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CHAPTER I 

WHAT CONSTITUTES A SENSATION NOVEL? 

The Victorian sensation novel has re-emerged on the 

scene of contemporary British fiction. According to Kelly 

A. Marsh, Graham Swift's Waterland is an example of the neo-

sensation novel: "[a] contemporary genre in the Victorian 

tradition" (Marsh 99). The neo-sensation novel uses the 

conventions, themes, and even the agenda of the Victorian 

sensation novel (Marsh 99-121). Between the Victorian 

version and the contemporary version lies a transition 

period exemplified by the works of Thomas Hardy and George 

Gissing. 

This discussion will be three-fold. What was the 

Victorian sensation novel? The major examples of the 

original Victorian sensation novel are -Wilkie Collins's The 

Woman in White. Mary Elizabeth Braddon's Lady Audley's 

Secret and Charles Reade's Griffith Gaunt. What did it 

become at the hands of Thomas Hardy and George Gissing? 

Hardy's Tess of the d'Urbervilles and Gissing's The Odd 

Women will serve as the literary bridges from the 19th 

century to the 20th. Finally, how does the neo-sensation 

novel of the 20th century resemble the sensation novel of 

the 19th century? Swift's Waterland and Iain Banks' The 

Wasp Factory will conclude the discussion. 



Following Marsh's lead, a discussion of the 

characteristics of the Victorian sensation novel will 

include the conventions and the themes typically found in 

the genre (99) . Using the Hardy and Gissing novels as a 

bridge, I will argue that the Victorian sensation novel 

never faded from English literature. The Late Victorian 

version was the next step in the progression from popular 

literature to "serious literature." The Late Victorian 

version and the contemporary neo-sensation version will be 

traced back to their High Victorian roots. 

In the 1860's, the Victorian sensation novel was 

considered a literary phenomenon. Hughes compares it to "a 

traveling-circus exhibition--prodigious, exciting, and 

agreeably grotesque" (5). "Sensational Mania" created "a 

genuine piiblishing bonanza." Ironically, the proof of this 

is found in the large number of reviews in the "higher-brow 

journals." Although the reviews sounded "a note of alarm," 

they probably "contributed to the popular stampede it 

decried" (Hughes 6). Critics constantly pointed out the 

major deficiency found in sensation novels: the lack of 

character development. For example, 

[a] sensation novel, as a matter of course, 
abounds in incident. Indeed, as a general rule, 
it consists of nothing else. . . . The human 
actors in the piece are, for the most part, but 
so many lay-figures on which to exhibit a drapery 
of incident.... Each game is played with the 
same pieces, differing only in the moves, 
(qtd. in Hughes 23) 



Tolerant critics accepted melodrama but not the "moves." 

One critic wrote about Collins' The Moonstone, "'the 

confiding temper of the reader has, in vulgar parlance, been 

made a fool of,'" and about Braddon's Lady Audley's Secret. 

"'when the explanations of these mysteries are given, it is, 

true that they turn out absurdly incredible; but by that 

time you have finished the book'" (Hughes 23). It left a 

permanent mark on the writer, the novel and the audience. 

The mania included any Victorian novel that could scandalize 

or shock or excite audiences. If a publisher or a writer 

wanted to guarantee popularity, the story had to include at 

least one of the following: murder, divorce, seduction, 

bigamy- Above all, there must be a mystery and a secret. 

Readers lined up outside the editorial offices of All the 

Year Round for the latest installment of a Wilkie Collins 

novel. Mary Elizabeth Braddon's serialization of Lady 

Audleys Secret sold so many copies of its respective 

periodical that it probably saved her publisher from closing 

down his operation (Hughes 121). 

Critics lambasted the sensation novels in strident 

tones, but the fact remained, they were the most widely read 

literature in the 1860's. They were popular, and more 

important, they were popular with a large cross-section of 

the reading public all over Great Britain and Ireland. They 

could be considered the first literary bestsellers. 

Sensation novels exploited the very same literary lures used 



in the contemporary bestseller, i.e., crime and sex. 

Everyone was reading and talking about them. These novels 

were inundating the literary culture of Victorian society, 

so the critics had to deal with them. They could not ignore 

their appeal and popularity; they explained and dissected 

the sensation novels. 

Victorian critics viewed the popularity of the 

sensation novel as a forewarning of the growing influence of 

the middle classes. What is more important, though, is that 

it resembled the literature that appealed to the working 

classes, and the upper social echelons were already growing 

nervous about the usurpation of their social position and 

influence. More people had access to reading material, and 

the authors of the day were catering to the lowest common 

denominator. Critics believed literary tastes were 

deteriorating. The novels were first serialized in the 

periodical magazine, and these magazines were inexpensive. 

That, along with the circulating libraries, railway 

bookstalls and the inexpensive prices of the novels when 

finally published in book form, made it possible for huge 

numbers of people to read the material. 

Sensation fiction was a commercial product that fit a 

commercial demand (Phillips 27). The lower classes enjoyed 

the sensationalism enormously, including the cheap reprints 

of Gothic fiction, the Newgate calendar fiction, and 

melodrama (Cvetkovich 16). According to Hughes, the 



monotony of English urban life had a great deal to do with 

the popularity of the sensation novel. This monotony may 

have produced an unhealthy appetite for excitement, so 

Victorian readers demanded strong and instant entertainment. 

Sensation novels were the answer (35) . The taste for such 

literature was beginning to pervade the upper classes, and 

this caused anxiety among critics. Some of their most 

spirited attacks emphasized the difference between 

popularity and literary taste. They did not want literary 

genius to be confused with literary success or popularity-

Mary Elizabeth Braddon was definitely a financial asset to 

the periodicals that serialized her novels, but critics did 

not consider her a great literary talent (Cvetkovich 16-17) . 

Besides the concern about literary taste and standards, 

the critics believed the sensation novels were a corrupting 

influence. The rise of the Victorian novelist and the rise 

of the sensation novel occurred almost simultaneously. 

Novelists were influential social forces, and if their 

novels were sensationalistic, they were dangerous forces 

(Hughes 39). For decades, novelists had no respectability 

or artistic significance. Suddenly, the novelist wielded a 

great deal of influence. If he was a man of genius, his 

power over the community went far beyond that of any other 

kind of author (Hughes 39). During the period between Scott 

and the 1860's, novels were "family reading" because of 

their wholesomeness. Novels were considered three-volume 



sermons because "art provides the most powerful, though the 

least obtrusive, means by which the standard of morality is 

affected" (Hughes 40). Novels were supposed to improve 

character not corrupt it. The lower classes were already 

becoming more forward in their behavior, and reading these 

novels would only encourage the ever-increasing blurring of 

class distinctions. Probably the most alarming effect of 

the sensation novel was that it brought the middle and lower 

classes together (Hughes 42). One class was reading The 

Woman in White upstairs in the drawing room, and the other 

was reading it downstairs in the kitchen. 

As far as the content was concerned, there was even 

more concern for moralists like Margaret Oliphant. The 

sensation novels usually diverged from or attacked middle 

class values, and this of course encouraged the impertinence 

of the lower classes. Hughes points out that the 

sensationalists' characters fraternize freely and often with 

members of the lower classes, and they even began to imitate 

lower class behavior (Hughes 42-43) . Crime and passion have 

made their way into the middle class home, and the "angel of 

the hearth" is usually the victim or the perpetrator. 

Reading these stories could encourage dangerous 

circumsLances. 

Of course, critics did differentiate between sensation 

novels and other novels that were more to their taste. 

Novels by George Eliot and Anthony Trollope, despite their 



flirtation with sensationalism, had great literary value, 

and society must preserve that work. The sensation novel, 

because of its unseemly popularity and low culture, 

contaminated the novels of "greater aesthetic merit" and 

high culture (Cvetkovich 17). Collins, Braddon and Reade 

and their work had no redeeming qualities as far as 

influencing moral and/or social advancement. Cvetkovich 

points out that the critics would not accept the fact that 

different novels and authors appealed to different audiences 

and markets (17). She claims that: 

[i]n defining the sensation novel as inferior or 
second-rate fiction, the critics constructed the 
category of a high-culture novel whose moral 
mission was to displace the popular forms that 
were entertaining and corrupting the mass reading 
public. (17) 

Unfortunately for the Victorian critics, the onslaught of 

the sensation novel forever changed the publishing 

landscape. Novels were successful and popular. With mass 

culture comes mass commercialism; "works are to be read and 

then discarded, replaced by the next season's fad" 

(Cvetkovich 19) . As the pxoblishing industry became more 

successful, British culture declined. As far as the 

publishing industry was concerned, economic value was more 

important than aesthetic value. Mansel writes, 

A commercial atmosphere floats around works 
of this class, redolent of the manufactory 
and the shop. The public wants novels, and 
novels must be made--so many yards of 
printed stuff, sensation-pattern, to be 
ready by the beginning of the season, 
(qtd. in Cvetkovich 18) 



Market or economic value should not determine the substance 

of the literature. When the novel becomes a commodity, it 

loses "individual specificity." Production and consumption 

require new fads and fashions every season. According to 

the Victorian critics, when novels become faddish, they have 

little cultural immortality (Cvetkovich 18). Anyone could 

write, including the sensation novelists, and an audience 

would be ready to read it. 

The British reading public was growing because the 

British population was increasing. Great changes were 

destabilizing the society. The development of the mass 

reading public in Britain related closely to the social 

revolution taking place. Literacy, availability of reading 

materials and the attitude toward reading were all affected 

by the shake-up of class structure and the occupational and 

geographical distribution of the people (Altick, English 

Common 81) . 

The working class, which consisted of the lower middle 

class and the lower class, made up three-fourths of the 

British population (Altick, English Common 82). Skilled 

workers, small shopkeepers, clerks and a better grade of 

domestic servants made up the new reading audience. They 

were the market for sensation literature. They were the 

citizens who benefited the most from improved elementary 

education, and their livelihoods depended on a certain 

amount of literacy. This new reading audience had some 



money, so they could buy cheap books and periodicals. In 

many Victorian households, it was not unusual for a 

newspaper or a periodical or a cheap book to make its way 

down from the drawing room to the servants' quarters 

(Altick, English Common 83). 

As far as the middle classes were concerned, their 

numbers grew because of an increase of physicians, teachers, 

civil servants and other professional workers. Their 

professions and the cultural traditions of the professional 

classes demanded that they be literate (Altick, English 

Common 83). They also made up a large part of the growing 

reading audience. A good story appealed to them just as 

much as it did to the working classes. 

The massive migration from the rural areas to the urban 

affected the face of British society also. The new 

factories needed workers, and the farmhand and peasant 

became the factory hands. Britain was slowly beginning its 

move away from its former agrarian culture to its present 

metropolitan culture. According to Altick, "[b]y the 

1880's, approximately two-thirds of the English were town-

dwellers" (English Cottimon 84) . The economic and social 

influences of this huge migration of people from the country 

had tretiiendous impact on the population in the city. Just 

the sheer number of new arrivals was overwhelming. 

Education and housing were just two of the social 



institutions overwhelmed by the influx (Altick, English 

Common 84). 

While British society, as a whole, was dealing with the 

social problems of an increasing population, the classes, 

themselves underwent some significant changes. As the 

working classes came to terms with their relocation from the 

country, their difficult factory labors and their economic 

hardships, they began to demand and receive their social, 

economic and political rights. They slowly became upwardly 

mobile, and ironically, they felt "a powerful desire to 

protect their substance and privileges against the 

encroachments of the class they had lately left" (Altick, 

English Common 84). Even more ironic was that they shared 

the same exact sentiments of the members of the class above 

them, who felt even more strongly about defending their 

position. The new upwardly mobile and the current lower 

classes doubly threatened the upper class. 

The public's interest in reading and literacy was 

growing, but readers needed the time to indulge. With the 

growth of industrialization, leisure time increased for the 

upper classes and the more prosperous members of the middle 

classes because they had domestic help and processed or 

ready-made goods, and they could hire help for household 

repairs. The lower levels of the middle and the lower 

classes did not have a leisure because of industrialization. 

Because of their inordinately long work days, their leisure 
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was only on Sunday. It was not unusual for the workday to 

last up to sixteen hours. Shopkeepers could be at their 

counters from seven or eight in the morning till past ten at 

night and even till midnight on Saturdays. Because the 

working classes had only Sunday to do their reading, the 

Sunday newspaper became popular. It was in the late 1840's 

when people could buy the weekly miscellany-cum-sensational-

fiction paper on Saturday afternoon, so they could read them 

on Sunday (Altick, English Common 87). 

With some kind of leisure time available, these people 

needed diversion and entertainment. Evangelical principles 

influenced the middle classes, so any form of music or 

dancing was considered too worldly or the "snare of the 

devil" (Altick, English Common 86). Card games and 

billiards were also forbidden to them, so the only diversion 

possible was reading. The traditional picture of the middle 

class family and their evening reading circle in front of 

the fireplace is familiar. The townsmen of the lower 

classes had a little more available to them for 

entertainment. They could drink at the public house, a 

dancing saloon or a concert hall, or they could visit the 

brothel, or they could get into fistfights or loaf in the 

streets (Altick, English Common 87-88). If he was not 

interested in the available amusements, he had his Sunday 

newspaper (Altick, English Common 88). 
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According to Altick, the crowded cities did not yet 

have much in the way of public recreation. There were only 

a few theaters or music halls, no parks for walks or 

picnics, no museums or galleries and no free libraries with 

public reading rooms. In 1844, Preston was the only town in 

Lancashire with a public park. However, shortly after that, 

local authorities began to use public funds to build 

recreational facilities in most cities. In 1856, the clergy 

stonewalled proposals to open the British Museum and the 

National Gallery after Sunday church services and to hold 

Sunday band concerts in London parks. Many people still 

held Sundays sacred. Although the lower classes were not 

terribly religious, the idea of breaking the Sabbath with 

recreation was disdainful. It would be forty years later 

before London museums and art galleries opened on Sunday 

afternoons (Altick, English Common 88). 

The spread of leisure and the lack of available 

wholesome recreation favored the sensation novel as an 

inexpensive form of entertainment. It was a combination of 

tabloid newspaper/novel. There was a story with regular 

doses of scandal. The shock, intensity, suspense, 

excitement, rapidity of action and multiple climaxes 

captivated Victorian readers, and they became addicted to 

the sensation literature. 

Victorian readers could indulge in harmless voyeurism 

and scandal. The characters involved were fictional but 
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from the various levels of society, and it was highly 

amusing to read about their secrets and troubles. They had 

the opportunity to read about someone's bigamy or 

illegitimacy or adultery. 

For the Victorians, several factors can account for the 

appeal of the sensation novel. These same elements are 

applicable today. The sensation novels can still "make the 

flesh creep and the hair stand on end" (Hughes 4). Collins 

and his colleagues took the stuff of the Victorian nightmare 

and combined it with familiar melodrama and created stories 

that were outrageous, wild and intense. They were about the 

out-of-the ordinary experiences of ordinary people living in 

ordinary settings (Hughes 16). Readers could recognize 

themselves and others and live vicariously through them. 

Something terrible or improbable happens to somebody else in 

another time. Sensation stories enthrall an audience 

because people are curious about the strange, the unusual 

and indeed, the sick. Readers become passive spectators. 

The material appealed to the insatiable curiosity of the 

human being. 

Fascinated and horrified at the same time, many 

Victorian readers were interested in scandal even if the 

story is destructive or terrible. They enjoy the 

melodramatic and the theatrical, the grander the spectacle, 

the better, and the more scandalous, the better. The appeal 

is even stronger if the scandal is shocking. A public 
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enjoys being frightened and outraged, but above all, 

entertained. The sensation novel, ultimately, was 

entertainment. 

Wilkie Collins knew how to attract and keep his 

readers. The story appealed to a variety of readers. Even 

William Thackeray admitted to staying up all night to finish 

it. What kept the audience wanting to read the novel? The 

sensationalism. 

Kelly A. Marsh claims that contemporary novelists like 

Graham Swift have revitalized the sensation novel. She 

considers them "conspicuous" among those contemporary 

novelists who are experimenting with postmodern narrative 

technique (99). Swift seems to have rediscovered the School 

of Sensation. The more "legitimate" members of the novel 

genre may have obscured the sensation novel, but it remains 

influential. The use of the literary conventions and themes 

of the School of Sensation continued with the Late Victorian 

novelists, and they survive with contemporary novelists. 

Even the original agenda of the sensation novel continued 

and survived. The modern versions of the conventions, 

themes and agenda may not be completely obvious, but they 

are traceable to their Victorian ancestry. There were 

adaptations or modifications made by the later novelists, 

but the original 19th century ancestor can be found at the 

core of the later novels (Marsh 99). 
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Sensationalism was no longer a subversive force in 

literature when Thomas Hardy and George Gissing began to 

modify the most criticized literary conventions used in 

sensation novels. Hardy and Gissing are among the writers 

who moved away from the emphasis on sensationalism and 

improved the Victorian sensation novel. 

Hardy's first publishing venture was a sensation novel. 

Desperate Remedies, written in response to the advice of 

George Meredith, then a reader for Chapman and Hall. 

Meredith had rejected an early manuscript by Hardy with the 

recommendation that he try a more complicated plot. Hardy 

tried his hand at writing an extreme version of the Collins 

formula (Hughes 175). Years later. Hardy tried to disown 

his first novel by claiming that he wrote it a time "when he 

was feeling his way to a method" (Prefatory Note v). 

However he never totally abandoned sensational melodrama, 

and he did develop a method. One of his preferred themes, 

the experience of the irrational, of the strange or the 

excessive, and his use of exaggeration and intensity came 

out of his experience with Desperate Remedies (Hughes 175). 

Hardy and Gissing took the work of the High Victorians 

and adapted it, but the conventions and themes of the 

Victorian sensation novel are recognizable in spite of their 

modifications. Hardy emphasized his characters' responses 

to their situations. He was interested in how his 

characters dealt with their misfortunes and suffering 
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(Hughes 178). Instead of focusing on the suffering, he 

focused on the character's psychological turmoil and mental 

processes in reaction to the suffering. Gissing's 

characters were similar to Hardy's in that they dealt with a 

growing awareness of their individuality and their place in 

society. Besides coming to terms with selfhood, they also 

had to consider the tensions between classes and between 

cultures. 

The many literary conventions used by the writers of 

the 19th century sensation novel and later revised or 

reworked by Hardy and Gissing included the "new woman" 

protagonist, incidents of coincidence, insanity, bigamy, 

illegitimacy, murder and the secret. For example, both 

novelists include strong female protagonists who manage to 

survive the obstacles of life. They are independent and 

progressive and can think and take care of themselves. 

Graham Swift's Waterland and Iain Banks' The Wasp 

Factory are examples of "neo-sensation novels." These 

contemporary sensation novels are better versions of the 

19th century sensation genre, but they do descend from those 

ancestral lines. For example, the obligatory secret from 

the past haunts and affects the present. A sense of history 

is an integral part of these stories. Characters, who have 

learned from their experiences narrate the unfolding story. 

All these literary conventions appeared in the 19th century. 
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Particular conventions of plot, character and setting 

characterize the Victorian sensation novel. Besides shock, 

continuous and rapid change and pace of events, thrills, 

intensity and suspense, a secret or an enigma of sorts was 

mandatory. There had to be intricate plotting, a deferment 

of the climax, coincidence or chance, irranediacy, crime and 

fashionable contemporary life. 

The narrative technique conveyed a sense of immediacy. 

A technique favored by Wilkie Collins was the use of the so-

called testimonies of various characters, so that the reader 

is subjected to considering different biases. Owing to 

lapses of memory or personal prejudices or other factors 

that may influence reliability, one narrator's account of an 

incident may be very different from another's. Thus, 

several witnesses are always better than one or two. If the 

original narrator became ill or indisposed or even 

imprisoned and could not continue the narrative, another 

narrator could replace him or her. Or the new narrator 

takes over because of an alternate thread for the plot. 

Another narrative device used was a character deciding to 

put down on paper the actual events from the past leading up 

to the present. He or she has decided to record the events 

for the sake of posterity. The character could also use the 

narrative present. The events have occurred in the past, 

but the narrative is in the here and now. Events unfold 

simultaneously with the reporting of the narrative. 
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The sensation novelists alter the convention of 

marriage. Most Victorians viewed marriage as a woman's 

ultimate goal. She only begins to exist when she has a 

husband (Reed 105), so spinsterhood was not a desirable 

state. Parents usually arranged marriages. Very few women 

married for love. There are the familiar types of marriage 

recognized even today: the runaway love match, the marriage 

of convenience, the sacrificial second-best marriage and the 

authentic marriage of mutual minds (Reed 107). Commercial 

marriages are usually between a wealthy older man and a 

younger woman. Marrying for money or to satisfy a parent's 

ambition was usually the motive behind the commercial type. 

These marriages were also marriages of convenience. 

Marriage was financially advantageous to the husband. 

If the wife had any personal property or wealth, it became 

the husband's. Even after the passage of the Marriage and 

Divorce Act of 1857, which rendered divorce less costly, 

the husband retained his wife's wealth and property, if she 

had any. The husband and not the wife could easily obtain 

the divorce. It was not until 1882 that women finally 

became mistresses of their own property (Reed 106). 

Marriage in the sensation novel became the means of 

lifting a woman of the lower classes into the upper. Her 

beauty and innocence made up for her lack of pedigree. 

However, her murderous tendencies amply illustrated the lack 

of pedigree. The childish but sweet dependency of a young 
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and beautiful wife could easily blind an adoring husband, 

who also happens to be older and wealthy. On the other 

hand, marriage to a wealthy and beautiful young woman could 

become the means for a deceitful husband to maintain his 

status and position in the aristocracy. If she did not 

submit to her husband's wishes, she could be the victim of 

an identity switch with her half-sister; she "dies" (her 

half-sister in her place); and winds up committed to an 

insane asylum. Or in another novel, the disinherited 

husband, whose first wife wound up inheriting his estate, 

runs away and marries a second wife. Bigamy is a favorite 

permutation of the marital state in the sensation novel, and 

both husbands and wives commit it. Altick points out that 

bigamy, "a violation of law one party to which was of 

necessity a woman," was a comparatively rare crime (Evil 

Encounters 149) . The sensationalists favored using bigamy 

for its "scandalous potential," but also for its supplying 

"useful plot material" (Altick, Evil Encounters 150). 

Bigamy, "that essentially English and middle-class crime, 

helps in its own way to keep lust within bounds" (Hughes 

31). Margaret Oliphant notes that bigamy illustrates a 

"'certain deference to the British relish for law and 

order."- Bigamy breaks the seventh commandment, "Thou shalt 

not commit adultery," but it does so legitimately. It is 

"'an invention which could only have been possible to an 

Englishwoman [Mary Elizabeth Braddon] knowing the attraction 
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of impropriety, and yet loving the shelter of the law'" 

(qtd. in Hughes 31). Bigamy disturbs "the reader's sense of 

the stability of things, and opens a new, untried vista of 

what may be" (Hughes 56). When successfully committed, 

bigamy could reveal that a conventional marriage may be an 

illusion. 

Bigamy usually set up the surprising and unfortunate 

return of the dead alive in many sensation novels. A 

presumed-to-be-dead husband literally appears out of nowhere 

(Australia or America) and complicates matters for the 

again-married wife (Reed 221). And the "dead" husband is a 

member of the lower classes, so his return just reminds the 

wife of her former position and/or her youthful foolishness. 

Or two wives, who do not know of the other's existence, 

confront a husband. They are forced together in order to 

save one of them from a murder conviction. 

It is not sheer coincidence that many sensation novels 

had female protagonists. It is not coincidence that the 

female protagonist was not the usual submissive woman. The 

female lead in the sensation novel has an unusual spirit, 

intelligence, independence, will, deviousness or all these 

qualities. Whether the authors were male or female, many 

chose female protagonists. She could be victim, or she 

could be instigator, but she was central. 

In many sensation novels, the female protagonist from 

the upper classes behaved a little too much like her social 
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inferiors. Even more disturbing, though, was a woman of the 

streets successfully masquerading as a lady (Hughes 43). 

Collins, Braddon and Reade did not use the traditional 

heroine, and that was very appealing if unnerving. However, 

it was this kind of anxiety that attracted many readers. 

The sensation heroine was the precursor of the "new 

woman." Because most sensation novels had women at the 

center of their plots, there was some difficulty in 

reconciling their literary roles with their conventional 

social roles. For a woman to participate in revenge and 

crime, she requires a type of intelligence considered 

unique. The sensation novels had heroines who threatened 

the traditional stereotype of a pure and dependent female; 

therefore, she threatened the very moral and social fabric 

of Great Britain (Hughes 46). 

The sensation novelists all seem to have an incredible 

fondness for coincidence. Improbable coincidences occur 

regularly in the work of Collins, Braddon and Reade. Reed 

claims that readers enjoyed "'[tjhe ingenuity of the whole 

structure and the illusion of god-like superiority that 

discovers a tight web of cause and effect beneath the 

apparent chaos of daily affairs'" (126). There is a 

pervasive feeling that some power has control over human 

beings. Situations work out for a reason, so there must be 

a higher purpose that mere mortals cannot fathom. Real life 

does have its share of coincidence, but the sensation novel 
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had an overwhelming number. It is a plot device that the 

sensation novelists used prodigiously for the sake of 

convenience. They were the foundation of a plot; they 

served to unravel mysteries; they served to save the hero or 

heroine; or they served to unite moral and thematic purposes 

(Reed 130-31) , Reed refers to David Goldknopf's claim that 

the "'purpose of coincidence, in short, is to make God a 

character in the novel.'" Nineteenth century Great Britain 

firmly believed God controlled life, and this belief had to 

be incorporated in some way in the novels of the day (Reed 

132) . 

Providence caused Coincidence, along with accident and 

chance, so Providence became the explanation and the excuse 

for all unexpected events. It supposedly offered a 

reassurance concerning the mysteries of life. Some kind of 

power or will had a divine plan. 

The struggle with destiny was another favorite 

convention of sensation novelists. According to Reed, 

"[p]rovidence, which was beneficial, even in its apparent 

evil, and encouraged trust and resignation through 

confidence in a greater good is replaced by Destiny, a force 

which men struggle against or must accept" (137). Fate has 

replaced Providence. There is nothing to be done to change 

the predestined. Human beings cannot change their fate or 

their life. 
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There is a sense of history or a sense of the past that 

is important to the sensation novel, also. The characters 

have to delve back into the past to come to terms with the 

present. There is a constant reference to past records such 

as diaries, letters, wills, contracts, registers or any 

other kind of paper trail. Evidence used to solve the 

mystery was usually found in the paper trail or "relics and 

records" of some sort. A lost letter or diary is usually of 

central importance to the plot. A character has to piece 

together an explanation or backtrack using the relics and 

records to trace an explanation. Documentary realism played 

a part in the sensation novel. 

Inheritance, its loss and restoration, was a favorite 

convention in sensation novels because it was a familiar 

subject for the 19th century reader. Reed claims "[t]he 

inheritance convention serves mainly to threaten the extreme 

inconvenience that deprivation of wealth and station would 

occasion" (270) . A financial windfall occurs just in time 

for a much-wanted marriage to take place between two lovers, 

or it is a plot device to "reward" a long suffering hero or 

heroine. 

Collins based more than one novel on the recovering of 

a lost or swindled inheritance. For Collins, an inheritance 

is the motive behind a plot to falsely establish the death 

of a still-living wife. Even the estate of the villain 

husband in this plot is questionable. He is not the 
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legitimate heir, so the property he has inherited is not 

legally his. In another novel, Collins' female protagonist 

is the victim of disinheritance. Her father made his will 

before his marriage to her mother, but he had not altered it 

before he unexpectedly died. Her parents' subsequent 

marriage invalidates the will (Reed 274) . Inheritance also 

figures prominently in a story of two young men who 

"inherit" the consequences of a crime caused by a 

disinheritance. An adopted young man takes on his new 

family name and inherits an estate. The true but 

disinherited heir woos and successfully marries the woman 

the former young man loves. The new heir causes his 

namesake to drown, and the saga continues with the next 

generation of sons, only one of whom knows the original 

story. In the same story, the inheritance also serves as a 

motive for the criminal intentions of a vindictive lady's 

maid (Reed 274). 

