
murder. Each character attempts to assert dominance and authority
by defining others within their own narratives. Conflict between
masculine and feminine narratives reflects changes occurring in

late-Victorian society in which women were increasingly demanding
and obtaining the same privileges that were offered to men. In

The Legacy of Cain (1889) the narrative of Helena Gracedieu

competes with masculine discourses and narratives which express a

conventional idea of femininity.

Representation of masculinity also offered a means to re-
affirm standard discourses. The masculine narrators of the later
fiction reveal their awareness that traditional figures of
masculine authority such as doctors, fathers and priests were
finding their position undermined as women gained greater
independence. It therefore becomes important for narrators to

idealise masculinity. The narrators of the later fiction attempt



to legitimise the existing hegemony by stressing the superiority

of men over women.

The figure of the gentleman (and his more idealised
counterpart, the knight errant, which became popular with the
revival of medievalism) appear to the narrators of the later
fiction to represent ideological mechanisms with which to re-
invigorate the established hegemony. They are revealed to be
inadequate. Germaine in The Two Destinies finds that his life
gains new meaning after he discovers neo—-medieval ideology and
begins to see himself as a knight errant figure. However, this
ldea proves unhelpful when Germaine's mistress refuses to accept
a passive role and be rescued by him. Similarly in The Fallen
Leaves (1879) the Christian Soclalist chivalry of Amelius
Goldenheart proves problematic when he faces the challenge of his

sexual attraction to a prostitute.

Although Collins's later fiction represents an impressive
attempt to explore the problematic nature of the late Victorian
age, the novels are not invariably completely successful.

Man and Wife (1870) follows a pattern common in the mature

fiction. The narrative persona is initially overtly and
extensively critical of the Victorian social order but retreats
into repression and conventionalisation of femininity when he

becomes threatened by the development of his own narrative.



Although an interesting exploration of social ideologies,

Man and Wife is not as successful as the majority of the later
novels since the anxiety of the narrator-figure is not adequately
explored, a circumstance which has undoubtedly contributed to
critical confusion of the reformist narrative voice with

Collins's own.

The New Magdalen (1873) is similarly limited by its failure
to portray psychological complexity. It is an attempt to express
8 male fantasy unworkable in Victorian society. Its figures are
stereotypical in order to illustrate the implausible nature of
the fantasy. This unfortunately makes the fiction rather
uninteresting and leaves the reader uninvolved. Although The New

Magdalen exposes the fragility of and tensions within masculine

ldeas and fantasies concerning femininity, it does not explore
psychic crisis as do Collins’s most successful novels. The best

fiction of Collins's later period was that in which he depicted

problematic aspects of late-Victorian psychology.

I hope in my thesis to show that Collins's later fiction
operates 1in a highly complex manner and in the context of
ideological tension. His novels reflect the changing nature of
late-Victorian England and explore the attempts of the orthodox

hegemony to maintain itself. The best of Collins's fiction



exposes masculine attempts to order a changing world with

out moded ideologies as 1neffectual.
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Chapter Two: Novels of the 1860s




(11)

The Woman in White: objectivity subverted.

In The Woman in White Collins mskes complex use of multiple
narrative voices. Walter Hartright is both a narrator and an editor-
figure, contributing a preamble and two narratives which frame the
sub—narratives of other characters. These sub—narratives are highly
varied in character. The closure of Hartright's first narrative is
followed by a series of accounts of events occurring whilst he was
abroad. Hartright describes his narrative as arising from his memories
of past events. By contrast, Marian Halcombe's contribution is in the
form of her diary, a document detailing her immediate response to

events long past when Hartright collates the narrative elements which

form The Woman in White.

Further narrative complexity is provided by Marian’s collapse
into 1llness which allows Fosco to read and supply an addendum to
Marian's words. The contributions of Mrs Michelson, Hesther Pinhorn
and Frederick Fairlie are the products of reflection on past events
provided in response to a request from Hartright. Mrs Michelson's
account is a business—like provision of salient information.tiksther
Pinhorn’'s is similar but grudging and defensive in tone. Fairlie's

self-concerned and digressive contribution is a highly contrasting



narrative. It also reveals important facts about the disappearance of
Laura Glyde. Hartright's narratives also contain contrasting sub-
narrative voices. Some are unsolicited, such as Anne Catherick's
letter describing her dream of a nightmare future for the wife of Sir
Percival Glyde and the narrative provided by the tombstone which tells
Hartright that Laura is dead. Others, 1ike Mrs Catherick's explanation
of the mystery surrounding her daughter and Fosco’'s forced confession,
are the result of pressure exerted on others by Hartright. There is
also considerable variation in the form of the various sub—narratives
and eye-witness accounts. Mrs Catherick’s narrative is verbal,
converted into the written word through the intervention of Hartright.
Other narratives appear in the form of documents, such as Marian's

diary, Anne Catherick's letter and Fosco's signed confession.

The form of The Woman in White, Walter Hartright claims in the
preamble, 1s a quest for justice. The focus of the narrative, will, he
says be the achievements of Laura Fairlie and himself in this respect:
"This 1s the story of what a woman's patience can endure, and of what
a man’'s resolution can achieve.”¢'”> Hartright expresses an idea of
passive femininity and protective and active masculinity which conform
to established Victorian ideas of gender roles. The narrative,
however, will subvert Hartright's discourse as it explores the

problematic nature of Victorian concepts of femininity.



Hartright argues that his narrative is a reliable reflection of
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