Reade uses an inheritance to bring together a proud 

young woman with a young man who expected to inherit 

property. Ironically, it is the young woman who winds up 

with the estate. The two marry, but the inheritance creates 

a tension that affects their marriage in many ways. 

What really set the sensation novel apart was the 

obligatory secret. At least one character had to have a 

secret that he or she had to keep hidden. The character 

loses a great deal if someone uncovers the secret. And it 
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would be absolute ruin. The secret usually was something 

unseemly--illegitimacy, past crime, prior ruinous marriage 

(never dissolved) or anything else that would have shocked 

and scandalized proper society. 

The importance of the secret was its effect on the 

present circumstances of the people involved. It was from 

the past, and it would affect the present. There were many 

instances when the past secret could explain present 

circumstances also, but the revelation would be more painful 

than the present circumstances. 

According to Marsh: 

[t]he sensation novel begins by portraying a model 
community of seemingly unrelated and apparently 
upstanding citizens, and the business of the novel 
is to uncover the scandalous secrets and illicit 
connections that exist under that thin veneer of 
respectability. (100) 

She also claims that: 

[m]uch of the interest of these novels lies in 
what happens when the secrets are uncovered, and 
the characters are revealed in the light of a 
hitherto hidden network of relationships. Often 
these revelations involve significant 
rearrangements of the family and of the social 
order, and always they involve a satisfying 
surprise for the reader. (100) 

The revelation or explanation of the secret would take up a 

large part of the plot. Major characters would have to be 

involved in uncovering the scandal or solving the crime or 

correcting the wrong. Clues or evidence or trails of some 

sort provided the structure of the plot. 
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Braddon's use of the secret was typical for the 

sensation novelists. Her female protagonists would hide the 

secret of a prior marriage (or to be more accurate, bigamy). 

The heroines were under the impression that their first 

husbands were dead, so the secret was not, at first, a 

deliberate deception. When they learned that their first 

husbands were alive and well, the deception began. The lies 

upon lies and deceptions that took place made revelation 

difficult but possible. The male protagonists spend the 

better part of the novels trying to uncover the secret to 

avenge the first husband or trying to prevent the secret 

from spoiling the reputation of the lady in question. 

Besides the Victorian fondness for a secret, they also 

looked forward to reading about "'a good sound, brutal 

murder, with plenty of blood in it'" (qtd. in Hughes 32). 

Violent crime, especially murder, is a favorite 

sensationalistic device, and a sensation novel was not 

considered complete without at least one murder (Hughes 31-

32). It was considered more legitimate because it was 

punishable; whereas, a vice was not legally punishable. 

Murder was often the crime that provided some excitement and 

maybe some inconvenience to the criminal's situation (Hughes 

33). Reade includes murder to create a precarious situation 

for a heroine wrongly accused of the crime. Braddon has her 

protagonist attempt to murder two men, her first husband and 

her nephew-in-law nemesis. Her current husband must never 
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know about her first husband, so what better way to ensure 

his never learning about the first marriage then to kill off 

the first husband. She attempts to murder her nephew-in-law 

who has made it his sole purpose in life to avenge the 

disappearance/murder of his friend who happens to be his 

aunt's first husband. 

This same aunt suffers from insanity, another favorite 

sensationalistic convention. The sensation novelists 

exploited it as a theme. Someone central to the novel 

suffers from some sort of madness, real or alleged. It 

could be the terrible secret, as with Braddon's heroine, but 

most of the time, it adds to the circumstances of the story-

Collins and Reade used it to show the abuses of insane 

asylums. Both novelists show how easy it is for the sane to 

be incarcerated based on the assertions of persons not 

qualified to determine sanity, let alone insanity. So-

called physicians with no legitimate credentials pass 

themselves off as experts. Collins and Reade wanted to 

reveal the abuse of the law, but they also wanted to 

spotlight "the tenuous distinction between sanity and 

madness that prevailed" (Reed 204). 

Finally, the sensation novelists raised the use of 

setting as a convention to a distinct level. Setting 

contributed to the melodramatic mood and atmosphere of the 

novels. It helped to control and assist in the unwinding of 

the plot by providing the dramatic backdrop for the crimes, 
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passions, secrets and scandals (Hughes 26-27). Settings 

were commonplace; they consisted of familiar city streets, 

country roads, fine old estates and country houses, ancient 

family seats, old disused gardens and dark and lonely 

harbors. Collins used the "eerie Norfolk Broads and 

Shimmering Sand, not to mention the various contributions of 

storms, fires, and midnight darkness" (Hughes 27). Collins' 

description of the Shimmering Sand in The Moonstone is 

especially haunting and insidious. Readers just wish for 

something horrible to happen, and they are not disappointed. 

Another sur-viving characteristic of the sensation genre 

was the choice of subject and theme for the novels. Collins 

and Reade always seem to have some sort of cause celebre, 

but social issues did become more commonplace as far as 

subject matter was concerned. During the start of the 19th 

century, the Newgate calendar novels were popular. 

Novelists like Edward Bulwer-Lytton featured the use of 

crime and sometimes, actual crime in their work. With other 

novelists like William Thackeray and Charles Dickens, social 

issues relevant to a Victorian audience were becoming the 

material of novels. Among the unique subjects and themes 

covered by the sensation novelists were marriage laws, 

insanity, women's rights, chance, unfairness of life, 

conflict between classes and sexual passion. According to 

Hughes, the sensation novelists rationalized their choice of 

subject matter by claiming to also be crusading for 
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political and social reform. Hughes points out though that 

often the sensationalism overwhelms the reformist aim, so 

the message is usually inconspicuous. However, a moral 

purpose still provided enough justification for many 

sensation novelists to write their stories (34). 

For example, during most of the 19th century, women's 

rights and the call for a more humane view of their social 

position began to become more prominent. Some relevant 

issues were equitable treatment in divorce suits, property 

rights and financial arrangements in marriage contracts. 

Collins treats this theme in The Woman in White which is 

"the archetype of the sensation genre" (Hughes 138). As the 

women's suffrage movement became more prominent, the men 

resisted more vigorously. The predominant social belief was 

that if an independent woman challenged moral and social 

assumptions which Victorians considered essential to a 

stable society, society would deteriorate (Reed 36). This 

deterioration was the very fear held by the moralists of the 

day. 

As mentioned earlier, laws governing those who operated 

insane asylums and laws determining the procedure for 

deciding insanity were both focuses for the sensation 

novelists. Collins and Reade have prominent characters 

declared insane by totally unqualified "experts" when, in 

fact, they are completely sane. For the Victorians, there 

was not much of a distinction between madness and sanity. 
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The patients are subjected to the barbaric practices of 

lunatic asylum staffs who have no prior training or 

credentials, and who, themselves, might be unstable. The 

asylum is under no restrictions or control. For both 

Collins and Reade, the insane asylum was a convenient prison 

for those characters who might upset or reveal a sinister 

plot. Even Braddon shows how easily people made the charge 

of madness. One of Braddon's female protagonists responds 

to her nephew's questioning her about her past with a threat 

to have him charged with madness. Reed states "[t]hat such 

a threat could be seriously entertained shows how far 

fiction had gone to accept the contemporary social concern 

about the mismanagement of the laws dealing with the insane" 

(205). Clearly, there was a need for reform, and why not 

have it spotlighted by a piece of popular literature. 

There was no reformist aim in writing about destiny and 

fate, but Victorians did have an interest in exploring 

Destiny as a force replacing Providence. Fate and 

Providence intertwine because people believe that there is a 

guiding hand controlling human events and are doubtful that 

"an iron fate relentlessly demands a working out of its 

purposes" (Reed 138). It was common in Victorian literature 

to imply but not examine questions about destiny, free will 

and divine guidance. The sensation novelists did begin to 

examine such questions. Collins was among many sensation 

novelists who explored the centuries-old question about some 
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great cosmic force having control over humankind. The idea 

of someone or something leading him on a dark road to the 

future fascinates his character, Walter Hartright. When 

finally reunited with Marian Halcombe and Laura Fairlie, he 

claims "the Hand of God" brought them together. Hughes 

continues, 

[e]ven when he [Hartright] resolves 'to act for 
myself in exposing the conspiracy, he feels 
obliged to connect his own assertion of will with 
a larger scheme of destiny, so that acting for 
himself means entering into the design. (139) 

Hartright admits his desire for revenge against Sir Percival 

Glyde and Count Fosco for wronging Laura, but he sees 

himself as "the chosen instrument of fate and retribution." 

He does not inflict the final punishment on the two 

villains, but he sees their respective deaths as divine 

justice. He sought retribution, but a higher order inflicts 

it (Hughes 139-40) . 

Many sensationalists were also concerned with the 

relationships between the irrational inner and outer forces 

of the individual and how they create characters who are so 

ambiguous and inconsistent (Hughes 61). Many predicaments 

that the characters find themselves in are because of the 

utter confusion created by the clash of these forces. 

Reade's Kate Gaunt is "a haughty and spirited beauty with 

complex emotions, if a rather naive conscious understanding 

of them" (Hughes 101). She becomes completely enraptured 

with a young priest. Her utter confusion and turmoil are 
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fascinating as Reade reveals the subtle changes her 

character undergoes. She becomes slowly self-aware, and 

perhaps for the first time in her life, she recognizes her 

sexuality. Reade was probably alone among the mid-Victorian 

novelists to treat female sexuality as normal (Hughes 103), 

and he was one of the first to portray a character learning 

and developing an understanding of the self. The sensation 

novelists explored the inner turmoil many people experience 

when they are coming to terms with their place in their 

community or society. The place or role in a relationship 

is just as important. Gender roles and social roles were 

shifting and changing. For many Victorians the 

reconstruction was confusing. Examining it as the stuff of 

popular literature could be one way of dealing with the 

confusion. 

Marsh's assertion that the Victorian sensation novel is 

the ancestor of the neo-sensation novel rests on the 

similarities in convention, as well as subject and theme. 

She also claims that the two share an agenda: "[b]oth use 

the formal conventions of the sensation novel to challenge 

popular philosophical stances in their very different 

historical periods" (107-08) . The Victorian sensation 

novels were, in and of themselves, a challenge to the social 

and philosophical norms of their society. They brought to 

the attention of the Victorians the problems and current 

state of affairs of their contemporary world. 
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Sensationalists and their novels questioned Victorian social 

institutions and traditions. This was a major criticism of 

19th century reviewers: they "recognized significant 

challenges to social norms in the sensation novel" (Marsh 

108) . 

The sensationalists were reacting to the constant 

change of the 19th century. The French Revolution had 

broken up the traditional world order, but other revolutions 

were equally responsible for the turmoil across the 

continent. Religious institutions were losing their 

domineering influence. The middle class was growing at an 

incredible rate. Industrialization created urbanization, 

and the urbanization created a population increase. As more 

people crowded into the cities, British life changed 

drastically. As the aristocracy's influence started to 

deteriorate, the industrial laborer's influence was 

increasing. Barriers between the classes were being beaten 

down. As these changes occurred, there were shifts in the 

prevailing philosophies and outlooks. For example, the 

attitude toward insanity, its diagnosis and treatment, and 

the attitude toward women's rights, discussed previously as 

subjects and themes, are also representative of the shift in 

social responsibility. 

Darwin's theories of evolution challenged the prevalent 

ideas concerning the place of the human being among the 

various species of animals. According to Marsh, Darwin and 
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other scientists forced physiological and psychical 

theorists to admit that there are connections between human 

beings and other animals. They share animal appetites and 

instincts. Interestingly enough, the word "sensation" came 

to represent animal appetites and instincts. Before Darwin, 

the theorists believed the passions were separated from the 

soul. If this was true, then animals and humans have no 

relationship. However, 

[s]ensation novelists, not content to allow this 
dichotomy to remain unquestioned, explored the 
effect of sensation--or 'the vital passions'--
by allowing it to stand as a motivating force for 
the characters in their books, and by consciously 
appealing to it in their readers. (109-10) 

During the 19th century, Victorian citizens believed 

their plight in life was their just desert. If they failed 

or succeeded, it was their own responsibility. The 

sensation novel with its emphasis on plot rather than on 

character routinely portrayed an individual at the mercy of 

circumstances and with no free will. The Victorians were 

used to the novel in which the individual had control over 

circumstances and the direction of life. Character was 

supreme over incident and plot. The sensation novel 

portrayed the absolute opposite--incident and plot were 

supreme over character (Marsh 109). 

Finally, the sensation novel and its treatment of 

female characters contributed to the recognition of the 

female as dynamic and complicated. The Victorian woman can 

be the traditional heroine, but she can also be the 
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villainess. Jenny Bourne Taylor explains that the sensation 

novel: 

did much more than exploit the narrative 
possibility of female transgression while finally 
punishing or assimilating it. It deployed 
intricate narrative structures to turn deviance 
itself into a relative and complex term, 
scrutinizing how it was perceived and 
defined. (9) 

This use of female characterization was unusual and 

disturbing to many, but there was an increasing recognition 

that women could be as complicated, as intelligent and as 

deviant as men. The sensation novel and the women's 

movement connect in this unique way. 

The previous discussion concerning the similarities in 

conventions, in sxibject and theme and finally, in agenda 

will be the foundation of this dissertation. I will argue 

that the sensation novel was and still is an important genre 

in English literature. The novel has progressed and 

evolved, so that the original permutation of the sensation 

novel is not obvious, but the lineage of the contemporary 

neo-sensation novel is traceable to the Victorian sensation 

novel. 

Chapter Two will consist of an in-depth discussion of 

Collins' The Woman in White. Braddon's Lady Audley's Secret 

and Reade's Griffith Gaunt to demonstrate how the previously 

discussed conventions, subjects and themes, and agenda 

appeared in the original sensation novels. 
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The third chapter will be a comparative study of the 

sensation novel and the novels of Hardy and Gissing. An 

analysis of Hardy's Tess of the d'Urbervilles and Gissing's 

The Odd Women will illustrate their modifications of the 

sensationalistic characteristics. 

The final chapter will be an analysis tracing the 

characteristics of the Victorian sensation novel in the neo-

sensation novels of Swift and Banks: Waterland and The Wasp 

Factory, respectively. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE VICTORIAN SENSATION NOVELS OF COLLINS, 

BRADDON, AND READE 

In an unsigned review of The Woman in White from the 

Morning Advertiser, dated 20 August 1860, a critic wrote. 

It is written in a light and pleasing 
style. It always keeps up the interest, and is 
full of striking situations, while the plot 
is wrought out with great ability. In fact, it 
is, by common consent, Mr. Collins's best work. 
(Page 81) 

For these several reasons, Wilkie Collins' The Woman in 

White has long been considered one of the best examples of 

the Victorian sensation novel. When The Woman in White 

first appeared in its forty part serialization on 26 

November 1859 through 25 August 1860 in Charles Dickens' All 

the Year Round, its success was immediate. It was Collins' 

first bestseller and one of the greates-t publishing 

successes of the 19th century. It also boosted the sales of 

All the Year Round to over 100,000. In the six months after 

its appearance in book form in August 1860, it went through 

seven editions--1350 copies in its first week alone. It has 

never been out of print. A minor industry even developed 

around the story. Kenneth Robinson noted that manufacturers 

were producing Women in White bonnets, cloaks, quadrilles, 

waltzes and perfumes (Lonoff 72). Supposedly, William 

Thackeray stayed up all night to finish it. Gladstone put 

off a theater party to complete it, and Prince Albert 
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enjoyed it tremendously. The character of Marian Halcombe 

made such a strong impression on Edward Fitz-Gerald that he 

named his herring-lugger after her, and Swinburne pronounced 

her to be "'a glorious female'" (Richardson v). 

Collins' best known novel involves a complicated 

formula that is typical of the sensation novel but 

innovative and unique also. He uses the intricate plotting, 

dark secrets, recognizable settings and ordinary people 

typical of the sensation novel, but his unusual elements 

include a charmingly compelling villain, a progressive 

female character, a distinctive narrative technique and dark 

psychological undercurrents (Richardson vi). Besides this, 

Collins depicted situations in his novel that subvert 

Victorian social norms. The story is deliberately 

convoluted, but at the center of the novel is a secret 

which, if revealed, would ruin a baronet. One character 

does know the secret, and another one may, but since she is 

mentally unstable, no one will believe her. The baronet 

will do anything and everything to protect that secret. He 

has no qualms about switching her identity, cotranitting her 

to an asylum and swindling her out of her inheritance. 

The opening pages of The Woman in White set up the 

audience for intrigue. The story begins with Walter 

Hartright's explaining the purpose of the following record. 

Several characters will write about their knowledge of the 

events in the first person. Nothing will be hearsay. When 
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the current character no longer has direct knowledge about 

the narrative, another character will pick up the thread of 

the story. The witnesses relate the events just as they 

would if they were in a court of law. These opening lines 

create the curiosity and intrigue associated with the 

sensation novel. 

Hartright meets Marian Halcombe, Laura Fairlie and 

their uncle, Frederick Fairlie. It is during the journey to 

the Fairlie estate, Limmeridge House, that Hartright meets 

"the woman in white." The woman literally "sprung out of 

the earth or dropped from the heaven" in the middle of the 

very road that Hartright is walking along. The poor young 

man becomes alarmed. She is dressed completely in white, 

and her hand points to a dark ominous cloud just over London 

in the distance. The strange woman asks if she is on the 

road to London. He replies yes but only after looking 

closely at her (Collins 14). 

By the moonlight, he could see 

a colourless, youthful face . . . large, grave, 
wistfully attentive eyes; nervous, uncertain lips; 
and light hair of a pale, brownish-yellow 
hue . . . . and how she came to be out alone in 
the high-road, an hour after midnight, I 
altogether failed to guess. (Collins 15) 

She again asks for directions to London, and she adds that 

he should not suspect her of doing anything wrong or even 

suspicious. Upon hearing those words, of course, Hartright 

becomes suspicious. They talk, and she asks if he knows 

many people in London. In particular, she asks if he knows 
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a baronet. She is referring to Sir Percival Glyde, but 

Hartright does not know anything about the baronet at this 

point. 

She continues on her way to London, and Hartright 

proceeds to Limmeridge House to take up his position as 

drawing master to the young ladies of the house. He and 

Laura Fairlie fall in love, but she is betrothed to Sir 

Percival Glyde. Laura is loyal to her father's memory and 

obedient to his deathbed wish that she marry Sir Percival, 

and she does not want to unduly upset her hypochondriac and 

selfish Uncle Frederick, so she goes ahead with the 

marriage. 

Sir Percival, in order to protect the secret of his 

illegitimacy, schemes with his associate Count Fosco to 

swindle Laura out of her inheritance. Switching her 

identity with that of her half-sister, who turns out to be 

Anne Catherick, they commit her to an asylum and bury the 

deceased Anne as the deceased Lady Glyde. Marian rescues 

Laura from the asylum. The rest of the story involves their 

investigation of Sir Percival, the discovery of his secret 

and the recovery of Laura's identity and position. 

One of the appeals of sensation novels is the intense 

and thrilling emotions they create in the reader. The 

reader is not experiencing physical thrill but psychological 

thrill. An unsigned review from The Critic from the week of 

25 August 1860, wrote that The Woman in White does not 
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necessarily appeal to the reader's "better feeling of 

nature." In fact, "it rouses your curiosity, it thrills 

your nerves, it fills you with admiration, contempt, 

indignation, hatred, but your softer feelings are seldom 

played upon . . . " (Page 82). Many readers were and are 

like Thackeray--in order to find out what happened, they 

keep "turning pages 'from morning till sunset'" to finish 

reading the story--they have to know how it ends. Sir 

Percival may receive his comeuppance a hundred pages before 

the end of the story, but there is obviously more to learn 

in those last pages. One incident leads to another with 

just enough detail and just enough suspense to cause readers 

to continue reading to the end. The reader is kept 

intrigued by the built-in cliffhangers. There is obvious 

contrivance in that Collins manipulates circumstances and 

uses coincidence, but his talent and one of which he was 

proud was his ability to tell a good story (Collins xiv). 

Sensation novels are easily identifiable. They all 

have the obligatory secret. The communities portrayed in 

these novels seem unrelated and relatively respectable. The 

characters are usually of some standing and wealth. The 

focus of the story is to uncover the scandalous secret which 

a character desperately struggles to keep hidden underneath 

the facade of respectability. Usually adultery, bigamy, 

insanity or murder are the terrible truths. The secret 

jeopardizes the person's or the family's status or 
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reputation. When revealed, the interest for the reader is 

not so much the secret but its effects on the characters. 

Sensation conventions also include a setting in the 

narrative present and a sense of the influence of the past 

on the present. The current social order is reversed or 

turned upside down. There must be a strong element of 

surprise. Crime is important to the plot. Insanity, legal 

wrangling and documentary realism are also essential to the 

sensation novel (Marsh 100-07). 

Besides the use of common sensation novel conventions, 

Collins' work has unique features that influenced the future 

development of the English novel, He is responsible for 

pointing out the possibilities of subject and character 

development that not many novelists would have considered, 

Henry James viewed Collins as one of the first to explore 

the possibility of using subjects that are "close to home," 

There are great possibilities for fiction in the lives of 

ordinary, middle class or aristocratic Victorians. 

Collins' storyline is convoluted in intricate ways. He 

provides two heroines, Laura and Marian; two villains. Sir 

Percival and Count Fosco; and two estates, Limmeridge House 

and Blackwater Park. Initially, Anne Catherick's encounter 

with Walter Hartright before the beginning of his employment 

at Limmeridge House seems to have no relative importance at 

all, but that meeting forever links her fate with his and 

his fate with Laura Fairlie's. In fact, a key twist of fate 
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or coincidence in the story is that Anne Catherick turns out 

to be Laura Fairlie's illegitimate half-sister by their 

father, Philip Fairlie. Because of the manipulation and 

intertwining of incidents and characters, not one character 

is completely unaffected by seemingly removed circumstances. 

The staple of the sensation novel, the guilty party 

with the secret, is busy trying to protect himself from 

being exposed. The determined "detective" figure gets to 

the bottom of the mystery. The uncovering of the secret 

would usually right a wrong. In 1863, a reviewer for The 

Ouarterly wrote, "The devious machinations of the guilty 

parties and the dogged determination of the 'detective' 

figures ensure that the sensation novel 'abounds in 

incident'" (Marsh 104). The intertwining plot is what 

appeals to the reader the most. Intrigue is the whole 

point. This helps to explain the actual sensation 

phenomenon. The intense emotion and excitement are the 

appeals for readers. 

Marsh quotes from a mock advertisement in Punch. 1868, 

The editor's object has been to obtain the most 
startling, most thrilling, most exciting plot 
constructed by the most original romancers -
. . . . The readers' time will not be wasted on 
pages of analysis of character, descriptive 
touches . . . and the appearance of 
nature, which only impede the clear course of the 
story and tire the patience of the purchaser. 
(104) 

Sensation novelists multiplied the number of narrative 

events in order to prolong the suspense and the story 
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itself. Collins will allow some discoveries, but the major 

breakthrough is always kept until the end. In fact, in The 

Woman in White, the reader is aware Hartright is alive and 

well, since he is the one who collected the narratives and 

shares the bulk of the narration with Marian, but other 

characters' fates are kept hidden until the end. The 

multiple events in the story keep the narrative situation in 

a constant state of flux (Marsh 104-05). The reader has to 

continue believing that anything and everything are 

possible. 

What makes the intricate plotting even more sensational 

is the ordinary setting commonly used by sensation novelists 

like Collins. According to Edwards, 

[i]n the typical sensation novel . . . no matter 
how bizarre and complicated the stories, how deep-
dyed the villainies, how doom-laden the 
atmosphere, the settings are always ordinary 
English households, the characters are mostly 
harmless, unremarkable people suddenly menaced by 
deprivation, dishonour, or death, and the menace 
is always human, not supernatural, in origin. (7) 

Settings and characters are typical and recognizable. In 

many ways, the emphasis is on the ordinariness. Collins 

suggests that the strangest and most horrific situations can 

occur to the most normal people in the most common settings. 

This appealed to audiences because they could recognize 

themselves and their environments. This added to the 

interest. 

The setting for The Woman in White is England at 

Limmeridge House or Blackwater Park. Collins does not 
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resort to exotic locations. He prefers to have his 

characters remain in familiar England. Even when Hartright 

goes off to Central America to deal with his heartbreak over 

Laura's marriage to Sir Percival, Collins chooses not to 

describe his journey. It is enough for the audience to know 

that Hartright must escape England, his home and the 

familiar in order to recover his equilibrium. The 

unfamiliar will help him forget his heartbreak over losing 

Laura, New surroundings and experiences will force him to 

refrain from dwelling on his disappointment. When he has 

come to terms with his losing Laura, he can return to the 

safe and familiar surroundings of England. Probably the 

most important concern for Collins was that his readers 

would recognize the possibilities of scandal in their own 

backyards. The settings change regularly between Limmeridge 

House in Cumberland and Blackwater Park in Hampshire as the 

reader follows the characters' narratives. 

The novel opens, and the encounter between Hartright 

and Anne Catherick occurs early in the first narrative. A 

dark roadway is the perfect setting for such an encounter. 

Collins uses striking detail to carefully describe the 

surroundings: "The moon was full and broad in the dark blue 

starlesti sky, and the broken ground of the heath looked wild 

enough in the mysterious light to be hundreds of miles away 

from the great city that lay beneath it" (13). The 

description of the moonlight, the sounds of night, dark and 
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ancient woods, a lonely road, a lone man walking along, a 

ghostly apparition and the men who are in pursuit of her all 

evoke intrigue immediately. Collins wants to create an aura 

of mystery around Anne Catherick, so that both the reader 

and Hartright associate secretiveness with her upon each 

encounter. Then the readers find themselves with Hartright 

at Limmeridge House. The story moves rapidly from the dark 

and mysterious road to the safe confines of an English 

estate. The change of setting is not nearly as rapid 

through the rest of the novel with the characters moving 

regularly between Limmeridge House and Blackwater Park. 

Marian Halcombe describes Sir Percival's estate in her 

diary: 

The house is situated on a dead flat, and seems 
to be shut in--almost suffocated, . . . by trees. 
. . . it had a moat round it once, . . . . 

(Collins 174) 

Once again, Collins subjects his reader to mystery. There 

is a distinct sense of evil and foreboding from the house, 

and it, of course, transfers to Sir Percival, its master. 

The audience is reading a history of events with Laura 

Fairlie as the character at the center of the story. Many 

sensation novelists chose to use a flashback chronology. 

The novel begins in the present with the characters 

exploring the past to uncover or investigate events. For 

the audience, there is a constant looping back and forth 

between the present and the past in order to determine how 

past events influence or dictate present circumstances. The 
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sensation novel makes use of the narrative present. All the 

narratives are about the past, but they are being presented 

in the present for the reader's information. The narration, 

usually by an omniscient speaker, is simultaneous with the 

action (Marsh 101-02). The speaker is a character who has 

decided to record the story in the present. Marsh writes, 

"Sensation novels, by definition, work on the assumption 

that present enigmas are the result of secrets hidden in the 

past, and that these secrets are discoverable" (102). 

Collins' choice of narrative technique is unique in its 

use of multiple first person narrators. Hartright has 

collected the narratives in the present, yet the narratives 

themselves all deal with past events. His purpose is to 

tell "the story of what a Woman's patience can endure, and 

what a Man's resolution can achieve" (Collins 1). 

Collins justifies this narrative technique by 

explaining the purpose of gathering these testimonies. 

Hartright wishes to help Laura regain her identity and 

position. Supposedly, Hartright has gathered all these 

depositions or letters or testimonies in order to present 

them together as documentation for their story. Sutherland 

points out that Collins' narrative technique, as Hartright 

explainŝ  in the preamble, is a forensic technique ("Wilkie 

Collins" 80). If one can present some kind of "paper trail" 

to document or prove a case, one has a better chance of at 

least being heard by the proper authorities. The "paper 
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trail" is concrete proof of good faith and honest 

conviction. 

Collins explains that none of the information will be 

based on anyone's hearsay. Hartright can only describe his 

experiences. When his involvement ends, other persons who 

can speak to the circumstances from their own knowledge will 

pick up the thread of the story (Collins 1). Multiple 

witnesses tell the story. They are all asked to "testify" 

because the truth can be relative. Persons who have been 

involved in the case can each tell their own experience for 

themselves. The emphasis is on credibility and perspective. 

This technique has the advantage of lending credibility, 

authenticity and much more detailed information. 

Collins is also responsible for innovations with 

narrative technique and realism. Like Charles Dickens, 

Collins believed realism added considerably to fiction. 

Victorians wanted to identify with what they read, so the 

novels reflected that desire. 

According to Sutherland, the newness of "the high-

impact narrative" was important. He writes that Collins' 

novel, 

unfolds as a series of testimonies, or 
evidence given by involved parties, none of whom 
has the traditional fictional prerogative of 
omniscience. Collins' narrative has a pseudo-
documentary surface and a real-time chronology 
which teasingly negate the work's inner identity 
as fiction. ("Wilkie Collins" 75) 
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Instead of relying on one narrator in The Woman in 

White, Collins allows each character to tell his or her 

story. Depositions or testimonies provide the structure at 

work here. Hartright, the art teacher, is the male 

protagonist in the novel. He falls in love with and comes 

to the aid of Laura Fairlie. Hartright tells the reader or 

the audience about the different events of which he has 

direct knowledge. Marian Halcombe or Frederick Fairlie or 

any other character can only tell what she or he knows. The 

audience has access to all these narratives and is supposed 

to piece together the events of the story. Collins uses 

this method to give the audience all the information 

possible without compromising the credibility of each 

character. This gives the story more realism and, 

therefore, credibility. 

Collins' use of this narrative technique adds to the 

authenticity of the characters' perspectives. It is 

interesting to read the differing accounts and decide for 

oneself the reliability and credibility of each narrative. 

The motives behind different actions are more easily 

understood. 

The multiple narrators include Hartright, Marian 

Halcombe, Count Fosco, Vincent Gilmore; the Fairlie family 

solicitor, Frederick Fairlie, Eliza Michelson; the 

housekeeper at Blackwater Park, Hester Pinhorn; Count 

Fosco's cook, Alfred Goodricke; the doctor, Jane Gould; who 
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prepared the remains of the "deceased" Lady Glyde and Mrs. 

Catherick, Interestingly enough, neither Anne Catherick nor 

Laura Fairlie was "asked" to write narratives, Hartright 

and Marian's diary entries tell the majority of the story. 

Letters provide the rest of the information, Hartright, in 

his investigation into the matter, requests testimony in the 

form of letters. The more interesting "testimony" comes 

from Count Fosco, The first instance of his testimony comes 

in the form of a "postscript" that he wrote in Marian's 

diary after "perusing" it while she was gravely ill, He 

feels no shame for having violated Marian's privacy by doing 

so because he even signs his own name. This was a great 

twist on Collins' part. He uses the Count's gall to further 

show the reader just how evil and shameless this character 

is supposed to be. 

In addition to the simulated authenticity and legal air 

of these testimonies, they also remind the reader of the 

differing perspectives of the participants involved in the 

narrative. The way one character views events can be 

different from the way another views them, thus, the use of 

more than one witness. Also the use of letters or paper, 

supposedly written in the hand of each individual character 

is interesting. No one is supposed to question whether 

Hartright or anyone else for that matter coerced these 

people when they were writing their letters. The letters 

are supposedly firsthand accounts. Victorian readers are 
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"asked" to suspend any knowledge that Collins wrote the 

novel; the readers are to believe that Hartright gathered 

the testimonies. Lonoff claims that. 

The Woman in White involves an interplay between 
reality and artifice, between those elements that 
link it to the 'real' world and those that call 
attention to the plot as a construct, the puzzles 
and the strictly internal conventions of narrative 
and language. To put it another way, the reader 
must believe the story and go along with the game. 
(104) 

The narratives are also unique in that each gives 

Collins the opportunity to allow the characters to describe 

themselves through their narratives. For example, Marian 

uses her diary to present her testimony. More for women 

than for men, the diary is a source of personal recording. 

The writer records the day to day events, the emotions or 

feelings experienced, the problems or trials suffered, the 

joys and high points celebrated, to remember and experience 

again later in life. The writer usually writes in the diary 

daily. Scholars and researchers, especially biographers, 

have found the diary an especially valuable tool in piecing 

together a person's life and private history. The reader 

can learn a great deal about the "witness" and his or her 

character by that kind of testimony. Collins used this 

method as character development which his contemporary 

critics did not recognize as such. The Victorian critics 

often made the claim that Collins was not capable of any 

kind of character development. 
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One of the more important "documents" is Marian's 

diary. Her meticulous recording and excellent memory are 

crucial. Unlike the other characters involved, Marian has 

written in her diary every day during the actual events. 

She does not have to search her memory, which for everyone 

becomes faulty with time, for information about the events. 

All she had to do was turn to her diary for the relevant 

pages. Before retiring for the night, she recorded the 

day's events. There is a built-in suspense. She fails in 

her nightly task only when she becomes ill, and Count Fosco 

has the nerve to fill those blanks. Since Collins does not 

include corrections or disputations on Marian's side, the 

reader is to assume that Fosco's postscript is accurate and 

truthful, at least as far as Marian is concerned. 

Her entries accurately reveal her personality and 

character. After all, Marian is writing for herself and 

about herself and those who are important to her. Her diary 

is her opportunity for reflection about self and about those 

important to her. The diary's 

entries represent her private rebellion and 
prefigure the more dominant role which 
writing assumes in the third epoch, when 
Hartright undertakes the investigation, 
gathering documents, making notes, 
transcribing records, and ultimately 
fashioning a true narrative which overturns 
the false. (Thoms 69) 

Marian is heavily involved in the events, so her journal 

writing allows her to try to make sense of what is happening 

to Laura and herself. She tries to find the truth through 
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the pages of her journal. There is no need to take on 

another persona or voice. Supposedly, no one else will see 

this diary except herself or someone she chooses to show it 

to, as in the case of Hartright, who eventually takes 

ownership of the diary by virtue of his editing. 

Another example that illustrates this method of 

character development is Fosco's illicit entry and his 

subsequent testimony. Both go a long way in revealing his 

personality and character. His postscript is ingenious. 

Collins 

designed [it] to elicit apprehension--fear of 
Fosco, fear for Marian and Laura, excitement as to 
what will happen next . . . . [H]e seeks the 
sympathy of an audience within the novel, of 
Marian or whoever peruses her Diary, but 
obviously, this exercise in self-exposure is aimed 
at the audience beyond. Its displays of egotism, 
ruthlessness, sinister complacency, and bogus 
sentiment are designed to alienate the reader--to 
prompt the reader to deny the similarity that 
Fosco proclaims. (Lonoff 126) 

Collins shows his talent for characterization in these 

testimonies. Instead of using the traditional or 

conventional methods of allowing the characters literally to 

speak for themselves through dialog or lengthy description, 

Collins uses these so-called documents to construct each 

character. 

Collins uses this narrative technique in unusually 

creative ways. For example, the reader is literally looking 

at Marian Halcombe's diary entries for her part of the 

story. She falls gravely ill from getting caught outside in 
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a rainstorm while spying on Sir Percival and Count Fosco. 

Since she is so ill, she cannot write in her diary. 

Therefore, the audience comes across a gap or an incomplete 

deposition from Marian. Madame Fosco holds the diary for 

"safekeeping," and, of course. Count Fosco sneaks a look at 

the entries. After learning what he can from the diary, he 

decides to "finish" the account, thus aiding the poor ill 

Marian. He is only coming to the aid of a helpless invalid. 

So Count Fosco writes that particular part of Marian's 

diary. The reader needs to be wary of his account because 

of what the reader already knows about him from other 

characters' narratives. 

While it is true that the use of multiple narrators is 

not unique to the Victorian novel, Collins' use of them is 

innovative for the very reason of reliability. Instead of 

relying solely on Hartright, who has a great deal of bias as 

far as Laura is concerned, the reader can rely on several 

witnesses. Not every witness is questionable, and not all 

of them have secret motives or agendas. 

Marsh claims that "the [story's sense of] immediacy 

emphasizes the affinity between the appeal of the sensation 

novel and that of sensational journalism" (101). The 

relationship between the sensation novel and sensational 

journalism is self-explanatory. Marsh notes Brantlinger's 

claim that actual crimes inspired many sensation novels, 

especially those reported by the newspapers and tabloids of 
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the day (101). If sensation novelists related the events of 

their work to the events of the day, there was more of a 

sense of realism and a better sense of authenticity. 

Supposedly, a French criminal case from the previous century 

inspired Collins. 

For The Woman in wh^^P• a book he found in a Paris 

bouquiniste in March 1856 during a visit with Charles 

Dickens inspired him. Maurice Mejan's Recueil des causes 

celebres. published in 1808, was a collection of criminal 

cases. Mejan wrote about a case involving the Marquise de 

Douhault. Her brother had seized her estates in 1787 and 

had her incarcerated in an asylum under an assumed name. 

She eventually escaped, but she never regained her legal 

rights (Sutherland, "Wilkie Collins" 80). Supposedly the 

Marquise was wearing a white dress when she came to the 

asylum and when she left it (Peterson 42). 

Collins may have had a personal encounter with the 

"Woman in White." J.G. Millais wrote about the meeting in 

his biography of his father, John Everett Millais. Collins 

and his brother, Charles, were walking Millais home after 

dinner at their mother's home. They heard a scream from a 

St. John's Wood villa and saw a woman in white running away. 

Collins-followed her and left his two companions behind. 

Upon meeting the next day, Collins told them little except 

that she escaped from a brute. The woman could have been 

Caroline Graves, one of the two women in Collins' life 
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(Peterson 42). The story, though told often, is 

questionable. Published after all the participants and 

witnesses were dead, the Millais biography even incorrectly 

dates Collins' year of death as 1870 (Peters 191), Both the 

criminal case and his personal experience probably inspired 

Collins. 

The community in The Woman in White seems on the 

surface to be fairly respectable and ordinary. Though 

characters seem unrelated, as the story progresses, their 

lives become intertwined. If scandal affects one character, 

it will affect those related by blood or marriage. The lone 

outsider, Walter Hartright, is the person who instigates the 

uncovering of the secret, Laura and Marian are half-sisters 

as are Laura and Anne Catherick, Laura and Marian share the 

same mother, and Laura and Anne share the same father. 

However, no one discovers the blood relationship between 

Laura and Anne until after Anne dies, and after Walter 

Hartright rattles the family skeletons, Laura and Anne 

share such a remarkable resemblance to each other that it 

inspires Count Fosco to suggest an identity switch to Sir 

Percival, Madame Fosco is the former Eleanor Fairlie, 

Laura's aunt. Sir Percival is married to Laura, so Marian, 

Anne and Madame and Count Fosco are technically his in-laws. 

No one character is unaffected by secrets, marriages, 

illicit liaisons, insanity or anything else that happens in 

the novel, 
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The appearance of respectability in the characters is 

superficial, What one metnber does socially or morally or 

otherwise affects the rest of the community. When a 

relative commits a crime or behaves in some scandalous 

manner, entire families lose reputation or status. 

The characters are ordinary middle or upper class 

members. They are fashionable, and they have wealth and 

status, These were the characters who interested a wide 

Victorian readership. The middle class readers wanted to 

read about themselves, and the lower class readers wanted to 

read about their so-called betters. For the lower classes, 

the sensation novel was an acceptable facsimile of 

voyeurism. They were able to "witness" the downfall of 

their superiors. The lower classes had their trials and 

tribulations, but the sensation novel reassured them that 

their betters had them also. Scandal was not relegated just 

to the lower classes. The Victorian lady of the house and 

her chambermaid were both reading sensation novels. For the 

lady of the house, reading about the problems and 

tribulations of her own class made her feel lucky and 

forewarned. For her chambermaid, it was reassuring to learn 

that even those who had money and status had problems or 

obstacles to overcome. 

Collins' female characters are typical. Laura Fairlie 

and Anne Catherick can be seen as one character. They are, 

in a sense, interchangeable. They may be of different 
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classes, but as the narrative progresses, they figuratively 

and literally become one and the same. Anne tries to save 

Laura from making the grave mistake of marrying Sir Percival 

by writing a long and rambling letter which gives no 

specifics. The letter warns Laura to delve further into her 

future husband's past life, but there is nothing more than 

that. The letter is so vague that Sir Percival manages to 

talk his way out of a dangerous situation with the help of 

Mrs. Catherick. The mother discredits her daughter, so 

Laura goes ahead with the marriage. 

Laura and Anne actually switch places as Lady Glyde and 

Anne Catherick. After losing her fortune to Sir Percival, 

Laura in a sense becomes the equal of Anne, She is just as 

poor and as destitute as Anne is as the illegitimate child 

of Philip Fairlie, Laura is the beautiful and quiet, almost 

meek, long-suffering female. Throughout the story, she is 

the victim, Collins juxtaposes her character with that of 

the strong, independent-minded but plain Marian Halcombe, 

Laura is the typical later Victorian heroine in that 

she is the victim. She is dependent and experiences no real 

growth in character. Her character does not change for the 

better or the worse. She does practice some fortitude at 

odd moments here and there, but it really is no small wonder 

that she falls victim to Sir Percival and Count Fosco, She 

is dutiful in honoring her dead father's wishes, Laura says 

to Sir Percival, 
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I was guided by my father, because I had always 
found him the truest of all advisers, the best and 
fondest of all protectors and friends, . , . 
I believe . . . he knew what was best. 
(Collins 147) 

She willingly enters a marriage to a man she does not love. 

As the story progresses, the reader learns that Philip 

Fairlie had been completely irresponsible and thoughtless 

when it came to the moral obligations and responsibilities 

he had toward the women in his life. He made no provisions 

at all for Anne Catherick, his illegitimate daughter, Laura 

Fairlie has seriously misplaced her trust in a father who 

was indirectly responsible for what happens to her and Anne 

Catherick, 

Laura has a good heart and character, but she comes 

across as childlike and in need of protection. That is 

exactly what drives the actions of Marian Halcombe, Walter 

Hartright and Sir Percival Glyde, Each in his own way can 

control Laura because she allows them to protect and take 

care of her. The one time she does stand up for herself--

when she admits to Sir Percival she loves another, Walter 

Hartright--her plan to force him to release her from their 

engagement backfires. Just the opposite occurs because she 

is so honest and honorable with Sir Percival that he 

declares he wants to marry her even more now than before. 

Her honesty makes her more attractive, so it dooms her 

instead of aids her. 
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Madame Fosco is a pathetic figure because her 

worsMpful love for her husband demeans her as a woman and 

draws her nothing but contempt. The former Eleanor Fairlie 

is a New Woman reverted- In her younger days, she was an 

early feminist, but she "abjured 'the Rights of Women'" to 

become the subservient wife of Count Fosco (Heller 130). On 

one hand, she uses her position as Laura Fairlie Glyde's 

aunt to gain Laura's trust. On the other, she uses this 

family relationship to help manipulate Laura's fate. It is 

coincidental that Laura is betrothed to Sir Percival who 

just happens to be close friends with Count Fosco. This is 

a convenient coincidence for the Count and Sir Percival. It 

is not farfetched to imagine Count Fosco knowing from his 

wife and Sir Percival of this interesting connection to 

Laura Fairlie. It would not be a secret that Laura is an 

heiress. As far as learning about an illegitimate half-

sister with a remarkable resemblance to Laura, this would 

not have been too much of a secret either. After all, 

Madame Fosco may have had knowledge of her brother's affair 

with Mrs. Catherick and the subsequent progeny of that 

illicit relationship. As far as Madame Fosco's fawning over 

her husband is concerned, it makes her a figure of scorn. 

When Maiian makes the observation about how Madame Fosco's 

eyes had "the look of submissive Inquiry" similar to those 

of "a faithful dog," the accuracy of the description in 

revealing her character is astounding. Madame Fosco is not 
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a willful woman anymore, and Count Fosco is responsible for 

the transformation (Collins 192). She may be relatively 

harmless as an individual, but as the intensely jealous wife 

of Count Fosco, she becomes another obstacle to overcome in 

the unraveling of the secret. 

Marian Halcombe is one of Collins' most unique female 

characters. In many ways, she is an early version of the 

New Woman character of the later Victorian novel. Her 

strength and intelligence are iinequaled, and she even openly 

regrets having been born a woman. 

One of the problems tJiat 19th century reviewers had 

with the sensation novel was that its subjects and themes 

challenged tiie social norms of the day. The choice of topic 

and even the character types subverted the Victorian 

standard. Probably the most controversial subversion of tJie 

Victorian norm was the role of the female. The majority of 

sensation novels had as tJie central figure or protagonist a 

woman, and she was usually a unique woman. E.S^ Dallas 

observed that 

'the demands of the narrative 
itself posed a challenge to conventional 
representations of femininity which sensation 
fiction boldly took up, for 'if the heroines have 
the first place, it will scarcely do to represent 
them as passive and quite angelic, or insipid -
which heroines usually are. They have to be high-
strung women, full of passion, purpose and 
movement.' (qtd. in Marsh 108) 

Marian Halcombe is a wonderful female characters. She 

is not the typical Victorian heroine. Collins first 
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describes Marian as someone who is physically attractive. 

0'Fallon writes that physical appearance is 

the first level on which Collins signals that he 
is offering the reader an unconventional heroine, 
one who combines qualities that had been 
traditionally considered masculine with qualities 
that had been traditionally considered feminine. 
(229) 

When Hartright first sees Marian, he notices how feminine 

her form is and looks forward to seeing her face. He is 

sure her face will be as attractive as her body, but he is 

greatly disappointed. Hartright recalls that Nature has 

erred; "never was the fair promise of a lovely figure more 

strangely and startlingly belied by the face and head that 

crowned it" (Collins 24). Collins recognizes that his 

audience will associate certain facial characteristics with 

masculinity and not femininity. So Marian with her "large, 

firm, masculine mouth and jaw; [and] prominent, piercing, 

resolute brown eyes" is more strong-willed, more firm and 

more intelligent than other women (Collins 24-25) . Her 

physical appearance does introduce her personality. Her 

unconventionality as a heroine also gives clues to her 

personality. 

Collins wrote in a letter to a reader how he drew from 

life to create Marian. He claims that she is 

'no abstract personification of my own ideas.' 
The first conception of her character originated 
in my own observation of many women who 
personally, morally, and mentally resemble her. 
In delineating her, I have had these 'living 
models' constantly present to my mind, and 
have drawn from them . . . to make the complete 
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picture which I am happy to find has so much 
interested you. . , , There are many 
^Marian Halcombes' among us--and my Marian is one 
of the number. (Lonoff 103) 

Hartright readily recognizes the superior intelligence 

in Marian though he is more attracted to Laura. Perhaps, 

Collins uses the juxtaposition of Marian and Laura to 

symbolize the two parts of a "perfect" woman. A perfect 

woman is the combination of Laura's beauty and sweetness 

with Marian's intelligence and strength. Marian has a good 

heart and a good character, and she is extremely intelligent 

and self-sufficient. In her narrative, Marian admits to 

being held back by the social constraints of being a woman, 

but she is still very independent and capable. 

Marian is an early version of the late 19th century 

"New Woman." She is intelligent and savvy, and she can 

recognize strength of character and noble sentiment. She 

loves and is loyal to a fault to her half-sister, Laura. 

What is most important is that Marian recognizes goodness 

and nobility of character in Hartright. Though grudgingly 

attracted to Count Fosco, she also sees him for what he is. 

She does not trust him, but she does acknowledge his 

intelligence and strange power over people. Upon meeting 

Count Fosco, Marian observes that he looks like a man 

capable of taming anything and anyone (Collins 192). 

The reader admires Marian's ingenuity and her desire to 

get to the bottom of things. She is Hartright's greatest 

ally, but she does not do too badly on her own either. She 
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wants to unravel the mystery and learn the secret to Sir 

Percival's past just as much as Hartright does. Her motive 

is the same as his--love of Laura and restoration of her 

identity and position. A serious wrong has been done to her 

half-sister, and she wants to help right it. 

Marian is intelligent enough to realize that there are 

some things she cannot do and places she cannot go because 

she is a woman. Marian only allows those constraints to 

stop her if there is no way around them. Otherwise, she 

does whatever she can to work around them. Climbing onto a 

veranda roof and spying and eavesdropping on Count Fosco and 

Sir Percival during a thunderstorm is one of those 

instances. Marian is fearless in her devotion to Laura, and 

ultimately, to Hartright, someone else who loves Laura as 

much as she does. 

Collins' heroines progress with each of his successive 

novels after The Woman in White. He seems to hold a strong 

admiration for women and wants to use them for much more 

heroic purposes. He begins to place them frequently into 

the center of his novels. Beginning with Marian Halcombe, 

Collins emphasizes the female role. 0'Fallon claims that as 

Collins developed his female characters, he also becomes 

uneasy about gender roles. Collins describes a strong 

female heroine whose physical appearance combines masculine 

and feminine qualities. This combination goes a long way to 

revealing her personality. Laura Fairlie, the conventional 
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heroine in the novel, "highlight[s] . . . [Marian's] dual 

nature through contrast or mirroring" (0'Fallon 231). 

Hartright is Marian's partner in the ensuing investigation, 

and he is intellectually weaker than she. This triangle is 

Collins' way of coming to terms "with the problems he has in 

resolving the conflict between traditional expectations for 

closure and his untraditional characters" (231). 

As far as the male characters are concerned, the major 

ones are Sir Percival and Count Fosco. Frederick Fairlie 

and Mr. Gilmore are important minor characters, but their 

roles are typical. Frederick Fairlie is a nervous and fussy 

hypochondriac who cares little for what happens to his niece 

and ward as long as there is no trouble to him. Marian 

Halcombe recognizes this shallow behavior and tries to force 

him to repair it, but to no avail. The sooner Laura Fairlie 

can marry Sir Percival, the better. Frederick Fairlie will 

not have to worry about her anymore. The man is selfish and 

foolish and must shoulder some blame for the harm that 

befalls his niece. Mr, Gilmore is the old family attorney; 

he is faithful and loyal, and he does his best to look after 

Laura Fairlie's financial interests during the negotiation 

of her marriage settlement, 

Sir Percival is easily recognizable as a villain. He 

is handsome and charming but also cold and ill-tempered. 

His is the secret at the center of the novel. It is ironic 

that Anne Catherick, who, herself, is illegitimate could 
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reveal the secret of his illegitimacy. He knows about 

Anne's marginalization, and he does not want to become 

victimized in the same manner. 

The very character of Sir Percival as criminal goes 

against Victorian sensibilities. A member of the nobility 

or the aristocracy as criminal was a unique concept in 

Victorian novels. The upper classes, especially the 

aristocracy, looked upon themselves as better than and 

clearly above others. Crime is something to which members 

of the upper crust just do not resort. They do not need to 

participate in criminal activity because they have no cause 

or reason. Crime was extremely desperate activity--usually 

the effect of some great want or need. If someone has money 

and position, they do not need anything or anyone. They 

will not steal, lie, cheat, murder or commit any other kind 

of crime for that matter. Only people deprived of this, 

that or the other are desperate enough to commit a crime. 

Sensation novelists like Collins altered these common 

conceptions. Anyone can steal or lie or cheat or kill. The 

deprivation of the rich is of a different sort. They can 

lose their security. They must always be wary of protecting 

that which they value--wealth and position. The Victorians 

must retiiain suspicious of the lower classes, especially the 

up-and-coming middle classes. With time, the growing middle 

class can take over the world of the aristocracy and the 

upper classes. 
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Collins is among several novelists who attribute 

criminal behavior to the upper classes as well as to the 

lower classes. Marsh writes, 

[s]ensation-novel plots almost universally have 
their origins in a crime; often these crimes are 
transgressions that threaten the family, such as 
adultery and bigamy. For the Victorians, the 
family was the means of transference for money, 
property, and class. (106) 

Sir Percival is nervous about his secret being revealed by 

the Cathericks because 

[t]o jeopardize the family was to jeopardize 
individual legitimacy in a culture in which 
'outsider' status meant non-existence in a very 
material sense. . , . Anne Catherick, is a 
poignant example of the fate of the individual who 
is displaced from the line of inheritance. . . . 
[I]n cultural terms, the loss of identity means by 
extension the loss of legitimacy. (Marsh 106) 

If the secret can be traced back to the past, the threat is 

to the strength of the family and its standing. 

Count Fosco, on the other hand, is a charming villain. 

He is fascinating, and even Marian Halcombe grudgingly feels 

a sexual attraction to him. He may be fairly rotund, but he 

is gentlemanly and extremely intriguing. The only woman in 

the novel who does not fall under Fosco's spell is, 

interestingly enough, Laura Fairlie. She perhaps sees him 

in a different light as she observes his behavior when he is 

with he£ husband. The Count is Italian, which makes him 

seem exotic. He seems to have aristocratic tastes, and he 

also seems to have the means to satisfy those tastes. He is 

the only person who can control or at least rein in Sir 

67 



Percival, and that makes Marian Halcombe suspicious as well 

as grateful. The fact that Count Fosco can gain some 

control over Sir Percival indicates that he, is just as 

dangerous or just as evil as Sir Percival. This control 

that Fosco has over Sir Percival may be what creates fear 

and suspicion in Laura. 

The use of the compellingly charming villain. Count 

Fosco, is a great character innovation on Collins' part. 

Count Fosco is a genuinely likeable villain. Characters and 

readers may choose to hate Fosco, but they cannot deny their 

fascination with him. The Victorian reader could readily 

identify with Marian's grudging admiration for him. He is 

evil, but he is intriguing. Margaret Oliphant wrote, "The 

charm of the book, so far as character counts in its effect, 

is Fosco. . . . No villain of the century, so far as we are 

aware, comes within a hundred miles of him . . . " (Page 

113). Fosco reciprocates Marian's admiration. He even 

admits in his narrative that his high regard for her was 

probably his greatest downfall. Like Hartright, Fosco also 

recognizes Marian as an unusual woman. Had he not been so 

fond of Marian in the first place, he might have taken the 

proper precautions in protecting Sir Percival's interests 

which ultimately happen to be his own. 

The reader never learns much about Fosco's background, 

but it is enough that he is supposed to be a member of the 

nobility. The English would not really be able to trace his 
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Italian lineage because of their lack of knowledge about 

Italy. 

He is a great friend of Sir Percival's, and his wife is 

Laura's aunt. It is Count Fosco's intervention which helps 

Laura in the concern with some papers which she must sign 

for Sir Percival. He demands her signature, and she wishes 

to consult about them. He tries to bully her into signing 

them by claiming spousal trust, but since Lady Glyde and 

Marian are so upset. Count Fosco manipulates the situation 

so that he comes off looking like he is siding with the 

ladies, and Lady Glyde does not have to sign the papers. He 

declares to Sir Percival that since Lady Glyde is being 

forced, he will not be a party or witness to it, so Sir 

Percival must put off the signature. Fosco appears to do so 

to prevent Sir Percival from creating trouble for himself, 

but it is really for his self-interest. If Lady Glyde signs 

willingly. Sir Percival gets his money without force. Fosco 

is looking out for his interests under the guise of helping 

someone. Laura recognizes this. That is what makes Fosco 

so fascinating as a villain. His behavior is disingenuous, 

but his charisma is overpowering. 

Fosco is kind to his little animals, patient with his 

wife, loyal and helpful to Sir Percival and charming to 

Marian, but she does mistrust him. Marian admits that if 

she, and not Eleanor Fairlie, was married to him, she would 

roll his cigarettes also, and she would have held her tongue 
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just as Madame Fosco does. He is fascinating, attractive 

and evil. 

Lady Glyde mistrusts him. This is strange since Count 

Fosco had not done anything to her, but he can do something 

that truly upsets her. He can influence Sir Percival. She 

is Lady Glyde, but she is the outsider and the 

disenfranchised in her own marriage. 

Collins never indicates exactly how Count Fosco first 

became involved with Sir Percival. The audience knows they 

are long-time friends from Sir Percival's years abroad. 

Collins manipulates the secretive and mysterious air 

surrounding Fosco for all its worth. This adds to the 

mystery and intrigue of the novel. Sir Percival may owe 

money or some great favor to Count Fosco. It is in his 

interest as well as in Count Fosco's interest that Sir 

Percival maintains his status and title. If swindling and 

imprisoning Laura is the way to ensure it, so be it. 

Sir Percival and Count Fosco commit the following 

crimes: swindling, kidnaping, illegal imprisonment and 

fraud, Collins uses crimes where passions do not rule the 

criminal or the victim. In fact, the motive is completely 

practical; money, 

Collins uses Count Fosco to put forth a particular 

theory concerning crime, which happens to be his own (Lonoff 

102), In Marian's diary entries included in the Second 
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Epoch, she records a conversation among herself and Sir 

Percival, Laura and the Foscos about crime and detection. 

Count Fosco says, 

'Crimes cause their own detection, do they? 
, , , are there not instances of slain 
bodies found, and no murderers ever discovered? 
, , , there are foolish criminals who are 
discovered, and wise criminals who escape. The 
hiding of a crime, or the detection of a crime, 
what is it? A trial of skill between the police 
on one side, and the individual on the other 
, . . , When the criminal is a resolute, educated, 
highly intelligent man, the police in nine cases 

out of ten lose, . . . (Collins 207) 

Crime is no longer the sole dominion of the lower 

classes. Collins, along with other sensation novelists, 

makes it clear that anyone, including the aristocratic, can 

commit crime. Going against the dictates of Victorian 

class-consciousness, the criminal is no longer a member of 

the working or lower classes. Violence and other criminal 

activity are now placed at the front doors of the ancestral 

estates of the aristocracy and the middle classes. 

Walter Hartright, the male protagonist in the novel, 

takes on the role of detective because he is personally 

involved in the lives of those affected by the crimes of Sir 

Percival and Count Fosco. Heller refers to him as a 

"drawing master of impoverished gentility who gradually 

rises in social status to become securely established in his 

profession and, finally, even a member of the landed gentry" 

by his eventual marriage to Laura Fairlie (111). Hartright 

begins and ends the novel with his narratives. He is the 

71 



editor of the first-person accounts that he collects, and he 

is the "guardian and interpreter of the 'truth' of the 

conspiracy against Laura Fairlie . . . " (Heller 111). 

Although Marian's voice and testimony are important in 

the story, Hartright's voice has "greater textual 

significance" (Heller 115). As the editor of all the 

testimonies, he 

has the power to solicit writing from other 
characters, to arrange the order of the 
narratives, and even to delete what seems 
extraneous; we hear in one of his editorial notes, 
for example, that passages from Marian's diary 
having nothing to do with the conspiracy have 
been omitted. (115) 

The reader learns that Hartright has even changed the names 

of some witnesses to protect their anonymity. This 

editorship and dominance over the narratives illustrate the 

growth of the Hartright character from weak and passive male 

to assertive and active male. 

Hartright does grow because of his experiences. The 

testimonies about the events he collects do transform him. 

They force "him out of 'moral lethargy and self-ignorance' 

toward 'a new understanding of life and of himself, a firm 

resolution to carry out the will of God" (Thoms 57). 

He goes on an archaeological mission to Honduras in 

Central-America to forget his heartache over losing Laura. 

Thoms writes that this journey is a type of rebirth for 

Hartright. Hartright 

'escape[s] from peril of death. Death 
by disease, death by the Indians, death by 
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drowning--all three had approached [him]; all 
three had passed [him] by.' The journey to 
Central America thus figures as a crucial period 
in his growth, providing him with the strength to 
act from his convictions and preparing him for his 
creative rewriting of 'narrative' in the third 
epoch. (Thoms 65) 

His patience and fortitude in helping Laura Fairlie and 

Marian Halcoitibe are admirable. It is his love for Laura 

Fairlie and his belief in justice that motivate him. What 

has been done to Laura Fairlie in terms of unlawful 

imprisonment and loss of inheritance and identity are 

genuinely grave injustices in Walter Hartright's eyes and 

probably in society's eyes had society been aware of them. 

Although there is danger to himself, he pursues his line of 

inquiry and ultimately does uncover Sir Percival's secret. 

Hartright is Collins' detective figure, and he 

represents one of Collins' more important innovations. The 

use of the male detective "represents an attempt to reassert 

male authority by emphasizing men's analytical power and 

their ability not only to be differentiated from, but also 

to read and control the feminine" (Heller 107). In a sense, 

Hartright becomes masculinized and subsequently validated as 

a male when he restores Laura's identity and position. His 

saving her makes him a true male. 

When Collins restores legitimacy to the Glyde line, he 

redefines conventional gender roles. In the First and 

Second Epochs, Marian's voice is very strong. However, 

during two instances, her voice becomes noticeably weaker. 
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The first is at the hands of Hartright. As the editor of 

the narratives, he is the one who identifies Marian's 

writing, when she fell ill, as illegible. After spying on 

Sir Percival and Count Fosco while standing in the rain, 

Marian contracts typhus. In her fevered state, Marian can 

no longer write. She says she can write, but her lines run 

into each other (Collins 302). Hartright adds his editorial 

notes about Marian's handwriting and then Fosco's 

"Postscript by a Sincere Friend" appears on the next page of 

Marian's diary. 

Fosco's postscript is the second instance of weakening. 

When she is suffering from typhus. Count Fosco reads and 

writes in her diary. He critiques her diary in saying the 

writing is strong and courageous, but also full of "womanly 

feeling." On one hand, Fosco admires her "masculine" 

strength, but on the other, he points out her feminine 

grace. The postscript is a written comment on a woman's 

diary by a male. It is "a fiction appended to a fiction 

within a fiction" (Lonoff 127). The diary and the 

postscript are genuine; they convey a sense of immediacy, 

and they bring their "authors" to life. Although Collins 

created the characters and their entries, Victorian readers 

were likely to ignore those "authors" as characters. Marian 

and Fosco, characters created by Collins out of words, 

record the words that tell the story and induce the readers 

to believe that story. So when Fosco admires Marian's 
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accuracy and information about his plans for Laura and Anne, 

"he is not only displaying his superior cunning, but also 

signalling the nature of the text itself as a system of 

stratagems, reports, and information arranged in advance to 

take the reader in . . ." (Lonoff 127). In this case, the, 

reader is whoever is reading the diary, which could be a 

member of the community in the story as well as the 

Victorian reader. 

Finally, Hartright takes complete ownership of the 

narrative when he literally takes over the telling of the 

third and final epoch of the narrative. Except for a letter 

written by Mrs, Catherick and the confession of Count Fosco, 

Hartright's voice completes the story. He treats Marian as 

a character and not as a fellow writer. So Marian has given 

up her role as female writer and female detective (Heller 

136) even though she was the one, who learned about the full 

extent of Sir Percival's and Count Fosco's financial 

problems. However, Hartright did, after all, return to 

England, a different man. He writes that he "'had tempered 

my nature afresh, , , . my will had learnt to be strong, my 

heart to be resolute, my mind to rely on itself, . , , I 

came back to face it, as a man should'" (Collins 366), 

Admittedly, Hartright is the one who learns the secret of 

Sir Percival's illegitimacy. 

Ironically, there is still some confusion. By the end 

of the novel, Collins restores the conventional gender 
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roles. It is true that Hartright's learning Sir Percival's 

secret restores the legitimacy and primogeniture to his 

family, but Hartright is in an awkward position. Although 

he restores Laura to her rightful place, he, as her husband, 

is not the owner of Limmeridge House. She is, but her 

"economic power is still only the traditional power of being 

a conduit to her son, who will inherit the estate" (Heller 

139) . 

Nineteenth-century critics wrote that Collins was not 

capable of deep psychological development in his characters. 

The characters in The Woman in White reveal more about their 

actions and the events in their lives than their feelings 

and motivations. Perhaps Collins finds motivation for his 

characters' actions from past events and not in their 

psyches. Collins does reveal a great deal about his 

characters in those actions he describes in such detail. 

Marriages of convenience are a common Victorian 

literary convention, but Collins' The Woman in White 

contains some modifications. The marriage depicted by 

Collins is between Laura Fairlie and Sir Percival Glyde. 

Clearly this is a commercial marriage. Unfortunately, Laura 

has all the money, and she and her family believe Sir 

Percival has money too. Her father, while on his deathbed 

pre-arranged the marriage. He had to be sure she married 

suitably, so he arranged this advantageous marriage to Sir 

Percival when she was very young. Laura has no problem with 
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it until she meets and falls in love with Walter Hartright. 

A marriage with Hartright would be one of mutual minds, but 

she is betrothed to Sir Percival, and she cannot call it 

off. Hartright will not allow her--even if he is 

brokenhearted. 

Collins shows the reader that the Glyde marriage is 

completely commercial. Sir Percival wants Laura's wealth, 

and he will do anything he can get away with as her husband 

to get it. He has squandered his money, presumably by 

gambling. 

The arrangement of the marriage by Laura's father is 

very conventional. A marriage between a younger woman and 

an older groom, its business origins and the settlement that 

Mr. Gilmore tries to arrange for Laura are all conventional. 

However, more women were beginning to retain some kind of 

control over their personal property, and Gilmore tries to 

abide by Laura's wishes for certain bequests. Sir 

Percival's solicitor, Mr. Merriman, will not consider them 

on the orders of his employer, and unfortunately, Frederick 

Fairlie does not care to fight for the interests of his 

niece. All he cares about is getting rid of the nuisance of 

the guardianship of his niece. 

The love that Laura feels for Hartright creates an 

obstacle for her upcoming marriage. After acknowledging to 

herself and Marian that she has fallen in love with 

Hartright, she feels it is only honorable that she informs 
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Sir Percival of her feelings for another man. She will not 

break her engagement, but he must know the truth. If he 

wants to be released then, so be it. To her surprise, her 

confession about loving another man makes her more desirable 

to Sir Percival, so she has to marry him and seal her fate. 

Collins makes the noblest feelings on Laura's part lead to 

the greatest evil and suffering (Reed 113). She marries 

because of her high principles. 

The Woman in White can be considered one of Collins' 

early and more subtle attempts at social reform; he became 

well known in later days for using his literary output to 

defend a cause. The same Swinburne who admired Collins' 

characterization of Marian Halcombe wrote years later about 

Collins' subsequent work, "What bought good Wilkie's genius 

nigh perdition?/ Some demon whispered 'Wilkie! have a 

mission'" (Richardson viii). Much of Collins' later work 

moved toward social reform and the didactic novel. 

Collins uses the story as a platform to critique 

women's legal and economic inequality in Victorian Britain 

(Heller 112). The marriage settlement that makes it 

possible for Sir Percival and Count Fosco to victimize Laura 

deprived her of any control over her own property. This 

plot device "emphasizes the lack of legal control Victorian 

wives had over their money prior to the Married Women's 

Property Acts of 1870 and 1882" (Heller 112). 
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Related to the issue of women's inequality, Collins 

also criticizes oppressive marriages and the authority of 

the husband. He broadens his criticism to include any kind 

of "attempt to impose one's own designs on another" (Thoms 

73). During the incident where Sir Percival tries to bully 

Laura into signing a document that frees some of her money 

for his use, she refuses and demands he treat her as a 

capable and responsible person (Collins 219). Thoms views 

Laura as "an individual exercising personal morality and 

thus seeking selfhood and freedom" (73). 

Lillian Nayder writes that the sensation novels of the 

1850's and 1860's dealt with "the marital strife and 

domestic horror within the middle-class Victorian home, 

which is itself diseased." These novels are set in the once 

safe refuge from public life, which are now places of 

danger. Nayder points out that 

Collins's sensation novels 'burst out' 
during the 1850's and 1860's because these were 
the decades in which Victorians began to debate 
and reform the laws governing marriage and divorce 
in England, years in which the reading public 
became increasingly aware that domestic strife was 
endemic to their society, and that the 
victimization of wives by their husbands was a 
legally sanctioned phenomenon. (72) 

A royal commission appointed in the 1850's considered the 

feasibility of civil divorce in England. Ecclesiastical 

courts granted divorces "on very rare occasions, in 

combination with a private act of Parliament, which then 

allowed those divorced to remarry." After much 
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investigation and many debates, the Divorce and Matrimonial 

Causes Act of 1857 established a civil divorce court in 

London. This allowed husbands to divorce their wives on the 

grounds of adultery and wives to divorce their husbands if 

cruelty, bigamy, incest or bestiality compounded the 

adultery (Nayder 72). 

At the same time, there was discussion concerning the 

reform of laws dealing with married women's property rights. 

Politicians were questioning the common-law doctrine of 

coverture, "the basis for a woman's loss of property rights 

upon marriage." According to this doctrine, once a man and 

woman married, they became "one person," namely the husband. 

Under coverture the woman no longer exists legally; she 

becomes a part of her husband. Widows and single women had 

the same property rights as men, but wives did not. Upon 

marriage, they exchange their rights for the "cover" given 

to them by their husbands. They are now under their 

protection. Accordingly, 

a man gained possession and control of his wife's 
earnings, her personal property, and whatever 
property she might inherit, upon their marriage. 
A wife retained legal possession of whatever 'real 
property (property in land) she brought to her 
marriage, since her husband could not dispose of 
it without her consent. He did have rights to 
whatever income she might receive from it. 
(Nayder 73) 

Victorian wives did enjoy privileges and protection 

from their husbands that unmarried women did not, but such 

laws deprived them of freedom and autonomy. They were 
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completely dependent on their husbands, who might decide not 

to protect them or who might decide to take advantage of 

them with all the sanctions of the law. Unfortunately, in 

1856, Parliament defeated the first married women's property 

bill. A clause was added to the Divorce Act that stipulated 

that legally divorced women had the same property rights as 

unmarried women, but it was not till the first Married 

Women's Property Act passed in 1870, did married women gain 

financial autonomy (Nayder 73). 

Collins uses his sensation novels to respond to these 

very issues concerning women's rights and marriage. Laura 

Fairlie, upon her marriage to an unscrupulous Sir Percival, 

becomes victimized with the full sanction of the then-

contemporary laws. Collins points out that women, when they 

marry, lose their property rights and their legitimacy and 

suffer a "civic death." To be fair, in his novels, Collins 

also expresses reservations about the sexual and economic 

autonomy granted to women by the 1857 Divorce Act. Other 

Collins novels include "adulteresses who threaten to disrupt 

patriarchal order by producing spurious heirs." 

Conditionally, Collins suggests that coverture might be 

necessary for protecting dependent women and protecting 

society against emancipated women (Nayder 74). 

Collins shows how the marriage settlement and coverture 

work against each other, and "thus discredit the authority 

and logic of the law." Middle- and upper-class women were 
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subjected to the marriage laws, but the practice of settling 

separate properties mitigated those laws. A marriage 

settlement 

liinited the common-law rights of her husband by 
stipulating that certain properties were to remain 
her own, under the management of a trustee. The 
separate property placed in triist for a married 
woman could include real or personal property of 
any kind and was overseen by the Court of the 
Chancery. (Nayder 80-81) 

Laura Fairlie's marriage settlement illustrates the 

importance of a woman's separate property. On her 21st 

birthday, Laura will inherit from her father's estate a 

trust of 20,000 pounds and the life interest on an 

additional 10,000 pounds, which would go to her aunt, Madame 

Fosco, should Laura die first. The family property would 

also go to her with its annual income of 3000 pounds. Her 

lawyer, Mr. Vincent Gilmore, stipulates that her fortune 

belongs to her, the income from her personal and real 

properties should be left to her disposal, her husband would 

inherit her income upon her death, the principal would be 

left to any children or to parties she names in her will. 

Gilmore believes that no one can find fault with the 

settlement, and everyone is treated fairly (Collins 131). 

This is not to be the case. Sir Percival wants Laura's 

fortune*to go to him upon her death. This demand reveals 

Sir Percival's motive for marrying Laura. Gilmore tries to 

appeal to Laura's ineffective guardian, Frederick Fairlie. 

This forces Gilmore to sacrifice Laura's just rights, and it 
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leaves her in a more vulnerable position after her marriage 

than before (Nayder 81). 

The marriage settlement creates the conspiracy that 

dooms her. The living Lady Glyde switches places with the 

dead Anne Catherick, and Sir Percival inherits her fortune. 

Coverture law makes it possible for Sir Percival to stage 

the fraudulent death of Lady Glyde with no suspicions raised 

or questions asked. 

The obligatory secret is the major component of the 

Victorian sensation novel. Collins deliberately suggests 

various secrets to mislead the audience, but there is only 

one dangerous secret. Hartright and the reader imagine 

several other secrets before discovering the actual one. At 

one point, Hartright and the reader suspect that Sir 

Percival seduced Anne Catherick. At another point, the 

suspicion is that he is the father of Anne. Hartright 

reveals the secret, the truth of Sir Percival's 

illegitimacy, before the end of the novel. However, Collins 

does keep the audience wondering about how it affects the 

characters in the novel, particularly Laura Fairlie Glyde 

and the recovery of her identity and of her position. 

The convention of the secret is important because its 

discovery is dangerous to the holder of the secret. The 

stakes are always very high, so the characters with the 

secrets are willing to risk everything to protect 
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themselves. Murder, blackmail, swindling or kidnaping are 

worth committing to keep the secret hidden. 

When Laura Fairlie marries Sir Percival, he appears 

every inch a gentleman. He and Count Fosco imprison her in 

an asylum by switching her for her dead half-sister, Anne 

Catherick. At the time, Laura had no idea of a half-

sister's existence. Anne Catherick resembles Lady Glyde, so 

she becomes the deceased Lady Glyde, and Sir Percival can 

inherit Laura's estate. Marian rescues the real Lady Glyde 

from the asylum. The rest of the novel has Marian and 

Walter trying to learn the secret that Sir Percival 

desperately wants to keep hidden and that Anne Catherick 

supposedly knew. 

The secret of his illegitimacy endangers Sir Percival's 

position as the rightful heir to his father's title and 

estates. Ironically, he winds up killing himself 

accidentally by fire. He tries to burn down the registry of 

the old Welmingham Parish Church in Knowlesbury containing 

the forged records of his parents' marriage. Sir Percival 

is not aware of the second copy of the church registry. The 

absence of any notation of his birth in the second copy 

reveals all to Hartright. That blank space explains 

everything. Hartright writes, 

Who could wonder now at the brute-restlessness 
of the wretch's life--at his desperate 
alternations between abject duplicity and reckless 
violence--at the madness of guilty distrust which 
had made him imprison Anne Catherick in the 
Asylum, and had given him over to the vile 
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conspiracy against his wife, on the bare suspicion 
that the one and the other knew his terrible 
secret? (Collins 461) 

Cvetkovich writes that the entire novel "derives its 

sensational force" from this very secret (88). This secret 

gives Hartright tremendous power. All he has to do is 

reveal it, and Sir Percival loses everything--"house, lands, 

baronetcy, were gone from him for ever--a word from me, and 

he was driven out into the world, a nameless, penniless, 

friendless outcast!" (Collins 461) Hartright stops and 

remeinbers that Laura's interests, her identity and position, 

must come first. Interestingly enough, Hartright, in 

realizing the power he had in his newfound knowledge, was 

considering doing to Sir Percival what Sir Percival did to 

Anne Catherick and Laura Fairlie; denying identity and 

position. 

As far as the legality of his parents' marriage was 

concerned, if a son is born out-of-wedlock, he is considered 

illegitimate even if his parents eventually marry. Sir 

Percival's parents did marry after his birth, and there is a 

record of the date. He changes the date of their marriage 

in tlie church registry. In committing this fraud, he steals 

his father's title and estates from the heir who was really 

in line if his father did not have legal progeny. Legally, 

the inheritance is not his. The rightful heir is the next 

legitimate male relative, probably a cousin. Whatever the 

case may be. Sir Percival would lose his standing in 
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society; therefore, he schemes to make sure that no one ever 

finds out about his secret. The plan to get rid of Anne 

Catherick is to protect his secret- She has no idea what 

the secret is; all she knows is that he has one. Defrauding 

Laura of her money is the only way he can maintain his 

financial standing, as his gambling debts are mounting, and 

it will also help him "hide" Anne CatJierick and her 

"knowledge" of his secret. 

Collins is aware of the precariousness of t±ie 

aristocracy's social standing. Illegitimacy and legitimacy 

after the fact hold no equal place with outright legitimacy-

Entire estates and livelihoods rest on these laws. Collins 

wants to bring the public's attention to the basic 

unfairness to non-beneficiaries. Heirs may very well be 

illegitimate, technically, if their parents are not legally 

married before birth. If the parents do marry afterwards, 

morally, the heirs become legitimate. Through no fault of 

their own and perhaps, through an oversight of their 

parents, their legal status is shaky. If the parents, in 

particular, a father, want to leave their estate to those 

heirs, then legitimacy after the fact, should not be a 

factor in determining inheritance. Ultimately, the wishes 

of the legator should be honored. 

The issue of illegitimacy and disinheritance is a 

subject Collins chooses to highlight in this novel and other 

succeeding ones. Heller points out that it is ironic that 
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Sir Percival wtuD is illegitimate commits a crime whose 

motive is the desire to be legitimate and socially 

acceptable (132)- However, Collins' presentation of 

society's negative view of Sir Percival's illegitimacy is 

understandable when the reader considers that Sir Percival's 

father, Sir Felix Glyde, may have been involved in radical 

politics- Sir Percival was l̂ orn on the Continent because of 

his father's questionable politics and because his parents 

were not married at the time of his birtih- Hartright learns 

this story from Mrs. Catherick, who also tells him that Sir 

Percival's mother had been married in Ireland to a cruel 

man. He had mistreated her and then gone off with someone 

else- Interestingly enough. Sir Percival's mother, in 

living with Sir Felix without benefit of marriage, becomes 

an example of the radical New Woman (Heller 132-33)-

In order for Sir Percival to become legitimate and 

acceptable to society, lie must erase all traces of his 

mother's history. When he forges the date of his parents' 

marriage, he "discredits the notion of a maternal lineage by 

revealing it to be a shameful deviation from a patrimonial 

line" (Heller 133)- When Hartright exposes Glyde, he 

restores "aristocratic property rights and primogeniture, 

thereby restoring tJie legitimacy of conventional gender and 

class positions rather than--as in the earlier, more 

feminist portion of the novel--criticizing them" (Heller 
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133). Collins restores the masculine order over the 

feminine subversion. 

Victorian sensation novelists, including Collins, used 

insanity as a staple in their work. Anne Catherick's 

madness plays a major role in The Woman in White. In many 

ways, Anne Catherick is not really mad. She does not, after 

all, know Sir Percival's secret. She does know he is cruel 

and can endanger others. Unfortunately for her, no one 

believes her because of her apparent madness. Hartright, 

who tries to help her on that fateful night of his arrival 

at Limmeridge House, does not exactly trust her credibility 

because of her "mad" appearance. That and the fact the 

authorities told him they were looking for a young woman who 

had escaped from an asylum, make her seem less credible in 

his eyes. Hartright does not know if he should believe her 

or not- It is not until later in Liis first narrative that 

he realizes there is more truth to Anne's story than he 

first thought. He begins to wonder about Anne's story when 

he slowly learns more about Sir Percival. It cannot be pure 

coincidence that the very man Anne is so desperately afraid 

of is the same man betrothed to Laura Fairlie. He remembers 

that Anne had asked him if he knew any baronets in London, 

and at uhe time of their first encounter, he did not. She 

seemed very afraid, yet she never told him the baronet's 

name. Later, he learns that Laura's future husband is a 

baronet. This information, along with what Anne told him, 
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raises some suspicions in Hartright, and the proverbial 

wheels start turning. 

Anne is vulnerable because her mother knows Sir 

Percival's secret. Because he believes Anne overheard a 

conversation between her mother and himself about his 

secret, perhaps she knows and could endanger his position. 

As mentioned earlier, she knows he has a secret, but not 

what the secret is. To protect himself, he commits her to a 

private asylum with her mother's blessing. However, Mrs. 

Catherick does insist on a private asylum. 

Collins employs insanity again in the forced 

imprisonment of Laura Fairlie as Anne Catherick in the 

asylum. Laura's imprisonment serves a dual purpose; it will 

solve the monetary problems of Sir Percival and Count Fosco, 

and it will silence her. Sir Percival and Count Fosco 

mistakenly believe that Laura learned Sir Percival's secret 

from Anne. It is ironic that this imprisonment is what 

drives Laura mad. She is perfectly sane to begin with, but 

her fraudulent imprisonment and the fact that no one will 

believe her claim to be Lady Glyde are what cause her 

nervous breakdown. This incident is Collins' not-so-subtle 

literary comment on the confinement of the insane. Those 

English'citizens who were suspected of being unstable were 

forced to live in sanatoriums. Even the wealthy or more 

comfortable English citizens were subjected to 

institutionalization. Their asylums may have been private 
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and may have practiced non-restraint, but treatment of the 

insane was still a relatively unknown area of medicine. 

During the 19th century, there was simply a lack of 

knowledge about the rehabilitation of the insane. 

The relatively casual accusation of insanity suggests a 

great deal about the society depicted in the novel. 

Insanity was a misunderstood condition. For the supposedly 

progressive and humane society that Victorian England 

depicted itself as, its narrow-mindedness and ignorance 

could be extremely cruel and wide in scope. 

Insanity or madness fascinated the Victorians. The 

fact that so much was unknown about the human mind and human 

psyche added to the strange glamour and interest in 

insanity. A ghostly apparition of a young woman who also 

appears mad captured a reader's attention and held it 

throughout the novel. The reader wanted to know what 

happened to her. Her knowledge of Laura's mother connects 

her to Hartright. Hartright feels strongly connected to 

Anne Catherick because of his sympathy for her helpless 

plight and as a consequence of her relationship to the 

Fairlies by virtue of her past and their past. 

Since there is a lack of knowledge about the human 

mind, the common fear of the unknown has been a device that 

easily entraps a reader. The human mind was and still is 

today a source of the unknown. There are so many questions 
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and mysteries about it that along with curiosity and 

fascination, there is also fear. 

It was very easy in Victorian society to label someone 

insane or mad. It was just as easy to commit that same 

person to an asylum. A wild look in the eye or a lapse of 

memory or even contradicting a husband could apparently lead 

one to incarcerate a family metnber in an asylum. 

Institutionalization was also a means of doing away with 

perceived threats, whether real or imagined. If there was a 

troublesome family relation, one of the best ways to remove 

the troiible or the threat to the family was to commit the 

relative to an asylum. If the testimonies of at least two 

physicians and confirmation by another family member were 

available, a person was committed with no other questions 

asked. In Victorian times, the physicians could be quacks; 

no one would be the wiser. Again, the little known facts 

behind insanity left the question up to interpretation. Any 

abnormal behavior by anyone indicated insanity. 

It was easy to commit Anne Catherick in the first 

place, and it was easy to commit Laura Fairlie in the second 

place. A marked resemblance in look and a change of clothes 

were all that were necessary to have the two half-sisters 

exchange identities. If a husband wanted to commit his 

wife, he could do so without interference by any of her 

other relatives, even a parent or guardian. As discussed 

earlier, the Victorian husband had an all-encompassing power 
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over his wife and her property. Her property became her 

husband's, and her life became his also. He could do with 

her whatever he wanted. 

After tricking her into believing she was going to see 

Laura, Count Fosco kidnaps Anne for the sole purpose of 

switching her identity with Laura's. However, Anne dies, 

and Sir Percival and Count Fosco move quickly to arrange 

matters so that they can switch a dead body with a live one. 

With Anne buried as the deceased Laura, Sir Percival 

inherits his wife's estate according to that horrible 

marriage settlement discussed earlier. Drugged and dressed 

in Anne's clothes, the real Lady Glyde, Laura, returns to 

the asylum as Anne. 

The Woman in White responded to the contemporary 

debates on confinement, the definitions of insanity and the 

treatment of the insane. Collins appeals to Victorian fears 

about the confinement of the sane in asylums by relatives 

wanting to steal property by robbing them of social identity 

and autonomy. Coincidentally or not, in 1859-1860, the 

Parliamentary Select Committee Inquiry into the Care and 

Treatment of Lunatics and their Property was investigating 

questions about what justified confinement (Taylor 102). 

Taylor writes that the 1850's were a contradictory 

period in the lunacy reform movement. It helped to shape 

the very fears it was trying to minimize. The progressive 

and paternalistic system seemed secure. Asylums were moving 
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away from forced restraint, and the study and treatment of 

the insane became humane and respectable. However these 

reforms did not change the public perception of insanity at 

all. If anything, they exacerbated the fears. Wrongful 

confinement became ambiguous because now it referred to 

those who were committed with conscious conspiracy. The 

criteria for insanity called for specialized diagnosis, but 

at the same time, the unscrupulous could manipulate the 

criteria for criminal purposes (Taylor 102). 

Collins illustrates these fears by describing the 

insane asylum. It appears to be a perfectly respectable 

private institution which practices a non-restraint system. 

The confinement of both Anne Catherick and Laura Fairlie is 

with the full cooperation of family and medical 

professionals. The keeper in charge is not cruel or 

criminal. He comes across as very respectable. He freely 

opens the doors to Marian and allows her to see the patient 

named Anne Catherick. He even gives a reasonable 

explanation for the strange demeanor and appearance of the 

patient. He explains that 

[s]uch changes no doubt were not without precedent 
. . . Insane people were often at one time, 
outwardly as well as inwardly, unlike what they 
were at another--the change from better to worse, 
or from worse to better, in the madness having a 
necessary tendency to produce alterations of 
appearance externally. (Collins 378) 

It appears that Victorians did not have much control 

over their own lives. In fact, they wholeheartedly believed 
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in providence. There must be a design or a pre-ordained 

will. In keeping with the prevalent attitude, Collins makes 

circumstances treat his characters cruelly (Edwards 11-12). 

His characters have no control over their lives or their 

circumstances. 

Thoms writes that, in The Woman in White. 

the presence of providence seems to be affirmed, 
the same motif attains additional. Christian 
resonance, representing a kind of original sin, an 
estrangement from God's energy and will. The 
inherited sequence still represents the 
protagonists' initial oppression and thus lack of 
selfhood, but it also symbolizes their spiritual 
condition, their confinement and helplessness as 
'characters' caught within the sweep of a large, 
complex, and ultimately purposive story, the 
presence of which they are originally not even 
aware of. (76) 

Are human beings caught up in some kind of predetermined 

pattern? Thoms writes that if such a pattern controls and 

manipulates the characters, they then learn to work within 

the pattern. He claims they begin "to move in harmony with 

the divine will, and to become creative participants in 

forming a meaningful story" (77). After losing Laura, a 

defeated Hartright runs away to Central America to mourn his 

loss and pity himself. He believes a future with Laura is 

hopeless, so he does not look forward to it. After "coming 

of age" in Central America, he returns a changed man. He is 

no longer a weak and passive victim. Hartright still 

believes he will never be with Laura, but he is ready to 

meet whatever life holds for him. He grieves when he learns 

Laura is dead. Finding her alive but mentally broken 
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restores him. His life then becomes solely a mission to 

restore her to her rightful place, Hartright becomes a part 

of the community which 

escape[s] from , . . being represented by the 
bondage of inherited sin, to a measure of 
authorial power on the periphery of their story. 
. . . [T]he protagonists remain imprisoned only as 
long as they remain unaware of the . . . story and 
continue to act in opposition to its providential 
energies. (Thoms 77) 

Walter, with the help of Marian, will restore the order of 

their world. Kent claims Collins regularly contrasts 

characters and their attitudes toward probability. One 

character's justification for dealing with the uncertainty 

of reality contrasts with another's. Collins' use of 

multiple narrators "offer[s] a rich phenomenology of the 

various ways in which people perceive and deal with the 

problem of chance in everyday life" (60). 

Jerome Meckier believes experience educates, so he 

examine[s] the changes in Hartright and Marian, 
who discover the failings of propriety and, in 
serving Laura, move beyond them. Thus freed, they 
'must determine the permissible by consulting the 
interest of [their] own heart[s]' and by paying 
heed to the designs of providence (an ordering 
principle which Collins uses to ensure that 
'no moral disasters will result from debunking 
rigid social codes'), (qtd. in Thoms 57) 

The use of documentary realism is very common in 

sensation novels because of its unique role in the 

confirmation of information. In other words, the "truth" of 

documentary evidence is usually incontrovertible. In 

Victorian days, tampering with official documents was 
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unthinkable. Documents were considered sacred. They were 

the only records or proof of practically everything in 

Victorian society. 

The novel. The Woman in White, is itself a collection 

of documents. Letters, notes or messages, wills and 

settlements literally pervade the novel. It is through the 

use of a so-called paper trail that Hartright can carry out 

his search for the truth. 

The Victorians had to rely on letters as records of 

events and information. Legal contracts such as the 

marriage settlement also serve as documentation. Wills and 

church registries were indisputable. These official records 

provide history and personal information. For example, a 

church registry records marriages, births, christenings, 

baptismals, deaths and the like. As illustrated by Sir 

Percival, the recording of a marriage date can threaten a 

man's lifestyle. A simple date of marriage is enough 

evidence to prove a man's illegitimacy or legitimacy; it can 

revoke a son's claim to his father's title and estate. The 

destruction of the church and its registry could obliterate 

a valuable piece of history. This is exactly what Sir 

Percival wants to do when he accidentally sets fire to the 

church. If Sir Percival destroys the registry, no one would 

ever find out about his questionable birthright. His title 

and estates would remain intact. In trying to just burn the 
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registry, he manages to set fire to the vestry, and winds up 

burning himself up along with everything else. 

Such documentation was the only recordkeeping for 

Victorian families. Because these documents were familiar 

to the Victorian reader, novelists like Collins use 

documentary realism in their work. A church registry with 

the date and signatures of a married couple would typically 

confirm a marriage if someone wanted that confirmation. 

Typically, the recording is nothing more than biographical 

information. As documentary evidence, an attorney or a 

detective would have been interested. Sir Percival realizes 

how incriminating the registry could be if the wrong eyes 

view it. Tampering with it and altering the date are 

crimes, and Sir Percival, if caught, is aware of what would 

happen. The tampering would point to his guilt and his 

secret just as readily as the discovery of it. Passions and 

panic always cause people to commit rash actions. He is not 

aware of the second copy held by the minister for just the 

very reason of security and back-up. 

The success of this novel is due to the tenet which 

Collins so strongly believed. He writes in his Preface to 

the second edition of The Woman in White that 

[t]he only narrative which can hope to lay a 
strong hold on the attention of readers is a 
narrative which interests them about men and 
women--for the perfectly obvious reason that they 
are men and women themselves, (xiv) 
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Joseph Hatton, a novelist and reporter, interviewed 

Mary Elizabeth Braddon at her home, Lichfield House, in 

1887. During the interview, she "openly avowed--as she 

would not have done in 1862--her debt to Wilkie Collins: 'I 

always say that I owe "Lady Audleys Secret" to "The Woman 

in White." Wilkie Collins is assuredly my literary 

father.'" She so admired Collins' novel that it inspired 

her to write "'a novel of construction and character'" 

(Woolf 324). 

Lady Audleys Secret was praised as: 

a good galoping novel, and, like a good 
galop, to be enjoyed rather than 
criticised. It is well put together-
Indeed it is seldom one sees a novel so well 
balanced in display of power, showing such 
even excellence of plot, of passion, of 
character, and of diction. (Donaldson xii) 

Another critic wrote of Braddon as being "'a part of 

England. She is in the encyclopaedias and dictionaries. 

Our English-speaking world would not have been the same 

without her'" (Maxwell 285). 

Henry James credited Mary Elizabeth Braddon with 

creating the sensation novel with Lady Audley's Secret (Page 

122). The author of some eighty novels. Lady Audley's 

Secret is Braddon's best known work. Braddon's principal 

purpose for writing so many novels was to support herself, 

her family and her lover/later husband's family. If the 

number of books sold measures success, then Braddon was 

incredibly successful. 
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A short story, written earlier in her career, inspired 

Braddon's Lady Audley's Secret, She turned it into a serial 

to help launch her struggling lover's new pioblishing 

venture. The serial made its first appearance on 6 July 

1861 in Robin Goodfellow. the newest weekly London sixpenny. 

Unfortunately, the magazine failed in September 1861 after 

only thirteen issues. J.B. Buckstone, a friend and a fellow 

writer, encouraged Braddon to continue the story, so 

serialization began again in Ward and Lock's monthly 

Sixpenny Magazine in January 1862. The Tinsley brothers' 

publishing house was interested in the novel, so Braddon 

finished the story and published it as a three volume set on 

1 October 1862, three months before it actually concluded in 

the magazine. It was such a huge success that the presses 

could not keep up with the demand, and it went through eight 

three-volume editions between October and December of that 

year. The novel made such a fortune for the Tinsley 

brothers that the older brother, Edward, called his new 

house "Audley Lodge" in grateful appreciation. For a half 

century after its publication in 1862, Lady Audley's Secret 

was one of the most popular mystery novels in the English-

speaking world (Donaldson v). According to P.D. Edwards, 

"Lady Audley's Secret was able to amuse even the recently 

widowed Queen [Victoria]" (3). 

Braddon's novels were favorites of her contemporaries 

among whom can be included Wilkie Collins, Charles Reade, 
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Edward Bulwer-Lytton (her literary mentor), Arnold Bennett, 

Henry James, Robert Louis Stevenson and Alfred, Lord 

Tennyson (Peterson 161). 

Woolf writes that Braddon was popular because Victorian 

novel readers were constantly searching for something new. 

A critic wrote, "'Bigamy, murder, and arson are exceptional. 

Miss Braddon distributes these materials with a generous 

hand, and attracts the attention of her public'" (qtd. in 

Woolf 153) . 

Braddon's son, W.B. Maxwell wrote. 

The treatment that she received from the Press was 
changing and progressive. A storm of denunciation 
if not abuse burst out against her after the 
appearance of her first two or three books. She 
was accused of sensationalism. She was the leader 
of a most dangerous school--the new sensational 
novelists. She and her followers, if not checked 
might undermine the morals of the rising 
generation. (285) 

All the sensationalism that the critics of the day 

criticized the sensation novels for can be found in Lady 

Audley's Secret. Braddon, like Collins, wrote to have her 

stories read. Her novel has its share of attempted murders, 

mysterious fires, blackmail plots and the sensation crime of 

crimes, bigamy. Reading about the deviousness and 

desperation of Lady Audley provides the thrill and anxiety 

that adruirers of this genre seek. Lady Audley s Secret has 

the intricate plotting, the scandalous secret, the familiar 

setting and the recognizable characters. Her use of an 
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unusually resourceful female character provides much of the 

titillation and suspense. 

Braddon's use of convoluted plotting is not difficult 

to see. Lady Audley's problem is that she is married to two 

men at the same time. The former Helen Maldon marries 

George Talboys, a young dragoon and heir to a considerable 

fortune. Unfortunately, George's father disinherits his son 

when he learns of the poor match. George goes off to 

Australia to make his fortune. After not hearing from him 

for a few years, she abandons all hope of ever seeing him 

again. She realizes she must fend for herself. Helen 

Talboys reinvents herself as Lucy Graham, a governess, and 

she finds a position with a country surgeon's family, the 

Dawsons. As Lucy Graham, she meets Sir Michael Audley who 

falls in love with her and marries her. 

When George Talboys finally returns to England from 

Australia, Lady Audley publishes the death notice of Helen 

Talboys. Sir Michael's nephew, Robert, is an old school 

friend of George's, and Robert takes George to visit his 

uncle and his new bride hoping that new surroundings will 

help ease his friend's grieving for his supposedly dead 

wife. George Talboys meets his wife, now Lady Audley. 

During a stroll. Lady Audley pushes her first husband into a 

well, and she believes he is dead. Robert, determined to 

find out what has happened to his friend, undertakes an 

investigation. During the pursuit of the truth. Lady Audley 
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tries to burn him alive in the inn he is staying in, but he 

escapes. Robert has a vested interest in unmasking Lady 

Audley for both his uncle's and friend's sakes. When Robert 

reveals Lady Audleys secret and deception to his uncle. Sir 

Michael is heartbroken and allows Robert to commit her to an 

asylum in Belgium, Robert eventually finds a very much 

alive George, Braddon adds the love interest of George's 

sister, Clara, for Robert's further motivation. The 

intertwining of relationships and of plot in the typical 

sensation novel is intact. The novel centers around Lady 

Audleys attempts to keep hidden the secrets of her first 

husband and her insanity, and Robert's determination to find 

out what happened to his friend. Robert becomes Lady 

Audley's nemesis in the novel, and the Victorian reader is 

along for the sensational ride. 

Like other sensation novelists of her day, Braddon 

chooses to use familiar settings. Her novel opens with a 

spectacular description of Audley Court. The reader 

pictures an ancient estate in Essex. Braddon vividly 

represents the landscape and the estate so that the reader 

can "see" how far Lucy Graham has risen from lowly governess 

to the wife of a baronet. The majority of the novel takes 

place at Audley Court, and Braddon displays her talent for 

vivid description. She describes Lady Audley's dressing 

room in such intricate detail that readers find themselves 
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along with George Talboys and Robert Audley as make their 

way to the room. Lady Audley 

had left the house in a hurry . . . 
and the whole of her glittering toilette apparatus 
lay about on the marble dressing-table. The 
atmosphere of the room was almost oppressive for 
the rich odors of perfumes in bottles whose gold 
stoppers had not been replaced. A bunch of hot
house flowers was withering upon a tiny writing-
table . Two or three handsome dresses lay in a 
heap upon the ground, and the open doors of a 
wardrobe revealed the treasures within. Jewelry, 
ivory-backed hair-brushes, and exquisite china 
were scattered here and there about the apartment. 
(Braddon 46) 

The illustration of the improvement in physical station for 

the title character is explicit in this novel about English 

life and its citizens of questionable morality. 

Braddon, like Collins, uses the narrative present. 

Robert Audley, like Walter Hartright, investigates the past 

to learn what has happened to George Talboys. 

Retracing and remembering the past to learn the truth 

and how thalt past affects the present and/or the future play 

an important role in Lady Audley's Secret. Lady Audley 

remembers the events of her earlier marriage and her release 

from it. When the long-lost or long-dead husband returns, 

the past catches up to the present and threatens the new 

life she has created for herself. If anyone ever finds out 

about the first husband, she will lose her second husband, 

but what is most important, she will lose her improved 

lifestyle and future. 
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Braddon's Lady Audley has married for money and 

position. Quite by accident, when Robert brings George to 

visit his uncle and his new wife. Lady Audley comes face to 

face with her first husband. To be fair, she honestly 

believed George was dead. However, she does not want to 

lose her happy position and rich husband, so she tries to 

kill George. To protect her secret, she is willing to 

resort to murder and arson. 

During the course of her career, Braddon constantly 

dealt with accusations of plagiarism. She adapted from 

French novels regularly. For Lady Audleys Secret. Braddon 

admits Collins' The Woman in White inspired her, but the 

story is her own. The Yelverton Divorce Scandal of 1861 

informed her novel. During February and March 1861, British 

newspapers were full of the sensational accounts of a Dublin 

trial, the "Yelverton Marriage Case." The trial exposed 

seduction, abandonment and bigamy. Maria Theresa Longworth, 

the plaintiff in the case claimed to have been married to 

William Charles Yelverton by a priest in a Roman Catholic 

church in Rostrevor, Ireland in 1857. Longworth was a 

Crimean War nurse who was suing Major Yelverton for 

financial support. She began a relationship with the major 

at Balaklava then married him in a "Scotch marriage" 

ceremony and a Roman Catholic "renewal of consent." 

Yelverton denied the marriage, abandoned the now pregnant 

woman and married another woman. The Irish Court in 1861 
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established the validity of the marriage but the Scottish 

court annulled it in 1862. There was a Scottish judgment 

which confirmed the annulment in the House of Lords in 1864. 

The legal question of the case was most concerned with the 

events which occurred in Britain after the Crimean War. 

Most of the trial focused attention on Yelverton's alleged 

seduction of Longworth. Mrs. Longworth Yelverton claimed 

that she and her husband had not lived together until after 

the Roman Catholic ceremony. Yelverton testified that after 

deciding in a Crimean hospital to make Longworth his 

mistress, he "attempted her virtue" on a transport ship 

bound for Constantinople. He claimed she became a slave to 

him, engaging in "illicit intercourse" in the Crimea and 

afterwards in Britain. The court found in favor of Mrs. 

Longworth Yelverton who had tremendous public sympathy. 

Major Yelverton was court-martialed for conduct unbecoming 

an officer and a gentleman (Altick, Evil Encounters 7-8). 

Braddon was using the newspaper reports of her day in her 

"unique blend of realism and melodrama" (Morris 89). 

The cast of characters in Braddon's best known novel is 

really not out of the ordinary, and there is the requisite 

intertwining of relationships. Sir Michael's nephew, 

Robert, is the catalyst and detective character for the 

uncovering of secrets. He happens to be best friends with 

George Talboys, Lady Audleys first and very much alive 

husband. Robert also falls in love with George's sister 
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Clara, which further encourages him to find out what 

happened to George, for her sake and his. 

TUDove all, though, Braddon creates a female character 

who is not the "angel of the hearth." She shares with 

Collins the credible use of the strong female character. In 

contrast to Collins' heroine, Marian Halcombe, Braddon's 

Lady Audley is a villainess. Braddon shows her analytical 

powers when describing Lady Audley. She effectively creates 

an alarming female character. Jenny Bourne Taylor examines 

the treatment of female characters in sensation novels in In 

the Secret Theater of Home. She writes, 

'At its best, sensation fiction did much more than 
exploit the narrative possibility of female 
transgression while finally punishing or 
assimilating it. It deployed intricate narrative 
structures to turn deviance itself into a relative 
and complex term, scrutinizing how it was 
perceived and defined.' (qtd. in Marsh 108) 

Lady Audley is intelligent, passionate, strong-willed and 

singleminded in purpose. She takes control of her fate; she 

does not succeed, but she did not sit idly by and 

submissively watch her life disintegrate. She fights for 

her survival until the final moment. Lady Audley is not an 

easily recognizable character type for the typical Victorian 

reader. She is so drastically different that her difference 

is exactly what makes her attractive as a character. 

Lady Audley is spectacular in that she is not a typical 

woman. Braddon's unique female characterization is a major 

contribution to literature. Lady Audley "reaffirm[s] the 
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nineteenth-century precept that female sexuality and 

criminality are inextricably intertwined." She also is one 

of those women "capable of committing almost any crime to 

achieve their personal goals. Ironically, those goals are 

almost always highly conventional: romantic happiness and 

financial security through marriage" (Morris 88). The 

sensation novel audience realizes that "the threat of public 

disgrace could make a woman desperate enough to consider 

murder" (Morris 89). Lady Audley is a bigamous murderess. 

Her advantageous marriage, her bigamy and her attempts at 

murder create the sensational spectacle for the Victorian 

audience. According to Pykett, Lady Audley is "used both to 

exploit and explore the fear . . . that all women 'possess a 

sleeping potentiality for crime, a curious possibility of 

fiendish evil'" (86). 

Lady Audley is a woman in crisis. She has secrets to 

keep, and she does what she must to protect herself from 

being exposed. Even when exposed, she tries desperately to 

maintain the facade she so carefully built around herself 

and her secrets. 

Braddon's heroine starts out in the traditional guise 

that Victorian audiences would recognize. At first, the 

lady is beautiful, saintly, dependent and very much aware of 

her attractive powers. She seems vain, but harmless. As 

the novel progresses, Braddon reveals her true nature. She 

is not who she seems to be. Clearly, this is a definite 
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modification of the domestic saint. She schemes to maintain 

her secret and uses crime judiciously. 

Sir Michael Audley is aware of her humble beginnings, 

but he is not aware of her first husband, who is still 

alive. Lady Audley feels the shame of an ineffective and 

shiftless father, of poverty and of a fear that she may have 

inherited her mother's madness. Her first husband, who was 

rich but disinherited, is dead. She felt she was getting 

older and losing time, so she does the best she can with her 

circumstances and marries the next wealthy man who can give 

her the life she wants. Lady Audley honestly believes her 

first husband is dead, so she marries again without telling 

Sir Michael her true identity. There is also the matter of 

her son with George. She leaves him in the care of her 

father; a child is a serious disadvantage for a young woman 

trying to start a new life with a new identity. Lady Audley 

becomes a criminal only when she feels a threat to her 

identity. 

Braddon's villainess has a deep fear of poverty. She 

learned early in life "what every schoolgirl knows"; she 

must make a good marriage. Marriage is not founded on love 

but on the fear and dependency of women. 

The majority of sensation novels revolve around women's 

secrets and secret histories (Pykett 84). Lady Audley has a 

hidden past, and she must keep it hidden lest it threaten 

her present. Pykett writes that "[i]n most cases these 
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feminine concealments both result from, and foreground, a 

tension between the proper and the improper feminine" (84). 

Furthermore, the secret in Braddon's novels "usually 

involves a former transgression of the bounds of the proper 

feminine . . . which taints or threatens the heroine's 

respectability" (Pykett 84). 

Pykett points out that Lady Audley's fear of her secret 

being revealed "adds another dimension to the determining 

conditions of a woman's life" (90). Braddon employs a 

technique whereby Lady Audley indulges in a type of self-

surveillance which is a response "to her fears of inheriting 

her mother's madness," and it is an "exaggerated form of 

that self-scrutiny enjoined upon every woman by prevailing 

ideas of the proper feminine" (90) . Rose further writes 

that 

Braddon's emphasis on her heroines' concern 
to protect their secrets, like her habitual 
minute focus on their sensations and feelings, 
is in part a foregrounding of the process of 
self-surveillance endemic in a culture in 
which the 'supremacy of the woman's moral nature 
and her potential degeneracy were the twin 
poles of a representation which had already 
transposed a panic about the social body--
its ordered regulation and reproduction--
into moral terms.' (qtd. in Pykett 90) 

Helen Maldon plays the "roles" of Lucy Graham and Lady 

Audley."" She successfully reinvents herself every time she 

moves up the social scale. First, she was "the impoverished 

daughter of a disreputable half-pay naval officer," then the 

wife of George Talboys, the heir to a fortune, whose father. 
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when he learns of his marriage to a poor woman, disinherits 

him, then to Lucy Graham, a governess, and finally to Lady 

Audley (Pykett 90). As Lady Audley, the former Helen 

Talboys has wiped away "'every trace of the old life'" 

(Braddon 8), since marriage to Sir Michael ends her former 

life of dependence and poverty. She has made the successful 

marriage that every schoolgirl knows she must. 

Braddon shows a woman playing several different roles. 

The character creates several contradictions for the reader. 

Lady Audley successfully impersonates the idea of the proper 

feminine, and in doing so, she represents feminine 

duplicity. The story brings to the forefront the fear that 

the proper feminine may just be a role, a type of acting. 

Lady Audley "raises the spectre that femininity is itself 

duplicitous, and that it involves deception and dissembling" 

(Pykett 90-91). Robert's unmasking of his aunt reinforces 

the fear that Lady Audley is really--"a beautiful fiend" 

(Braddon 47). 

The novel even ends with a return to the portrait of 

the "beautiful fiend" from the opening of the story. This 

portrait was Robert's first glimpse of his uncle's new wife 

and George's first glimpse of his former wife in her new 

role. At the end of novel, it is hidden behind a curtain or 

shroud. The shroud covers the portrait of the improper 

feminine from the society it threatens, as well as 

concealing and maintaining its mystery. Anyone, upon seeing 
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the covered portrait, would rightfully wonder what is being 

hidden and why. The improper feminine is still a matter of 

curiosity (Pykett 93). 

Lady Audley was a member of the lower classes, but she 

becomes a governess and lady in no time.at all. This 

illustrates that the lower classes could make easy inroads 

into the upper classes. Braddon seems to suggest that 

nothing really separates the classes except money and 

clothes. Perhaps it is only the trappings that make someone 

a member of the aristocracy; otherwise, there is no real 

difference in character or personality. Lady Audley strives 

to be the epitome of respectability. However, her ease in 

moving from the governess's position in the lower class to 

the mistress's position in the aristocratic class frightened 

Victorian society. She dressed and acted the part of a 

gracious lady, but she does not entirely disguise her 

murderous instincts and her supposed insanity. 

Braddon mixes the problems of gender with those of 

class. Her 

focus on specific versions of the masculine and 
feminine is also a scrutiny of specific versions 
of class. Ambivalences and anxieties about gender 
categories and boundaries are, similarly, related 
to anxieties about class. Braddon's feminised 
males and transgressive or masculinised women 
often have ambivalent class positions: they are 
socially ambitious, their class origins are more 
lowly than their current or desired social 
position, or they have not been properly 
socialised to the class to which they belong. 
(Pykett 107) 
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While Braddon may wish, like Collins, to expose the 

conventional norms of English society for the sake of change 

and education, she also has a deeply personal motivation. 

Her own harassment and boorish treatment at the hands of 

English society wounded her deeply, and she exacts a type of 

vicarious revenge by focusing on the shallowness and 

hypocrisy of the pillars of society. Society is easy to 

fool. Anyone can become a member of the aristocracy with 

the correct clothes and clever acting, and anyone can 

manipulate society. 

For most of her novels, Braddon deliberately writes 

critically about the upper classes and their way of life. 

Her editorializing about the aristocracy was her way of 

avenging herself on the hypocrisy and cruelty of proper 

English society. English society criticized her personal 

life, and she suffered ostracism for her relationship with 

her publisher/common-law husband, John Maxwell. Braddon was 

illegally married to Maxwell and had five out-of-wedlock 

children with him; although, his first wife was alive but 

living apart from him. Braddon's stories were usually about 

the upper crust and how they chose to live. She describes 

with remarkably intricate detail their style of living and 

how it merely disguises in very attractive ways the truly 

corrupt and superficial character of the wealthy. Helen 

Talboys, a member of the lower classes, dresses up and is 

set into a luxurious lifestyle, and she is perfectly 
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comfortable. What does this suggest about the aristocracy? 

Are they all of low character even though they may be high 

in status? 

Braddon, like other sensation novelists, was shifting 

"criminal activity from the working and indigent classes 

where much of it occurred to the middle and upper classes" 

(Morris 89). Lady Audleys fraudulent identity, her faking 

her death, her bigamous marriage to a wealthy man, the 

attempted murder of her first husband and her nephew-in-law 

and the subsequent cover-ups are all examples of crimes 

committed for the sake of protecting her secret or more 

important, her reputation. Her "reputation as an innocent, 

helpless, and virtuous woman is what insures her social 

position and her hardwon security" (Morris 93). 

Braddon uses the convention of criminality in the upper 

class in a unique manner. The supposed aristocratic 

baronet's wife is the criminal in this novel. If anything, 

readers might come away with the opposite view of what 

Braddon had originally intended. The lowborn can be cleaned 

up and dressed up, but they can never dismiss their baser 

instincts. What saves Braddon from being completely 

misunderstood is Lady Audley's possible insanity. Anyone 

can inherit the taint of insanity. 

Braddon's novel utilizes the typical sensation 

convention of the self-appointed detective figure. She 

appropriates Collins' Hartright and extends his role 
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(Donaldson vii). Robert Audley is the self-appointed 

detective in this novel. He is on a personal quest to find 

out what happened to his close friend, George Talboys, Lady 

Audleys first husband. When he discovers his aunt's real 

identity, the mission becomes even more complicated. He 

must save his uncle from the machinations of a wife who 

might be criminal. 

Robert Audley does not start his tenure in the novel as 

anyone who is admirable. In fact, Braddon makes him out to 

be a bit of a dilettante; he "was supposed to be a 

barrister" (21) . He is a good-looking twenty-seven-year-old 

man who is lazy but harmless. Other barristers consider him 

of good character with a generous heart, but he would 

probably never get on in the world. He is Sir Michael's 

favorite nephew, and Sir Michael's daughter, Alicia, is 

especially fond of him. Since she is Sir Michael's heir, it 

would be in Robert's interest to curry her favor, but he 

never considers her more than a favorite cousin and friend. 

With this kind of introduction to Robert Audley, the 

Victorian reader hardly expected him to become Lady Audley's 

nemesis. 

In the beginning of the novel, Robert is an adult who 

has not grown up. He does not have to work. He is always 

in the company of his old schoolfriends, does not enjoy the 

company of women and is not interested in marriage. Robert 
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is still playing at being an adult and is not interested in 

taking on the responsibilities of adulthood. 

His redeeming quality and that which makes him credible 

as the detective figure in the novel is his motive. Because 

he is generous and of good character, it is believable that 

he would want to find out what happened to his good friend, 

George Talboys. 

Robert is not the typical detective character. The 

detective is usually an outsider whose motive is the dogged 

pursuit of justice. The conventional detective character 

undergoes no growth or change psychologically since his sole 

purpose is solving a mystery. Robert Audley does grow and 

change significantly in the novel. His motivation is a 

deeply personal interest in the people involved in the 

mystery- He often questions his methods and speculates on 

the effects of the investigation on his family. According 

to Gilbert, chance and providence are the basis of his 

detection (96). 

Braddon with Robert Audley, like Collins with Walter 

Hartright, shows how a weakly masculine character, through 

the process of "rescuing" someone and pursuing justice 

becomes a fully masculine character. Audley becomes a fully 

realized adult male when he successfully unmasks the 

duplicitous "feminine fiend" who threatens his family and 

friends. Robert Audley is a version of the improper 

masculine; he is the young man who commonly appears in 
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Victorian literature as the lazy male who does not have to 

make a living but "whose active energies and purpose are 

sapped by [his family's] 'expectations'" (Pykett 103). He 

has a brooding nature because of his predilection for 

reading decadent French novels, has no vocation or 

employment because he does not need one, and he has plenty 

of time to contemplate the situation of his family. Robert 

becomes the proper masculine as he pursues his aunt's secret 

histoiy. He learns there is a connection between the 

disappearance of his friend George Talboys and his aunt's 

secret. In his detective role, he develops his legal 

skills. His purpose is one of honor for his friendship with 

George but also to further his relationship with George's 

sister, Clara, with whom he falls in love. His unmasking of 

his aunt will force him to grow and develop into the proper 

masculine. At the end of his investigation, Robert will 

represent the proper masculine complete with a family unit 

which will include Clara as his wife and George and his son 

properly entrenched in a home in its idealized form (Pykett 

104) . 

Gilbert writes that 

T.ady Audi py'R Secret is often accused of or 
credited with laying the foundation for the 

- sensation novel, and yet the text undermines 
that foundation at the same moment. Lady Audley, 
her secret, and her deeds form the sensational 
story that mark the novel's genre, yet the 
forced growth of Robert Audley and the 
masculinization of his character constitut:e 
an equal and complementary counter-narrative 
to Lady Audley's tale, which itself subverts 
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the 'return to order' which marks the 
sensation genre and relocates the source of 
sensation from the disordered and alien 
individual female body to the male social body 
of the patriarchal socio-legal institutions. 
(93) 

The male storyline does exist in the text, but readers and 

critics select the female story as the generic sensation 

novel. Critics, though outraged by the story of the 

alienated woman, were not at all upset by the male 

characters and their actions. Robert Audley is the lawyer 

who has never filed a brief; Lieutenant Maldon sells his 

daughter, Helen, to the highest bidder and drinks his 

proceeds; George Talboys abandons his wife and child, and 

Sir Michael Audley marries a woman he knows does not love 

him. These are the men who set the events of the story in 

motion, yet they are not considered "sensational." Gilbert 

points out that the novel, besides telling the story of Lady 

Audley, also tells the story of Robert's "recognition of his 

own insanity and of the mad nature of his society, and of 

his subsequent informed choice to remain complicit in that 

madness and to become active in supporting it" (94). 

According to Cvetkovich, "[t]he novel is not just about 

how the crime and its detection affect his family, but about 

how they affect him, as he finds his power both constituted 

and threatened by his simultaneous roles as detective and 

family member" (56). 

Pykett also points out that Braddon deals with male 

fears and anxieties about marriage. Her transgressive 
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females threaten the patriarchal family. The reader sees 

the male perspective about expectations of women and 

marriage. When men come face to face with the market 

realities of marriage, the coldness and calculations of the 

prospective marriage partner surprise them. After being 

accepted by Lucy Graham, Sir Michael walks out with great 

disappointment. He has to deal with the reality that he is 

going to be married not for himself, but for his fortune and 

his position. The prevalent Victorian view concerning 

marriage contains a major contradiction. Victorian society 

desperately attempted "to hold together a belief in the 

nobility and sanctity of marital love with a belief in 

economically prudential alliances" (Pykett 109). 

Braddon includes the obligatory secret so important to 

the sensation novel, and Lady Audley has several of them. 

The one that creates the most danger to her is her first 

marriage. Her entire life is a series of secrets or, more 

accurately, lies. She is already married, and she is not 

who she says she is. To protect her current marriage to Sir 

Michael, she tries to murder her first husband. Then to 

protect the secret of that murder, she tries to murder 

Robert Audley. Her explanation for her behavior is that she 

has inherited insanity from her mother which she believes is 

the worst secret. 

Braddon makes some interesting observations on the 

issue of insanity. She repeats to the reader all the common 
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medical and scientific information of the day regarding 

insanity through Lady Audley's voice. She uses her own 

narrative voice for comments "regarding the ubiquitous 

nature of madness . . . linking madness and violence 

specifically to calm, placid surfaces and idealized images" 

(Gilbert 94). Braddon writes 

We hear every day of murders committed in the 
country. Brutal and treacherous murders; slow, 
protracted agonies from poisons administered by 
some kindred hand; sudden and violent deaths by 
cruel blows, inflicted with a stake cut from 
some spreading oak, whose very shadow promised--
peace. In the country of which I write, I have 
been shown a meadow in which, on a quiet summer 
Sunday evening, a young farmer murdered the 
girl who loved and trusted him; and yet, even now, 
with the stain of that foul deed upon it, the 
aspect of that spot is--peace. No species of 
crime has ever been committed in the worst 
rookeries about Seven Dials that has not been 
also done in the face of that sweet rustic calm 
which still, in spite of all, we look on 
with tender, half-mournful yearning, and associate 
with--peace. (36) 

This description is an example of the "distinctions between 

the 'degenerate' urban and 'idyllic' rural" (Gilbert 95). 

Braddon's injection of the common convention of 

insanity is very subtle in Lady Audley's Secret. When 

Robert threatens Lady Audley with exposure to Sir Michael, 

she retaliates by saying she will have him committed for 

insanity. As discussed earlier with Collins, the fact that 

anyone can literally throw around the insanity accusation so 

freely and so easily suggests a great deal about Victorian 

society. The mere threat of commitment was enough to make 

adversaries back down on their vendettas. Robert is not 
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afraid of Lady Audley's empty threat, but he does beat a 

hasty retreat and chooses another course of action. 

Lady Audleys insanity justifies her behavior. Braddon 

writes that Lady Audley "is not mad; but she has the 

hereditary taint in her blood. She has the cunning of 

madness, with the prudence of intelligence. . . . She is 

dangerous!" (249) Robert, with the full knowledge of his 

uncle, Sir Michael, commits Lady Audley to a sanatorium in 

Belgium where she spends the rest of her life. Lady Audley 

never pays for her crimes. 

Lady Audley presents a type of dilemma for the reader. 

Is her criminal behavior caused by her inherited madness, or 

is it the result of cool calculation? (Pykett 93) She 

admits that she is following those tenets that every 

schoolgirl learns early in life. Her former employers, the 

Dawsons, encourage her to accept Sir Michael because it 

would be "madness" for a poor girl to reject such an offer. 

Even the doctor called in by Robert Audley to diagnose the 

lady adds to the dilemma. Dr. Alwyn Mosgrave only hears 

part of the story of her deception of Sir Michael, so his 

medical opinion is, at best, incomplete. He claims there is 

no real madness in running away from an unpleasant home to 

search for a better one. She commits bigamy to obtain that 

better life. When she finds herself in desperate straits, 

she uses her intelligence and carries out a conspiracy that 

is cool and deliberate. According to Dr. Mosgrave, Lady 
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Audley is extremely intelligent and not necessarily mad 

(Braddon 248). 

Robert's definition of madness differs. His motive for 

unmasking Lady Audley is to save his family and friends. He 

cannot come to terms with the idea that feminine duplicity 

is "normal" behavior. The reader is forced to deal with two 

different conceptions of the proper feminine. Robert 

believes the proper feminine is not capable of duplicity. 

However duplicity could be the product of intelligence, so 

it can also be a quality credited to any intelligent woman. 

Any intelligent woman might be capable of duplicity. 

Robert's reaction to his aunt "echoes both the general 

Victorian dread of women's demonic powers and the 

inescapable seductive appeal of a woman like Lucy." His 

"growing revulsion at and vindictiveness toward his aunt's 

behavior are fueled by his initial attraction to her, and 

the intensity of his hatred is set against the adoration he 

would have felt had she been as sweet and docile as she 

seemed" (Morris 95). 

When Dr. Mosgrave does learn the full extent of Lady 

Audleys deception, he agrees to incarcerate her, but only 

because he now feels she is dangerous, not necessarily mad. 

According to Pykett, Mosgrave agrees 

Lady Audley is dangerous because she is not what 
she appears to be, because she cannot be contained 
within the bounds of the proper feminine. 
Mosgrave's diagnosis seems to hold the key to an 
understanding of the way in which Braddon uses 
madness in her novels. (94-95) 
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Lady Audley s confinement to the madhouse is not because she 

is insane, but because she is dangerous. No English court 

would convict her of murder because the evidence is not 

conclusive. She is a danger to society and to Robert. She 

takes no trouble to hide her animosity toward him--a true 

lady would. He feels that she poses a threat to society--

but again, there is no conclusive proof of this either. 

Morris notes that Showalter believes Braddon uses the 

insanity to prevent Lucy from a trial, a conviction and an 

execution. This would "'spare her women readers the guilt 

of identifying with a cold-blooded killer'" (qtd. in Morris 

97). However, Morris points out that there would be no 

trial for Lucy because there is no significant proof. 

Talboys shows up alive and well, and the landlord, Luke 

Marks, was of such low life that the precedents set by the 

Victorian judicial system would not have put her on trial 

for injuring a man of his class and background. If tried 

for the arson or bigamy, the court would probably have 

committed Lady Audley to an asylum just as Audley and 

Mosgrave do (Morris 97). 

Morris claims Lady Audley is committed for the insanity 

of daring to assert herself and gain control over her own 

life, by incarcerating her and allowing her to die in the 

Belgian asylum, Robert Audley reasserts his masculinity. He 

demonstrates the correct order of life, that of male 

authority over women. Lucy's insanity helps him reaffirm 
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that sane women are dependent and need men's help. Insane 

women fit his and Victorian society's perception of deviant 

female behavior (Morris 97-98) . 

Coincidence plays a huge role in Lady Audleys Secret. 

For Lady Audley, it is complete coincidence that she meets 

her first husband again. It is coincidence that Robert and 

George are old school friends. It is coincidence that 

Robert's uncle is married to his friend George's wife. It 

is coincidence that they would come to visit the uncle and 

his new wife and get caught up in the machinations of an 

insane woman, Braddon does not seem as concerned as Collins 

with fate and its power over mankind. She seems to find an 

almost malicious delight in the coincidences of life. The 

world of Audley Court is tiny, and the intertwining of all 

these lives is pure coincidence. 

Braddon does use documentary evidence but to a much 

lesser extent. Newspaper death announcements and arrivals 

as well as letters make up the bulk of the documentary 

evidence used by Robert Audley to learn the truth concerning 

George Talboys and Helen Talboys/Lucy Graham/Lady Audley. 

Being a barrister, Robert has some training in 

investigation, so putting together the pieces of the truth 

is not an unfamiliar exercise. The hatbox labels reveal the 

change in name from Helen Talboys to Lucy Graham. An 

inscription in George's annual in Helen Talboys' hand is 

identical to Lady Audley's hand. 
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In 1901, Arnold Bennett examined Ladv Audley's Secret 

to analyze the reasons for Braddon's literary success. Its 

plot was no longer unusual, but it was 

admirably adapted for broad and simple 
sensationalism. Take a young and beautiful 
woman, golden-haired, amiable, exquisitely 
feminine. Surround her with every circumstance 
of happiness--a wealthy middle-aged husband, who 
worships her innocent simplicity; a fine old 
English home; the universal adoration of 
dependents. Then lift the edge of the curtain 
of the past, disclosing behind it the monstrous 
shadow of a crime. Slowly raise the curtain, and 
raise it, till the full history of this enchanting 
creature , . , stands dreadfully clear, 
(qtd. in Woolf 12) 

Almost forty years after its first appearance, Braddon's 

first bigamy novel still impresses. 

According to McCormack, "'the Wilkie Collins-Charles 

Reade school emphasized social didacticism and the 

investigation of 'problems'--asylums, legal anomalies, etc. 

--as the justification of their fiction'" (qtd. in Ranee 

165). Reade's sensation novels combined sensationalism with 

social didacticism. He used the sensationalism to exploit 

and expose the social problems of his day. 

The Cloister and the Hearth is usually considered 

Charles Reade's masterpiece, but even Reade "himself would 

have retorted, as he once did, 'If that's your opinion, you 

ought to be in a lunatic asylum'" (Smith 148). W.L. 

Courtney, Hugh Walpole and Algernon Charles Swinburne all 

felt that Griffith Gaunt was the best of Reade's novels. 

Swinburne claimed 
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'no language can overpraise what hardly any praise 
can sufficiently acknowledge--. . . the keen 
and profound pathos . . . the living breath of 
passion, the spontaneous and vivid interaction of 
character and event . . . which raise this 
story almost as high as prose can climb towards 
poetry . . . .' (qtd. in Smith 73-74) 

Smith also records that "W.L. Courtney pointed out in 

1889 . . . that Messrs. Chatto and Windus . . . could 

probably testify that, at the time of their publication, no 

novel commanded a better sale in America and British 

colonies, as well as in England" (74). 

Reade wrote to his American publisher, James T. Fields 

on 13 October 1865 that Griffith Gaunt is "'a tale of the 

heart and does not straggle into any eccentric topics. Need 

I say I shall make it as exciting and interesting as I can'" 

(Burns 236). 

The first installment of Griffith Gaunt appeared in the 

monthly periodical Argosy in January 1866, The 

serialization concluded in November of that year. 

Interestingly enough, the novel was already selling as a 

three volume set in October. Chapman and Hall were 

responsible for the English edition while Ticknor and Fields 

published it in America after using it serially in The 

Atlantic Monthly (Smith 73). 

Charles Reade was subjected to much critical abuse for 

Griffith Gaunt. There were charges of obscenity and 

immorality leveled at him because of the story of bigamy and 

jealousy. The novel had its hoards of readers both in 
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England and America, and ultimately that is what interested 

Reade the most. He was notorious for shrilly defending 

himself after what he felt was harsh criticism of his work. 

Apparently, even Charles Dickens, who considered himself a 

friend of Reade's, had some harsh words to say about 

Griffith Gavnt. In fact, Collins had asked Dickens to write 

on Reade's behalf in defense of the obscenity charges. 

What upset the critics were the topics of bigamy and 

jealousy specifically. The jealousy of Griffith is what 

leads to the numerous problems in his marriage. Jealousy is 

the root cause of a duel, a marriage, the breakup of that 

marriage, the abandonment of the wife, the marriage to a 

second wife and so on. Because of this irrational but all 

too human emotion, many events take place. Jealousy is the 

focus of this sensation novel. The bigamy is a key plot 

device, but the jealousy is what drives it. 

Most interestingly, the dilemmas suffered by Griffith 

with his juggling of two wives create the sensationalism. 

The reader sees how Griffith gets himself away from one wife 

to go to another and winds up staying with that wife just to 

have the process begin again the other way around. 

The events in the novel are not only sensational for 

their portrayal of the subversion of Victorian norms but 

also for their heavy doses of illicitness. Between 

Katherine Gaunt's passionate spirituality and Mercy Vint's 
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illegitimate child, Victorian readers receive their share of 

thrills and shocks. 

As a sensation novel, Griffith Gaunt includes many of 

the usual conventions. The plot is complicated and has its 

share of twists and turns. The story moves along rapidly 

with all the highs and lows which fascinate the typical 

sensation novel aficionado. Reade has bought into the tried 

and true formula that more is better. The characters become 

constantly embroiled in interesting but usually disturbing 

situations. The novel opens with a confrontation between 

Griffith and Katherine Gaunt about Father Leonard visiting 

their house. Griffith tells Katherine that the priest is no 

longer welcome. From that one line, the story moves 

immediately to flashback. The narrative quickly relates the 

Gaunts' eventful courtship. This is the first indication to 

the reader that Griffith suffers from the perennial human 

flaw of jealousy. Griffith is competing with George Neville 

for Katherine Peyton's affections. Shortly after rejecting 

Griffith's latest marriage proposal, she learns of a wealthy 

cousin's death. This cousin had disinherited Katherine in 

favor of his late wife's relation, Griffith. Katherine 

borrows Neville's horse to ride to Griffith with the news of 

Mr. Charlton's death. After Charlton's burial, everyone 

assumes Griffith is the heir apparent. Because of a 

misunderstanding over switched horses and the spiteful 

interference of both Neville and a local squire, Griffith 
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believes Katherine has accepted Neville. Griffith accuses 

him of exposing Katherine to scandal and gossip; one thing 

leads to another, and Katherine's two lovers fight a duel. 

This is how Reade chooses to open his novel, and this 

narrative quickly unfolds in the first fifty pages. 

The novel continues rapidly for a bit longer with the 

duel not resulting in anyone's death but with Griffith 

wounded. The Charlton estate is left to the original heir, 

Katherine, and not to Griffith, Finally Katherine does 

consent to marry Griffith. In thirteen chapters, Reade 

gives us the ups and downs of the courtship of these two 

characters. For a long period, their lives are uneventful, 

Reade warns the reader that the Gaunts "little dreamed of 

the strange events in store for them; little knew the 

passions that slumbered in their own bosoms, and, like other 

volcanoes, bided their time" (157), The rest of the novel 

tells the story of the disintegration of their marriage at 

the hands of both parties, but also at the hands of a young 

and confused priest. Father Leonard, Griffith, in a jealous 

rage, beats the young priest and then goes on to abandon his 

wife. He leaves their home, Hernshaw Castle, and begins a 

new life in an inn just ninety miles away and marries a 

second wife, Mercy Vint. Reade subjects poor Griffith to 

going back and forth between his two wives with the best of 

intentions but with so much weakness on his part for the 

female heart. The first time he returns to Hernshaw Castle 
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and Kate, she vindicates herself, and he realizes the crime 

he has committed by marrying Mercy. Now he has two wives, 

one with a child and the other about to have one. Kate 

discovers the bigamy and threatens to kill him. Griffith 

leaves again, but this time it is under mysterious 

circumstances. No one can account for his whereabouts. 

Because Griffith has disappeared mysteriously, Kate goes on 

trial for his murder. Mercy Vint walks from Lancashire with 

her child to save Kate. However, in saving Kate she has to 

reveal her bigamous marriage to Griffith, so she sacrifices 

her reputation. All works out in the end with Neville 

marrying Mercy and the Gaunts reunited dramatically by a 

blood transfusion. 

Stevenson accurately notes that Reade maintained a very 

fast pace of action; 

[i]n contrast with Collins's leisurely building up 
of portentous landscapes and everyday details, 
Reade rushes onward at a breakneck pace that would 
become intolerable if it were not moderated by the 
distribution among than one concurrent series of 
events. (354) 

In a departure from the 19th century sensation 

convention of present day setting, Reade places the novel in 

the 18th century. However, Reade did not want Griffith 

Gaunt to be a historical novel. Burns writes that Reade's 

first interest was not 'history' but 'the heart,' 
and he chose to set his tale in the period of 
Fielding, not because . . . he understood the 
period, and found it spiritually congenial, but 
because its manner and morals and speech 'were 
somewhat blunter than now-a-days' and in 
consequence lent themselves more readily to the 
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expression of 'the great passions that poets have 
sung,' (243) 

Griffith Gaunt is set in Cumberland in England, 

Hernshaw Castle, the Gaunts' home, as described by Reade as 

not overly wealthy or luxurious but comfortable. Reade uses 

an estate that is old and worn. He seems to want to 

emphasize the ancient and timeworn more than the wealth. 

The other major setting in the novel is that of the 

Packhorse Inn, a roadside inn near Allerton village in 

Lancashire ninety miles away. This setting is the complete 

opposite of the first in Cumberland. Griffith's former life 

in Cumberland is that of a fairly comfortable country 

squire; whereas, his new life is as a roadside innkeeper. 

The contrast is deliberate on Reade's part. Two different 

settings with two different wives and two different 

lifestyles. Griffith is comfortable in both, and that is 

exactly his problem. He is too weak to choose between the 

two. 

As mentioned earlier, the novel opens with present 

circumstances but proceeds immediately with a flashback 

chronology of the events leading to the present. The 

omniscient narrator relates the events of the past to bring 

the reader to the present day. He is explaining how 

Griffith and Katherine Gaunt have come to the confrontation 

about Father Leonard. When the narrative of their courtship 

and subsequent marriage is completed, the reader is in the 

present day and back to the original confrontation. The 
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narrator picks up from there, and the narration becomes 

simultaneous with the current action. 

Reade may have drawn on two sources: a fifty-page story 

in Wilkie Collins's Queen of Hearts entitled "Brother 

Griffith's Story of a Plot in a Private Life" and an article 

in Household Words 6 December 1856, "The Frenchman of Two 

Wives." The latter article may have been Collins' 

inspiration for his own story. Burns writes that C,L, 

Connelly declared that "Le Mort-vivant" was the source of 

both Reade's and Collins' stories. Burns does go on to say 

that Edmund Morrison in 1940 felt that "Le Mort-vivant" was 

the source of "The Frenchman of Two Wives" instead. In 

addition to these supposed sources or inspirations, Reade's 

famous Notebooks, his elaborate system of research and 

notes, were "filled with 'Plots' and 'Plagianda' concerning 

jealousy, priests, celibacy, bigamy, and the like" (Burns 

236) . 

Reade's characters are ordinary English people. They 

are very respectable. Each member of the community is 

essentially good. If they are flawed, and they are, they 

are flawed as normal human beings. Victorian readers would 

recognize each character as someone they knew or met. The 

so-called low characters are mean and low and recognized as 

such. Reade does not try to pass off anyone as having the 

appearance of respectability. His respectable characters 

are respectable, and his low characters are low. 
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Reade demonstrates a talent for deep character 

analysis. He examines in detail the nuances of a 

character's personality. There are no vague or gray areas 

in his discussion. Reade develops his characters by way of 

sharp psychological analyses and commentaries. Reade will 

play off characters' words against their thoughts and 

impulses (Burns 244). 

The intertwining of the characters' lives is present in 

this novel, but it is not typical. Other characters such as 

Tom Leicester, Father Francis, Father Leonard, Mr. Peyton 

and Caroline Ryder all play secondary roles in the novel. 

The principle plot of the story involves the two triangles 

of the Gaunts with Father Leonard and the Gaunts with Mercy 

Vint. Griffith is married to both women at the same time, 

and he does not know quite how to get himself out of the 

mess he has created out of jealousy and rash action. In 

addition to jealousy, what gets Griffith into trouble is his 

weakness of will. The man is a spineless mass of pure 

emotion. He is not capable of rational thought. He is the 

epitome of a man who consistently speaks and acts before he 

thinks and considers all the ramifications. 

The familiar sexual triangle provides the foundation 

for the'"dual line of action . . . the hero and the heroine, 

and the hero and Mercy Vint" (Smith 75). The plot lines 

intertwine until the two wives finally meet to decide who 

gets Griffith. 
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William Dean Howells writes in his Heroines of Fiction 

that Reade "'knew women better than they [Dickens and 

Thackeray], and he could paint their manners, if not their 

minds, better than both his betters put together'" (qtd. in 

Burns 113). 

Mercy Vint is the country girl with a good heart and 

noble soul. She is intelligent and loyal. Mercy has the 

unique combination of characteristics in that when she 

loves, she loves with her whole heart and seems to 

understand what is best for those she loves may not 

necessarily be what she wants. Because she loves that 

person, she is willing to sacrifice what she must for their 

sake in spite of her own. Apparently, Reade's aim was to 

create a 

variation on the saintly-submissive-domestic type 
. . . then to svibject her to a bigamous situation 
in a manner calculated to make the reader an 
enthusiastic, yet moral,'participant in the 
event.' (Burns 240-41) 

Katherine Gaunt is an unpredictable female character. 

She is proud and haughty, but there is nothing about her 

that is essentially bad or weak. She is a repressed young 

woman looking for a spiritual passion in her life. It is 

not sexual passion she is looking for when she finds herself 

attracted to Father Leonard. She is searching for some kind 

of spiritual or emotional fulfillment with someone who could 

be a religious soulmate. Her husband Griffith is not at all 
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a compatible husband for her. Their temperaments are too 

opposite. Burns writes that Reade's notes describe her as 

a woman of spirit and sensibility who 'pines for 
eternal courtship,' and when she fails to find it 
in matrimony, turns to Father Leonard, stopping 
short only when her emotional response to his love 
. . . threatens to lead to physical consummation. 
(240) 

Burns goes on to say that though Reade denied wanting to 

create titillation by describing Kate's experiences and 

emotions, he probably did want to do just that. In his 

notes under "Climax," 

which prefigure the Sensation climax of the novel, 
his references to Kate's indiscretions . . . 
represent a serious attempt to dramatize the 
impulses of the female heart that his 
contemporaries (as well as his sources) had 
overlooked or denied. (Burns 240) 

According to Burns, Kate wants marriage and sexual 

fulfillment from her husband, but she does not want to 

submit emotionally to him. When she accepts Griffith over 

Neville, she is "consciously rejecting love . . . in favor 

of self-sacrifice and devotion. . . . For in giving herself 

to Griffith she feels she is expressing a higher kind of 

love, the love that she feels for the Church . . ," (245-

46), Kate feels a marriage to Griffith is the next best 

thing to becoming a nun. 

Katherine Gaunt is Reade's contribution to the 

development of a complex female character. It is Katherine 

Gaunt, not Griffith Gaunt, who is truly the dominant 

character. The events of the novel are from her 
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perspective. Through her, Reade makes "the laudatory 

judgment of women and the pejorative judgment of men that 

he [Reade] had shown from the very beginning of his career" 

(Smith 74). She is so dynamic that even critics agree her 

name should grace the novel's title. 

Reade's characterization of Kate Gaunt shows an 

understanding of feminine psychology. Burns writes that 

Reade's grasp is perceptive, and even more perceptive is his 

treatment of disguised sexual motivation. His Kate, when 

she accepts Griffith, is not "the dreamy young virgin," but 

a woman who is very aware of her self-sacrifice in order to 

fulfill her personal and religious fulfillment. She knows 

she can get away with that with Griffith who does not demand 

emotional submission. She would not have been so successful 

with Neville (Burns 247). 

Father Leonard might have been Reade's explicit way of 

criticizing the celibacy that he himself was subjected to as 

a fellow at Magdalen College at Oxford. Celibacy was a 

requirement, and Reade had felt that it was totally 

unnatural. Father Leonard might have been Reade's 

representation of what happens to normal men when they are 

forced to live in celibacy. In fact, 

[a]s the notes appear on the Notecard, those 
having to do with Father Leonard and the Church 
are by far the most fully developed--not only 
because they involve Reade's deepest personal 
interests but also, it would seem, because they 
mark a radical departure from his sources. 
(Burns 239) 
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Father Leonard's passion overwhelms him, and he mistakenly 

believes Kate's attention is love. Father Leonard feels a 

strong attraction to Katherine, but she wants only a 

spiritual relationship with him. She is "frozen by his 

function as spiritual advisor and thrilled by his power as a 

preacher" (Smith 76). Burns feels that Katherine Gaunt 

wants an earthly marriage with God or Christ, and the 

closest she can come to this marriage without taking the 

veil is to have a platonic marriage with Father Leonard 

(Burns 240). 

Griffith Gaunt, already mentioned as a man of good 

character, has a weak will. He has simple tastes, is 

hardworking and very emotional. He does not do or feel 

anything halfway. When he hates, he hates with force; when 

he loves, he loves with his entire soul. As mentioned 

before, this passionate nature is his downfall. 

As far as his Notebooks are concerned, Reade's 

conception of Griffith was meager. The title character is a 

conventional melodramatic type--strong in body and small in 

mind. His impulses are sound and healthy except he does 

have that great flaw, "his Othello-like Jealousy" (Burns 

241) . 

Smith observes that an unworthy man is at the center of 

the novel's conflict. He describes Griffith as "a tongue-

tied squire, hunter, drinker, and bon vivant, [who] gets so 
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much more than he ever deserved that he has no comprehension 

of how prodigally he has been blessed" (75). 

Reade uses the favorite sensation novel convention of 

bigamy. Griffith is married to two women at the same time, 

and he is fully aware of the situation he creates for 

himself. Reade's use of bigamy is very different from 

Braddon's. Where Lady Audley assumes her first husband is 

dead, Griffith has full knowledge that his first wife, 

Katherine, is alive and well. No one left the country or 

got lost or died. Griffith knows that he should not marry 

Mercy Vint, but he does so anyway. Griffith is not in love 

with Mercy the way he is with Katherine, but he does care 

for her and feels a great deal of gratitude toward her. He 

proposes to her merely out of spite for her previous suitor. 

Their marriage is fairly content; they have a warm 

relationship, but it is a bigamous marriage. 

Griffith's passionate love for Katherine is the basis 

for their marriage. As mentioned earlier, theirs is a 

serious mismatch. While she is intellectual, Griffith is 

down-to-earth. While she attends a Catholic service, 

Griffith is worshiping in the Church of England, Griffith 

works the land and enjoys his wine. Katherine takes part in 

community activities and charities, and she rarely indulges 

in wine. The two could not be more opposite, yet they are 

married. If anything, Griffith is more suited to Mercy, but 

he is not in love with her. Griffith is not compatible with 
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Katherine, but he is in love with her, so much so that his 

jealousy of her friend. Father Leonard, leads him to drastic 

action, and he runs away in anger and shame. That is how he 

comes to meet Mercy. 

This bigamous marriage is a secret, but when revealed, 

it is not for the usual sensation novel reasons. Katherine 

Gaunt is on trial for the murder of her husband, who has 

mysteriously disappeared. Mercy Vint walks to Cumberland to 

testify that Griffith Gaunt is alive. Reade has Kate, the 

true wife, "win the struggle in order to preserve the 

Victorian proprieties ..." (Smith 75). Mercy has to 

reveal that she is Griffith's bigamous wife, but that is the 

only way to save Kate from execution. Despite her brilliant 

self-defense, Kate is on the verge of being convicted of 

Griffith's murder. With the second marriage revealed to the 

concerned parties, other matters become resolved, and Reade 

contrives a happy ending for all concerned. So in the 

traditional sensation novel genre, the secret of the bigamy 

does help to clear up some related problems, but the bigamy 

itself is literally swept away. Mercy's son with Griffith 

dies, and George Neville marries Mercy. Reade "revises" the 

obligatory secret of the sensation novel in a unique 

manner. 

The jealousy of Griffith Gaunt creates the sensation in 

the novel; in fact, Reade makes his first reference to it as 

early as a dozen pages into the novel. Smith observed that 
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Reade "did well to choose for this novel those emotions that 

are strong enough to survive the overwhelming bulk of 

incident beneath which they are usually buried in the 

fiction of the time" (74). The subtitle for Griffith Gaunt 

is Jealousy In the first major scene of the novel, Kate 

watches as jealousy transforms Griffith. She sees 

the livid passion of jealousy writhing in every 
lineament of a human face. That terrible passion 
had transfigured its victim in a moment: the 
ruddy, genial, kindly Griffith, with his soft 
brown eye, was gone; and in his place lowered a 
face older and discolored and convulsed, and 
almost demoniacal. (Reade 17) 

Reade returns to jealousy in the last scene when Griffith 

shows the same emotion to a young surgeon who offers to 

transfuse his blood into Kate to save her life (477) . The 

reader "witnesses" a human being allowing his emotions to 

get the best of him. Reade replaces the insanity convention 

of the typical sensation novel with an all too perennial 

human weakness, jealousy. Reade chose to use for a major 

focus Griffith Gaunt's jealousy and lack of self-knowledge 

which prevented him from recognizing his own weakness. 

Reade dealt with constant accusations of contrivance, 

and it is obvious in the novel how he manipulates 

circumstances and relationships. If he had maintained his 

focus Oil jealousy and the tragedies caused by this all too 

human emotion, Griffith Gaunt would still be considered a 

masterpiece today. If he had maintained his character study 

of Katherine Gaunt, the novel would have been a masterpiece 
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as well. Because of the contrivance and the need for a neat 

and happy ending for a romance, Reade "sells out" his 

literary talent for the sake of selling books. 

He relies on his contrivance or manipulation of 

characters to push the plot forward. It might be fate, but 

the higher power in charge is Reade. For example, no 

wealthy young baronet would ever marry an innkeeper's 

daughter, especially one who had has a child from a bigamous 

marriage to his former rival for another woman's hand. 

The most incriminating evidence of Reade's contrivance 

is Griffith's going back and forth between the two wives. 

After Griffith leaves Katherine in a fit of jealousy, he 

returns to her, but only to retrieve some money to help his 

new wife's family. Katherine believes Griffith has returned 

to her and tries to make amends for her behavior. This is 

only the first return for Griffith. Of course, the two 

wives have no idea about each other, but Griffith does. 

Reade takes the convention of the return to new heights of 

incredulity. 

As far as Reade's social motives are concerned, he is 

interested in exposing the problems with celibacy and in 

exploring jealousy. According to Smith, 

[t]he treatment of the doomed, romantic 
infatuation of the celibate priest for 
the married woman is handled in a manner that 
suggests Reade's own problem at an Oxford living 
that was his only until he married . . . . (76) 
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He deals with religious tenets, with female sexuality, 

with the perennial sexual triangle and with male jealousy. 

He shows tremendous nerve in tackling some of the more 

controversial subjects of his day. There is deep analysis 

of the human emotions of jealousy and passion. A woman's 

heart and her conflict with earthly fulfillment and 

spiritual fulfillment are not common themes used in the 

Victorian novel. In fact, they more closely resemble French 

novels. 

Another female character in the novel illustrates 

Reade's courage in tackling some of the major Victorian 

taboos of his time. The maidservant Caroline Ryder is in 

love with Griffith. In the same way that Reade uses a 

feminized physical description for Father Leonard, he gives 

Caroline masculine traits--roving eyes and a roving heart. 

She is a married woman who is separated from her husband and 

has had many lovers. Reade describes her as decent, 

respectable and gracious, but she is "[a] female rake; but 

with the air of a very prude" (193). 

Reade even touches upon human sexuality in the novel. 

When Kate falls down the stairs, Griffith becomes a widower, 

sexually speaking. When he returns to Kate after marrying 

Mercy, she woos him during the day, the wines at dinner 

seduce him in the evening, and he winds up in her 

bedchamber. The servants, upon learning that he has taken 

his rightful place as master of the house again, treat him 
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respectfully. They had not done so when he first arrived. 

Then when Caroline Ryder confesses her love to Griffith, he 

rejects her, but Reade comments that it is a rare man who 

has had his heart broken by the woman he loves who would 

turn away from another woman who literally offered herself 

to him on a silver platter (Smith 77). 

Stevenson writes that the sensation novels, "remote 

though they were from normal events, exerted a powerful 

influence in preparing the way for greater realism in 

fiction." Sensation novelists like Collins and Reade 

all felt that they were dedicated battlers for 
truth and for the demolition of taboos that 
prevented honest talking about sex and about 
violence or brutality. . . . [S]ensationalists 
were promoting the extension of realism by 
touching on forbidden topics. (357) 

Reade believed his novels had a social-moral purpose like 

Dickens' and Shakepeare's. Burns writes that Reade 

once described Shakespeare's tragedies as 
'philosophic melodrama' and later . . . 
he distinguished between his own works and those 
of lesser Sensationalists by maintaining that his 
were 'idead,' like Shakespeare's, and taught moral 
and social lessons . . . by virtue of their 
truth to nature, their factual realism. (107) 

Even though many critics praised Reade's novel, just as 

many criticized it. Apparently, many contemporary critics 

had problems with the strange realism in the story. For 

example, the critic writing for Blackwood's felt the 

conclusion was all wrong. Reade should have killed off 

Griffith. After betrayal, denial and bigamy, how could this 

husband show up and take his rightful place as master in his 
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wife's home? Kate finally returns home after defending 

herself on charges of murdering him, and her penitent 

husband follows her shortly thereafter. They reconcile and 

have babies. The same critic points out how incongruous it 

is for Sir George Neville, the former suitor of Kate Gaunt's 

to marry Mercy Vint, a publican's daughter. Would he have 

really brought her home as Lady Neville to the same exact 

neighborhood where her first but illegal husband resides? 

Besides that, would a publican's daughter have made a 

suitable Lady Neville? (Smith 77) 

Although Swinburne praises Griffith Gaunt, he does make 

some qualifications concerning Reade's psychology. He points 

out that Griffith knows he is legally bound to Kate. He may 

believe her to be unfaithful, but he is still married to 

her. Mercy Vint is in love with him, and she was the one 

who nursed him back to health after he ran away from 

Hernshaw Castle. He knows she is innocent and 

inexperienced, and he should not marry her, so he decides 

the best thing to do is to leave. Mercy's old suitor, who 

now believes he has a chance with Mercy again, taunts him as 

he is leaving, but instead of accepting the circumstances, 

Griffith proposes marriage. Griffith betrays her trust and 

innocence and seriously dishonors her. He is not concerned 

with any of those consequences to her; all he is concerned 

with is winning against the old suitor. Swinburne writes 

that "'t]his is no more an act of jealousy than murder by 
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slow poison is an act of impatience. It is an act of envy; 

and one of the basest on record in fiction or in fact'" 

(Smith 78). 

According to Smith, Justin McCarthy, another 

contemporary critic, thought Reade's novel was "'a sour, 

unpleasant, and therefore inartistic book,'" but he did not 

see anything immoral in it (78) . The supposed immorality of 

the book is at the root of the furious charges of indecency 

thrown at Reade and his novel. Reade defends himself 

against these charges with a statement entitled, "The 

Prurient Prude." He writes, 

I have to portray a great and terrible passion. 
Jealousy, and show its manifold consequences, of 
which even Bigamy (in my story) is one . . . I 
fill my readers with a horror of Bigamy, and a 
wholesome indignation against my principal male 
character . . . . "Griffith Gaunt" . . . is not a 
child's book . . . it is not a boatful of pap . . 
. . (qtd. in Burns 231) 

Then Reade goes on to attack his critics by claiming he is 

constantly at the mercy of "'scribblers'" who could not 

write his shortest chapter to save their lives from the 

gallows or eternal damnation. Their lives are loose, and 

their conversation is indecent. They read his book "by the 

light of their own foul imaginations; and having so defiled 

it by mixing their own filthy minds with it . . ." they then 

sit in judgment of it (Smith 79). 

But Dickens, when writing to Collins about not being 

able to defend the novel in court, says, he did find certain 

scenes disturbing. While he "regard[s] it as the work of a 
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highly accomplished writer and a good man ..." he, as an 

editor, might not "pass" certain passages. Dickens states 

that 

what was pure to an artist might be impurely 
suggestive to inferior minds (of which there must 
necessarily be many among a large mass of readers) 
and that I should have called the writer's 
attention to the likelihood of those passages 
being perverted in such quarters. (Burns 261-62) 

Dickens goes on to say he would not pass on the scene where 

Mercy and Kate are examining Mercy's illegitimate child by 

Griffith or even on Neville's marriage to Mercy. He never 

would allow the two couples to live in such close proximity. 

All these scenes or situations are "extremely coarse and 

disagreeable" (Burns 262) . There seems to have been an 

agreement in literary circles that literature needs to "be 

limited in its scope to those areas and expressions that 

could not possibly be misunderstood by juveniles or 

perverted by inferiors" (Smith 80). Dickens' praise of 

Reade in the beginning of his letter and then the 

qualifications in the latter part of it are what probably 

drove Reade to ultimately decide to defend himself. The 

charges of indecency and immorality actually backfire; sales 

of Griffith Gaunt increased. The notoriety helped, not 

hindered (Smith 80). 

In 1939, Malcolm Elwin wrote in Old Gods Falling that 

as far as Charles Reade was concerned, there was the 

appalling realization 

that a novelist of genius had for the first time 
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unmasked the battery of truth against the forces 
of Humbug, and middle-class respectability was 
alarmed into massed reprisals to punish his 
temerity. The success of respectability is 
reflected in Reade's reputation to-day; he is 
known as the author of a great mediaeval romance. 
The Cloister and the Hearth, while Griffith 
Gaunt. one of the most important novels of its 
generation, in spite of plaudits from time to 
time by critics like Swinburne and W.L. Courtney, 
is obtainable only with difficulty. (27) 

146 



CHAPTER III 

THE DOMESTICATED SENSATION NOVELS 

OF HARDY AND GISSING 

The sensation novel was a literary rage for one decade 

only, the 1860's; however, its influence lingered unabated. 

Collins, Braddon and Reade all had success with the 

sensation genre, but each shifted past it as their careers 

continued. The popularity of the sensation genre was short

lived, so if these authors wanted continued success, they 

had to adapt to the new and everchanging interests of the 

readership. Collins never quite achieved the same kind of 

success with his subsequent novels that he did with The 

Woman in White. Braddon went on to write seventy-plus 

novels, but Lady Audley's Secret, her first bestseller, is 

her best known work. Reade's Griffith Gaunt was not his 

most sensational or most successful novel. His work with 

Griffith Gaunt is more progressive than the other 

sensationalists because of his character development. He 

maintained some familiar sensation conventions, but he used 

fewer of them. Reade kept intact the convoluted plotlines, 

but at the same time his character analysis was deeper. 

Reade, more than Collins or Braddon, tried not to allow the 

plot to overtake his characters. He may have been one of 

the first sensationalists to domesticate or modify some of 

the sensation conventions. 
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Thomas Hardy tried his hand at writing a sensation 

novel. It was not very successful, but it was his first 

pioblishing venture. Hardy had submitted his first three 

novels to Macmillan's. They rejected them all, but they did 

recognize that he definitely had a literary talent. They 

gave the young novelist an introduction to Chapman and Hall, 

and there he met George Meredith. Between Macmillan's and 

Meredith, Hardy received an interesting but confusing 

education about the publishing world- He was supposed to 

write intricate plots like Wilkie Collins, include rural 

scenes and life like George Eliot, avoid the shocking and 

use a light chatty tone. Meredith suggested that Hardy 

write like Collins and Eliot, but also like Thackeray and, 

of course, like Meredith himself (Sutherland, Victorian 

Novelists 212-16). This was a tall order for a nascent 

artist. In trying to follow Meredith's advice. Hardy wrote 

his sensation novel, Desperate Remedies, a novel that is all 

plot. 

Sutherland observes that Hardy's novel was 

a serial of accidents, coincidences and 
improbabilities. In defiance of chapters 
it is sectioned, presented as a calendar of 
'events' (a device borrowed from Wilkie 
Collins). The final act of the plot, the 
alliance of a heroic trio against the 
villainous, murderous husband has more than 
an echo of The Woman in White about it. The 
bigamous husband's killing his supposed-dead 
first wife in a park has a distinct resemblance 
to Lady Audleys Secret. (Victorian Novelists 216-
17) 
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Hardy obviously incorporated many of sensationalism's 

conventions. In March 1870, Hardy sxobmitted Desperate 

Rgmgdigg to Macmillan's, but their reader, John Morley, 

rejected it. He wrote, "'The violation of a young lady at 

an evening party, and the subsequent birth of a child, is 

too abominable to be tolerated as a central incident from 

which the action of the story is to move'" (qtd. in 

Sutherland, Victorian NovelJRt.s 217). Macmillan's returned 

the manuscript to Hardy claiming that it was "'far too 

sensational'" (qtd. in Sutherland, Victorian Novelists 217). 

Tinsley Brothers published the novel, but Hardy had to 

advance money in guarantee. Desperate Remedies was not a 

publishing success. The sensation novel was well on its way 

to literary oblivion when Tinsley Brothers finally published 

it. Hardy's sensation novel was too much and too late. 

However, the publishers Hardy came into contact with during 

the early part of his career probably educated him in the 

ways of the industry. They wanted to rid his work of its 

more dangerous qualities, and they wanted him to imitate the 

successful novelists of the day like Collins, Eliot and 

Thackeray. Sutherland notes that the influences of these 

novelists could be "baleful or benign" (Victorian Novelists 

224). Sutherland speculates. 

Do those tremendous, sensational scenes 
and the creaking plot machineries in the 
later novels owe something to . . . Meredith? 
Is the somewhat applique nature of . . . Hardy's 
rural scene painting the outcome of the early 
preferences of . . . Macmillan? And 
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does the crashing attempt at . . . light 
badinage . . . arise . . . from the advice 
. . . to write like Thackeray? (Victorian 
Novelists 224) 

Certainly, Hardy adapts and refines the sensation 

novel's conventions in his own unique way. He does not 

sacrifice his characters for the sake of plot. He does not 

include incident upon incident upon incident. Hardy does 

not proceed at breakneck speed. However, those sensation 

conventions are still recognizable. In 1888, Hardy wrote, 

A 'sensation-novel' is possible in which the 
sensationalism is not casualty but evolution; 
not physical but psychical.... The difference 
between the latter kind of novel and the novel 
of physical sensationalism . . . is this: . . . in 
the physical the adventure itself is the subject 
of interest, the psychical results being passed 
over . . . , in the psychical the . . . adventure 
is held to be of no intrinsic interest, but the 
effect upon the faculties is the important matter 
to be depicted. (Life 213) 

Tess of the d'Urbervilles is the latter type of sensation 

novel. Hardy felt that "'it is not improbabilities of 

incident but improbabilities of character that matter'" 

(qtd. in Gose 427). 

Hardy may have started writing Tess of the 

d'Urbervilles as early as the autumn of 1888. It was 

originally for Tillotson and Son in Bolton. Judging from 

letters written in February 1889, serial publication would 

take place before the end of that year under the title "Too 

Late Beloved" or "Too Late, Beloved." It was not until the 

proofs of the partial manuscript were in their hands that 

Tillotson's realized the nature of the story. Hardy had 
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sent about half the manuscript, the half that contained the 

rape/seduction and the midnight baptism. Tillotson's had 

not required a prospectus, so the proofs were the first 

indication of the full nature of the story. The disturbed 

publishers immediately suggested changes and deletions. 

Hardy would not comply, so Tillotson's announced they would 

not publish it, but they would pay him anyway. Hardy 

suggested that they should just cancel the agreement, which 

they did "with no ill feeling on either side" (Purdy, "Tess" 

365) . 

Hardy continued to have problems publishing the novel. 

Although the novel was unfinished. Hardy offered it to 

Murray's Magazine in October. Edward Arnold, on behalf of 

the magazine, refused it on 15 November, "'virtually on the 

score of its improper explicitness'" (qtd. in Purdy, "Tess" 

366). Mowbray Morris at Macmillan's Magazine also rejected 

it ten days later. Hardy made major revisions of the novel 

"'with cynical amusement'" (qtd. in Purdy, "Tess" 366) and 

made it acceptable for Arthur Locker and the Graphic. He 

removed the rape/seduction and the baptism and death of 

Tess's baby. "The Midnight Baptism" appeared in Frank 

Harris' Fortnightly Review in early April 1891, and 

"Saturday Night in Arcady" was in W.E. Henley's National 

Observer in November 1891 (Millgate, Thomas Hardv 307). 

When published in book form. Hardy restored everything. 

Hardy finally finished the novel during the latter part of 
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1890, and serial publication began on 4 July 1891, Hardy 

had already accepted Harper's terms for serial publication 

in America back on 7 March 1890 (Purdy, "Tess" 366), 

The serial appeared in twenty-four illustrated weekly 

installments from 4 July to 26 December 1891, Pviblication 

was troublefree until one of the August installments. The 

editor objected to the scene where Angel carries each of the 

three dairymaids over the flooded lane. He wanted Angel to 

use a wheelbarrow, and Hardy complied with the requested 

change (Gregor and Nicholas 368-69). 

In The Illustrated London News. 9 January 1892, 

Clementina Black wrote, 

Mr. Hardy's new novel is in many respects the 
finest work which he has yet produced, and 
its superiority is largely due to a profound 
moral earnestness . . . Yet this very 
earnestness . . . will assuredly cause this book 
to be reprobated by numbers of well-intentioned 
people. . . . The conventional reader wishes to 
be excited, but not to be disturbed; he likes to 
have new pictures presented to his imagination, 
but not to have new ideas presented to his mind. 
He detests unhappy endings, mainly because an 
an unhappy ending nearly always involves an 
indirect appeal to the conscience, and the 
conscience, when aroused, is always demanding 
a reorganization of that traditional pattern of 
right and wrong . . . . (Cox 186) 

On 16 January 1892 in The Saturday Review, another critic 

wrote, "It matters much less what a story is about than how 

that story is told, and Mr. Hardy, it must be conceded, 

tells an unpleasant story in a very unpleasant way" (Cox 

190). Another unsigned review published in The Athenaeum 

dated 9 January 1892 claims that "Mr. Hardy has written a 
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novel that is not only good, but great" (Cox 183) . The 

critic ends the review with the praise that "'Tess of the 

d'Urbervilles is well in front of Mr. Hardy's previous work, 

and is destined . . . to rank high amongst the achievements 

of Victorian novelists'" (Cox 185-86). 

Despite the difficulty Hardy had in finding an 

interested publisher, the Victorian readership had the last 

word. The publishers issued an edition of one thousand 

copies of the complete and restored novel during the week of 

29 November 1891. That edition cjuickly sold out, and the 

publishers were frantically printing to keep up with the 

demand. On 30 January 1892, the publishers advertised that 

"the large Edition . . . having been exhausted, a Second 

Edition is in rapid preparation, and will be ready 

immediately." Five hundred copies of the Second Edition 

sold. On 30 September 1892, the publishers issued five 

thousand copies of the first one-volume edition. Five 

impressions of this edition appeared in print for a total of 

seventeen thousand copies before the end of the year (Purdy, 

"Later" 369-70) . 

Tess of the d'Urbervilles is the history of the short 

and tragic life of a young woman, a story with which the 

late Victorian audience would have been familiar, and it is 

sensational because instead of vilifying the fallen Tess, 

she represents "a pure woman." The fact that Hardy, in many 

ways, defends and tries to understand Tess, is sensational 
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and unusual. Hardy's Tess of the d'Urherville.g uses a 

"fallen" woman as its protagonist. Reed points out that the 

redeemed fallen woman or Magdalene figure was a conventional 

Victorian character. Many writers felt 

the sentimental stylization had gone too far and 
therefore sought to correct the impression . . . . 
But there were also those who . . . sought to 
reconcile a sympathetic treatment of fallen women 
with a realistic picture of what their lives might 
involve. (Reed 70) 

Hardy was among those writers. Hardy subtitled his novel, 

"A Pure Woman Faithfully Presented," in order to challenge 

the idea that women who fall are corrupt (Reed 70). The 

ever-present Margaret Oliphant believed that Hardy's 

subtitle was a "flag or trumpet" of defiance to society (Cox 

204). She felt he was being deliberate in his scorn of 

social norms. Many of Hardy's contemporary critics agreed 

with her. However, Hardy's main purpose was "to convey an 

authentic picture of the consequences of an unfortunate 

circumstance upon a fundamentally good and loving woman" 

(Reed 71). Hardy "ignored the ironic reversals of this 

[Magdalene] convention to deal directly with a problem of 

significance." Tess' tragedies are not the result of her 

fall as much as they are the consequence of Angel Clare's 

reaction to them (Reed 71). According to Reed, 

Hardy wished to demonstrate the hardship and 
injustice of Tess' suffering for an offense that 
was not entirely her own and which was not a 
voluntary offense in the first place. At the same 
time he indicated that the true cruelty in society 
was not with humble folk but with genteel society. 
(71-72) 
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m Tess of the d'UrbervilleR the rural community accepts the 

fallen Tess more readily than the educated and supposedly 

open-minded Angel (Reed 70). Hardy wanted to "describe a 

circumstance in which a simple human being, without becoming 

transformed into a saint, recovers from her misfortune only 

to be destroyed by her lover's unwise scruples" (Reed 72). 

Although novelists had been resurrecting the Magdalene 

figure for several years prior to Hardy's Tess, Hardy's 

representation was unique and sensational in that, instead 

of focusing on her fallen status, he chose to tell the story 

of her life after her so-called fall. The purity of her 

character survives. The rape or seduction of Tess occurs in 

Phase the First, and her history continues for six more 

phases. Tess' fall is not the central incident of the 

novel. Her life after it is the story proper. Hardy calls 

Tess a "pure woman." According to Morris, Hardy means that 

Tess is sexually pure. She may have had an illegitimate 

child and may have returned to Alec, but she is still pure 

because her depth of character and virtue in behavior are 

pure in spite of her fall. Her faults make her more human 

(Morris 127). 

On 1 January 1892, Hardy wrote about Tess saying, 

'As to my choice of such a character after such 
a fall, it has been borne in upon my mind for 
many years that justice has never been done to 
such women . . . the girls who have made the 
mistake of Tess almost invariably lead chaste 
lives thereafter, even under strong temptation.' 
(qtd. in Morris 129) 
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Hardy recognized that a single mistake does not necessarily 

determine the worth of a person's entire life. 

In Tess of the d'Urbervilles Hardy has replaced the 

complicated and convoluted plot of the Victorian sensation 

novel with one that is straightforward and simple. All the 

events in the plot involve the title character. The novel 

is the history of the tragic five and half last years of a 

young woman's life. However, the plot does, in some ways, 

resemble that of the Victorian sensation novel because the 

lives of the other two major characters tightly intertwine 

with Tess'. Hardy reins in sensationalism's intricate 

plots, but he retains the coincidental twisting of 

characters' 1ives. 

The story begins with Jack Durbeyfield being informed 

by Parson Tringham that he is descended from the noble but 

extinct d'Urberville family. Jack's wife Joan believes this 

illustrious connection will help the family, so she 

persuades her daughter, Tess, into ingratiating herself with 

these distant cousins. She meets her "cousin," Alec 

d'Urberville, who rapes or seduces Tess--Hardy is not clear. 

A pregnant Tess returns home. After giving birth, her son 

becomes ill and is dying. Tess worries about him going to 

Hell because he is illegitimate and not baptized. So Tess, 

herself, baptizes her dying son and names him Sorrow. 

Shortly after Sorrow dies, Tess leaves her family and 

goes to Talbothays where she will work as a dairymaid. 
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Between two and three years have passed since she was with 

Alec d'Urberville. It is here that she meets and falls in 

love with Angel Clare. Tess accepts Angel's marriage 

proposal and vows to herself to tell him the truth about her 

history. After he reveals an almost similar secret, she 

tells him about her past with Alec. Angel rejects her, and 

the two go their separate ways. 

Angel goes to Brazil and tells his family a lie about 

his new wife joining him later. Tess goes to Flintcomb-Ash 

and works as a farm laborer. She meets Alec again, but now 

he is an itinerant evangelical preacher. When her father 

dies and her family loses their home in Marlott, Tess 

accepts Alec's offer to help her family. In order to do so, 

though, she must become his mistress. 

Angel returns to Tess, but she sends him away. After 

Angel leaves, Tess confronts Alec and kills him. She and 

Angel run away and eventually wind up at Stonehenge where 

Tess surrenders to the authorities. The story ends with 

Tess being executed for the murder of Alec d'Urberville. 

Hardy adapts the sensationalistic convention of placing 

madness and violence within a calm, rural and idealized 

setting. He customizes the convention by presenting a 

different kind of madness and violence: the violation of a 

young woman's maidenhood and her subsequent life after the 

fall against the backdrop of an idealized rural setting. 
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The setting of Tess of the d'Urbervilles is in 

fictional Wessex. Much has been written about Hardy's 

Wessex. The geography is that of Dorset, Somerset, 

Wiltshire and Devon. Hardy renames most places, but he does 

maintain some familiar ones such as Bristol, Bath and 

Stonehenge, the scene of Tess' arrest. Fictional Wessex 

represents what is familiar to the Victorian reader, the 

rural and pastoral countryside of England. According to 

Kramer, Tess takes place over almost all of Dorset, "from 

the northern part (Marlott) . . . to the western (Emminster, 

where Angel's parents live) to the north-eastern 

(Trantridge; The Slopes) to the south-eastern (the Valley of 

Great Dairies)" (12). 

Hardy uses his settings in the conventional manner, as 

backdrops, but, in addition, he also uses them to correspond 

to the emotions and tensions of Tess as well as her actions. 

The setting becomes part of the plot and action and, what is 

most important, of Tess herself. According to Watt, 

[t]he broad seasonal and geographic landscapes of 
Marlott, Talbothays and Flintcomb-Ash are not 
simply settings which provide a background for the 
actions of the characters. . . . The fertility 
and glory of one [Talbothays] reflects the 
internal timeliness of her nascent sexuality and 
her blooming personality; the sterility and 
deadness of the winter farm [in Flintcomb-Ash] is 
the winter of her life. (159) 

Tess' birthplace, Marlott, is a village in the Vale of 

Blackmoor, a four hours' journey from London. Hardy 

portrays a supposedly beautiful area with always green 
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fields and clear and constantly flowing springs. The vale 

was all Tess had ever known in her short life. Marlott 

represents Tess's innocence and her youth. 

Talbothays is in the Valley of Great Dairies where more 

milk and butter was produced than at Marlott. Everything 

from the fields to the herds of cows seemed larger and much 

more expansive than at the Vale of Blackmoor. As a 

consequence of the fresh, clean, light air and the new 

scenes that met her eyes, Tess' spirits soared and renewed 

themselves. 

Flintcomb-Ash is the backdrop for Tess' hopelessness 

and desolation. The winter she spends there is brutal. The 

air is cold and dry, and she walks along white, dusty cart-

roads. She works in a pasture that is no longer green but 

full of fallow and turnips. The mornings are frosty and the 

afternoons rainy. A peculiar quality in the air signals 

snow. Hardy describes it as a moisture that "chilled the 

eyeballs of the twain, made their brows ache, penetrated to 

their skeletons, affecting the surface of the body less 

than its core" (Tess 280). Her labor was hard and dreary. 

She hacked or dug up the lower half of the turnips left over 

from grazing livestock. 

According to Kramer, another unique function of Hardy's 

setting in Tess of the d'Urbervilles is its portrayal of the 

old traditional ways and the strength of the forces which 

are destroying them (14). Hardy describes the May Dance 
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which is pagan as well as Christian, but no longer has any 

religious significance. He recounts Dairyman Crick's simple 

operation of his dairy. All the animals have nicknames, and 

there are folk explanations for such problems as garlic 

taste in the butter. At first. Crick believed the milk 

might be "'bewitched,'" but then he realizes the taste is 

that of garlic (Hardy, Tess 142). The butter will not 

"'come'" because someone must be in love (Hardy, Tess 137). 

The farmers deliver the dairy products from the Talbothays 

by train to the modern world of London where babies who have 

never seen a cow will drink it (Kramer 14). 

Hardy makes use of the sensation novelist's 

recognizable setting in its conventional manner, and he 

enhances it. Hardy borrows from the sensation novelists the 

use of the familiar and ordinary setting, and in doing so, 

he reminds his readers that such tragedies could be 

occurring to young women right next door to them. 

Tess of the d'Urbervilles. like the sensation novels, 

takes place in the narrative present. The narrator tells 

the story using seven phases. A pattern of relationships 

signifies these phases--Tess with Alec at Trantridge, with 

Angel at Talbothays, once again with Alec at Flintcomb-Ash 

and finally reunited with Angel on the run. The telling of 

the story is in the present, and the reader learns the sad 

and short history of a pure woman. Lodge refers to the 

narrator as "speaking of people and events still within 
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living memory" (170). The narrator "is a combination of 

sceptical philosopher, and local historian, topographer, 

antiquarian, mediating between . . . the agricultural 

community of Wessex--and his readers" (169). Furthermore, 

Lodge refers to Hardy's explanatory note to the first 

edition of 1891 as describing 

the novel, rather equivocally, 'as an attempt to 
give artistic form to a true sequence of things.' 
Although no dates are specified in the novel, we 
are often made to feel that Tess's story is not 
taking place in a continuum in which author 
and reader keep pace with the action and, so 
to speak, discover its outcome with the 
protagonists; but that it is already finished, 
that it took place in living memory, and is being 
reported to us by someone who lived in the 
locality, who knew her, though only slightly, 
who has received much of his information at 
second-hand, and whose account is one of 
imaginative reconstruction . . . . (170) 

Like the sensation novelists. Hardy draws attention to 

the relationship between the past and present. None of the 

major characters can ever move toward their future without 

having to deal with the past. Tess' past experiences 

dictate and influence her present circumstances. According 

to Morris, neither Angel nor her own sense of responsibility 

allows Tess to forget her past (129). 

Hardy's enhancement of this sensation convention makes 

it uniquely his own. The relationship between the past and 

the present is a prominent force in this novel. According 

to Watt, Hardy examines the clashes between past and present 

in Tess' character (161). First, there is a constant clash 

between the ancestral practices of Tess' predecessors with 
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the contemporary practices and customs of her present life. 

Second, Tess suffers an internal conflict between her 

Christian present and her pagan past (Watt 163). 

The first appearance of Tess is at a long forgotten 

pagan fertility rite called Club Walking. The last 

appearance of Tess is at the pagan altar of Stonehenge. She 

grew up in Marlott, a village once covered with forests. 

Those forests still influence Marlott's older "inhabitants 

because the old 'customs of their shades remain.'" Watt 

claims this referencing of the pagan past is Hardy's way of 

dealing with a past that continues to influence the "hearts 

and souls of those born and brought up in a specific place" 

(163) . 

Tess' Christian present constantly conflicts with her 

pagan past. She wants a Christian baptism and burial for 

her illegitimate child, and when the parson refuses, she 

claims she will have nothing to do with a church that will 

not baptize an innocent child. Watt claims that Tess "seems 

to sense that the workings of the Christian society she must 

take account of are not in harmony with Nature" (163). He 

goes on to discuss how Tess' desire to sleep on the altar at 

Stonehenge represents her acceptance of a more ancient law 

rooted in the natural world. The Christian world is of 

civilized man, and its society has rejected her and taught 

her to reject herself (Watt 163-64). The natural world is 

162 



of passionate and emotional man, and its order pulls at her 

constantly. 

Tess resolves this conflict when she loses Christian 

self-control, gives into the "pagan freeing of passion" as 

she murders Alec and gives herself up at the altar of 

Stonehenge (Watt 164) . She even senses that she has come 

home when she reminds Angel that at Talbothays, he used to 

call her a heathen (Hardy, Tess 379). 

Tess voices her opinion about the value of history and 

the past. Angel suggests to her that the study of history 

might interest her. Tess' response is revealing: "The best 

is not to remember that your nature and your past doings 

have been just like thousands' and thousands', and that your 

coming life and doings'11 be like thousands' and thousands'" 

(Hardy, Tess 130). Tess sees herself as insignificant. Her 

past is nothing special, and her future will not be either. 

Tess' reunion with Alec "makes specific the connection 

between the first part of Tess's life and the present" 

(Kramer 69). Hardy writes, "the break of continuity between 

her earlier and present existence, . . . had not after all 

taken place. Bygones would never be complete bygones till 

she was a bygone herself" (Tess 298-99). Kramer wonders if 

it is "within Tess's consciousness that the early part of 

her story is made to affect the latter, finally tragic part, 

or is it just that this is Hardy's way of suggesting the 

interconnectedness of past and fate?" (69) 
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Hardy makes regular references to Tess' forebears. Her 

ancestors were once supposedly noble and influential. 

Parson Tringham is indirectly responsible for causing her 

misfortunes by making the mistake of telling Jack that he 

was the last "lineal representative of the ancient and 

knightly family of the d'Urbervilles, who derive their 

descent from Sir Pagan d'Urberville, that renowned knight 

who came from Normandy with William the Conqueror" (Hardy, 

Tess 13-14). The family had numerous branches and land 

holdings all over England at one time. The ancestral seat 

was even nearby, but the family fortunes have obviously 

fallen sharply. Parkinson points out that any antiquarian 

would have been able to piece together Jack Durbeyfield's 

family history, but it is, after all, useless information 

(183). This information affects the present since Jack now 

has an excuse for not working, and it affects the future 

when Joan devises a plan that ruins Tess for the rest of her 

short life (Parkinson 183). The Durbeyfield family always 

seems to be on the point of destitution. Economic 

circumstances force Tess to seek out those whom her mother 

believes are wealthy relations. If not for this economic 

necessity, Tess might not have met her "cousin" Alec 

d'Urberville and her eventual ruin. 

Hardy adds even more of the burden of the past to the 

present. Tess wonders if her destructive streak is from her 

ancestors. She takes the family legends seriously. Her 
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family history mentions the legend of the d'Urberville coach 

several times. A d'Urberville from the 16th or 17th century 

murdered a beautiful young woman in the family coach. Since 

that crime, members of the family see or hear the old coach 

when they are about to die or commit a terrible crime 

themselves-

Tess even winds up near her ancestral homes several 

times. On her way to the dairy at Talbothays, she comes 

across Kingsbere--"in the church of which parish the bones 

of her ancestors--her useless ancestors--lay entombed" 

(Hardy, Tess 108). During the honeymoon journey. Angel 

planned to visit the Wellbridge flour mills in preparation 

for combining a mill with corn-growing. He made this 

decision based on the fact that he could find lodgings at a 

farmhouse that used to be the mansion of a branch of the 

d'Urberville family. Her family travels to Kingsbere when 

they lose their home in Marlott. Upon reaching the lodgings 

in the town, they learn their rooms are no longer available 

for let. They move on and wind up at the very church which 

contains the family vault. They set their old bedstead 

under the south wall of the church, 

the part of the building known as the d'Urberville 
Aisle, beneath which the huge vaults lay. Over 
the tester of the bedstead was a beautifully 
traceried window of many lights, its date being 
the fifteenth century. It was called the 
d'Urberville Window, and in the upper part could 
be discerned heraldic emblems like those on 
Durbeyfield's old seal and spoon. 
(Hardy, Tess 349) 
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Coincidentally, this is where Alec finally catches up with 

Tess. 

Tess wonders if her d'Urberville ancestry will impress 

Angel, but she learns about Angel's dislike of old county 

families. Dairyman Crick, in answer to her question about 

Angel's feelings regarding old families, tells her that 

Angel believes old families "have done their spurt of work 

in past days, and can't have anything left in 'em now" 

(Hardy, Tess 131). They used up all their strength, and 

they have to wait thousands of years before they get it 

back. The d'Urberville family could very well fit this 

description. Interestingly enough, after Tess finally 

accepts Angel, she learns more about his feelings concerning 

old families. He admits to her that he does hate 

aristocratic families and believes that the best pedigrees 

belong to the "spiritual ones of the wise and virtuous, 

without regard to corporeal paternity" (Hardy, Tess 189). 

After she finally tells Angel the truth about her past, 

he throws her ancestry in her face. Angel tells her that 

Parson Tringham should never have told Jack about his 

pedigree. He claims he cannot help believe that her 

family's decline can be associated with a want of firmness. 

Angel continues, "Decrepit families imply decrepit wills, 

decrepit conduct. Heaven, why did you give me a handle for 

despising you more by informing me of your descent! Here 

was I thinking you a new-sprung child of nature: there were 
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you, the belated seedling of an effete aristocracy!" (Hardy, 

T££a 229-30) . Interestingly enough, this comment contrasts 

with Angel's prior one about Tess' ancestry going a long way 

to reconciling his mother to their marriage. Mrs. Clare 

wanted to know if Tess came from a good family. Tess' 

ancestry is advantageous only when it suits Angel. 

In all these ways, the links between the past and the 

present and the future become even more important for 

Hardy's plot than they were for the plots of the sensation 

novels. 

Several sources provided the inspiration for Hardy's 

Tess, all of which were similar to those of the sensation 

novelists. A contemporary event, the trial of Florence 

Maybrick for the murder of her husband, may have provided 

some background for Hardy's novel. Florence Maybrick had 

been married for seven years to a cotton merchant, who was a 

little older than she, when he died unexpectedly. Maybrick 

had had an affair with a young man named Brierly. The 

adultery may or may not have accounted for the motive behind 

the alleged murder, but the presiding judge made it a point 

of saying to the jury in his charge that the illicit affair 

might have been the motive. The judge's charge carried a 

great deal of weight with the jury. They took thirty-five 

minutes to convict Maybrick though the medical evidence left 

in doubt whether the husband had been poisoned. The jury 

condemned Maybrick for murder, and they held her "equally 
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reprehensible for adultery," The judge sentenced her to 

hang. Interestingly enough, although Mrs, Maybrick's 

infidelity was part of the evidence, her husband's 

dalliances were not (Morris 131-32), 

Hardy may also have drawn on his personal observations 

and experiences. For example, when he is describing the 

cliobwalking at the beginning of Tess's history, he might 

have been drawing upon his experience of such an event in 

the Vale of Blackmoor, He was interested in the Dorset 

Natural History and Antiquarian Field Club and its record of 

local history and tradition (Millgate, "Facts" 360) , He may 

have attended some meetings where he probably heard a paper 

on the legend of the Turberville family and their coach. 

Another paper on "Dorsetshire Folk-Speech and Superstitions 

relating to Natural History" may have given him information 

about the rooster crowing, which Hardy used to greet Angel 

and Tess after their wedding, and its heralding death or 

sickness (Millgate, "Facts" 361). While it is not definite 

that he attended such meetings, he could have read accounts 

of them in the local papers. 

Hardy may have also used newspaper stories as a source 

of inspiration. Like Reade, Hardy kept notebooks of 

material that he used for his writing. He records in his 

"Facts" notebook three newspaper accounts of instances of 

nighttime collisions which might have inspired the 

accidental stabbing of Prince, the Durbeyfield horse. The 
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accounts were from the Dorset County Chronicle. One such 

account tells of a wagoner who had fallen asleep and the 

shaft of his vehicle pierced the breast of the lead horse of 

an oncoming vehicle. Another account about an Army officer 

who committed suicide at a Dartmoor inn may have inspired 

the bloodstained ceiling scene at "The Herons" lodging-house 

at Sandbourne. The officer's blood had seeped through the 

floor and dripped from the ceiling and created a stain. 

Hardy made "deliberate forays" into the newspapers, and he 

found much gratification for his predilection for melodrama 

and the macabre (Millgate, "Facts" 362) . Hardy combines 

antiquarian items, newspaper stories, local folklore and 

even his personal experiences into his work. 

These sources of inspiration underscore the immediacy 

of subject that both Hardy and the sensation novelists all 

used for their work. A sense of authenticity was a hallmark 

of the sensation novel. 

Hardy's community, like those of the sensation 

novelists, is respectable and ordinary. The characters are 

real people, and like the communities of the Victorian 

sensationalists, they are cast into extraordinary 

circumstances. Kramer points out that most of the 

characters in Tess of the d'Urbervilles 

project representative values in a 
traditional manner (Tess as a 'pure woman', and 
Angel as a product of the last twenty-five years), 
in the course of events in their lives they 
slither and yaw, they go back and forth, taking an 
action and nullifying it with an opposing action--
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in short, they act like normally inconsistent 
human beings rather than instruments of 
narratorial determinism. (35) 

The Wessex community are rural folk with peasant 

backgrounds. They work hard to survive, and they are big-

hearted and friendly people. They have a love of family and 

old traditions. Most seem to be of decent character and 

good humor. They have the typical problems that anyone 

might have, and they do not seem to have a larger or smaller 

share of them. Similar to the sensationalists, Hardy's 

community in Tess of the d'Urbervilles is unremarkable, but 

the events in their lives are remarkable. Their lives 

intricately intertwine, even if the plot is simple. Their 

lives cross and overlap in coincidental ways. 

The people Hardy writes about are not really peasants. 

Williams reminds the reader that Hardy lived and worked in a 

part of England where there were no peasants. Writers used 

the word "peasantry" as a generic word for country people. 

The country people were actually landowners, tenant farmers, 

dealers, craftsmen and laborers. The country society of the 

novels is very different from what they were actually like 

(463). Hardy is acting as "observer and chronicler." He is 

writing about them for a metropolitan audience and is trying 

to "describe and value a way of life with which he was 

closely yet uncertainly connected" (464). 

The major characters in Tess of the d'Urbervilles are 

Alec d'Urberville, Angel Clare and Tess Durbeyfield. They 
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resemble the character types of the sensation novel in that 

they are basically ordinary people. Their lives become 

intertwined in coincidental ways, and the circumstances of 

their lives are highly unusual. Alec is the stereotypical 

womanizing male. He is the male heir who does not have to , 

work for a living; therefore, he has time to get himself and 

others into trouble. Educated and amiable. Angel seems to 

have come to terms with an existence that is both religious 

and secular. In truth, for all his protestations about a 

progressive social point of view, his conservative 

upbringing molds his outlook on life and its social 

conventions. Tess is a realistic female character. In ways 

to be discussed later, Tess epitomizes genuine womanhood in 

nature and action. 

Alec d'Urberville is easily recognizable as the classic 

villain from the sensation novel. When Tess first meets him 

at his mother's estate. The Slopes, in Trantridge, he is 

a tall young man, smoking. He had an almost 
swarthy complexion, with full lips, badly moulded, 
though red and smooth, above which was a well-
groomed black mustache with curled points, though 
his age could not be more than three- or four-and-
twenty. (Hardy, Tess 43) 

His mustache with its curled points suggests the cartoonish 

evil villain. Almost immediately after this description. 

Hardy has him speak the ultimate evil come-on; "'Well, my 

beauty, what can I do for you?'" (Tess 43). Clearly, the 

Victorian reader would easily identify Alec as the 

perpetrator of evil. With Alec, Hardy maintains the 
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sensation convention of illicit behavior in the upper 

classes. 

Alec is the only son of the late Mr, Simon Stoke-

d'Urberville and Mrs. Stoke-d'Urberville. He is charming 

and attractive and enjoys having his way with women. After 

helping Tess secure a position working for his mother, he 

pursues her. When Tess decides to leave after their sexual 

encounter to return to Marlott, Alec genuinely seems 

contrite. He offers her any assistance should she need it 

in the future. 

When Alec appears again, now an itinerant evangelical 

preacher, he reunites with Tess quite by accident at 

Flintcomb-Ash. Between an encounter with Reverend Clare and 

the death of his mother. Alec seems to have changed his 

ways. He is now a man of God and preaches to anyone who 

cares to listen. When Alec meets Tess again, she reveals 

the aftermath of their past relationship. To be fair, he 

had no idea about Tess' experiences after leaving The 

Slopes. When he sees how she is living and the kind of 

horrible labor she is forced to endure, he tries to make 

amends by offering her marriage. She rejects his proposal, 

and after he hounds her for her reason, she tells him that 

she is already married. Alec cannot quite believe this, but 

he offers to help her and her husband. Tess refuses to tell 

Alec about Angel and why they are not together. Alec begins 

to believe that Tess' husband perhaps does not exist. 
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Believing he can finally possess her. Alec slides back 

to his old ways, and, of course, he blames his backsliding 

on Tess. He says that seeing her again and her tempting him 

made him forsake his new calling. Alec had never really 

changed. Perhaps, as the narrator wonders. Alec had tried 

the preaching for the sake of a new sensation. Perhaps his 

mother's death made an impression on him, and out of sheer 

boredom he decided he needed salvation (Hardy, Tess 314). 

As soon as he meets the one person he could not conquer, he 

has something new to occupy his time. 

What has bothered and at the same time fascinated Alec 

as far as Tess is concerned is her "refusal to yield to his 

desire" (Morgan 95). From the very beginning of their 

relationship to the end, she remains self-determined. She 

may have yielded her body, but she never yields her soul. 

Alec may have believed that since he appropriated her body, 

he has also appropriated her self. Alec does not understand 

that "[r]epression [of spirit] is not submission" (Morgan 

95) . 

In some way, there must be a fascination for him with 

the idea that a cottager's daughter and a mere peasant so 

beneath him can resist his charm and guile. When they first 

parted ways at Trantridge, he was annoyed with her behavior. 

Of course, he did not really care at the time; he had 

enjoyed himself. Her easy refusal to acquiesce must have 

bothered him because a few years later Tess can still 
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disturb him. When she denies him again, he cannot accept 

her behavior a second time. Alec, for the sake of his ego, 

must have what he cannot have. 

Tess' spirit remains self-governing and unyielding. He 

did not control or break her spirit during their first 

encounter, and he cannot during their second, either. 

Alec's ego simply cannot allow a mere cottager's daughter to 

deny what to him is his manifest due. Alec's behavior is 

stereotypical of sensation villains; he believes that being 

a member of the upper class entitles him to whatever or, in 

this case, whoever he wants regardless of the feelings or 

desires of others involved. Alec sees Tess as a sexual 

object. He does seem willing to marry her, and he does seem 

contrite about the pregnancy. Even this commendable 

behavior seems double-edged. Kramer points out that Hardy 

is ironic with respect to Alec. This irony is what makes 

Alec a different and interesting type of villain. For 

example. Alec asks Tess if it was proper for her to marry 

someone else since he was her first sexual partner; that is, 

since she was rightfully his wife (Kramer 54). Alec 

believes he has a "legitimacy in his priority as Tess's 

first sexual partner" (Kramer 54). He uses their sexual 

encounter as a moral ground for marrying her. Alec has the 

nerve to become "moral" when it suits his purpose. This 

"tvisted rationalization makes Alec a distinctive creation. 
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Like the easily identified heroes of Collins, Braddon 

and Reade, Angel Clare is supposed to be the hero, but he is 

deeply flawed. Unlike sensationalism's heroes. Angel does 

not live happily ever after with the heroine. In many ways. 

Angel is more disappointing than Alec because he fails to 

live up to Tess' expectations. Hardy deliberately creates a 

recognizable but imperfect hero in Angel. He is Hardy's 

embodiment of Victorian culture shock. Angel wants to be 

progressive and free-thinking, but cultural forces which he 

believed he had cast off successfully, pull him backwards. 

Hardy uses Angel to show how difficult it is to achieve a 

balance between self and a changing society. He is similar 

to Walter Hartright, Robert Audley and Griffith Gaunt in 

that he is the confused male trying to come to terms with 

his life and his choices. However, whereas Hartright and 

Audley both do come of age at the end of their stories. 

Angel, like Gaunt, can still be considered a work in 

progress. Gaunt has the benefit of an exemplary wife in 

Kate. Angel loses Tess. 

Angel can be considered liberal-minded in that he 

despises society's distinctions of rank and wealth. He 

feels an indifference to social forms and observances, and 

he does not care for town life. Any kind of calling or 

profession in a town would not have made him happy. He has 

to do something, so with all this in mind, he decided to try 

his hand at farming. A friend of his had been quite 
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successful with farming in the colonies, so Angel believes 

this is the correct choice for him. 

Angel makes his most significant appearance at the 

Crick dairy farm in Talbothays. He does not recognize Tess, 

but she remembers him. Angel is at the dairy farm as a 

pupil. He wants to learn the different kinds of skills 

needed for a working farm. Angel did not want to take 

orders in the church as his brothers had done. He still 

loved the church and his religion, but he had deep-rooted 

problems with the church's "untenable redemptive theolatry." 

He says to his father that his "whole instinct in matters of 

religion is towards reconstruction . . .'the removing of 

those things that are shaken, as of things that are made, 

that those things which cannot be shaken may remain'" 

(Hardy, Tess 120-21). 

At first. Angel keeps to himself. He works alongside 

the dairy workers learning the necessary skills, and he 

spends the rest of his time reading and playing his harp. 

Eventually, he starts to join the dairy workers more 

regularly, even taking meals with them and enjoying their 

companionship. Angel learns that "[t]he conventional farm-

folk of his imagination--personified in the newspaper press 

by the pitiable dummy known as Hodge--were obliterated after 

a few days' residence" (Hardy, Tess 122). There are many 

minds to visit with; there are differences in demeanor, in 

intelligence and in behavior (Hardy, Tess 122). Hardy 
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describes Angel as beginning to move away from his old life. 

He notices for the first time natural phenomena that he had 

taken for granted. He witnesses the "seasons in their 

moods, morning and evening, night and noon, winds in their 

different tempers, trees, water and mists, shades and 

silences, and the voices of inanimate beings" (Hardy, Tess 

123). Angel "felt only the great passionate pulse of 

existence, unwarped, uncontorted, untrammeled by those 

creeds which futilely attempt to check what wisdom would be 

content to regulate" (Hardy, Tess 161). 

He becomes attracted to Tess because she appears to him 

as "a fresh and virginal daughter of Nature" (Hardy, Tess 

124), She represents to him all that he finds positive and 

refreshing about Nature, To him, she seems unspoiled by the 

world or society. Tess seems to have no clue about social 

conventions or forms or rank or wealth. Her natural freedom 

and beauty are what attract Angel the most. 

Angel deems it necessary that he inform his parents 

about his intention to marry Tess. Because of the love and 

respect he holds for his parents, he wants them to know 

about the young woman he loves. To make his case, he 

appeals to the social qualities which his parents value 

most: family background and religious commitment. The elder 

Clares want Angel to marry a doctor of divinity's daughter, 

Mercy Chant, but he points out to them that Tess is just as 

good as Mercy. In fact, she "possessed every qualification 
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to be the helpmate of an agriculturist, and was decidedly of 

a serious turn of mind" (Hardy, Tess 166). Angel does not 

make any claims about Tess being of the low church school, 

but she attends church regularly and possesses a "simple 

faith; honest-hearted, receptive, intelligent, graceful to a 

degree, chaste as a vestal, and in personal appearance 

exceptionally beautiful" (Hardy, Tess 166). Mrs. Clare 

wants to know if Tess is of good family, and Angel becomes 

exasperated with this question. He responds by asking her 

if coming from a good family really means anything to a 

husband who was going "to rough it" as he would have to do. 

Angel does recognize his inconsistency. His parents 

dwell on the middle class concerns of religious faith and 

family status. When he first tells them about Tess, that is 

what he dwells on. He knows he loves Tess but not for these 

middle class values. Angel recognizes that "[i]t was for 

herself that he loved Tess; her soul, her heart, her 

substance . . . . Her unsophisticated, open-air existence 

required no varnish of conventionality to make it palatable 

to him" (Hardy, Tess 167). Unfortunately, he forgets his 

love for her self when he learns of her secret. Tess says 

to Angel, "'I thought. Angel, that you loved me--me, my very 

self!'"' His response--"'the woman I have been loving is not 

you'"--reveals his self-contradiction (Hardy, Tess 226). In 

the last few years, he has come across good and bad people 

from all walks of life. Their social status in life means 
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nothing. Their lack of wealth or education has no bearing 

on their character, and it does not have bearing on domestic 

happiness (Hardy, Tess 167) . He may have had these eye-

opening experiences, but clearly he has not truly learned 

from them. 

Angel does not forgive Tess for her deception. He 

accuses her of being someone he does not know. He even 

tries to blame her family background. He refers to her 

ancestors and how perhaps "her want of firmness" could be 

traced back to them. This is the same man who took a sense 

of pride in her ancient ancestry when she told him of her 

family connections. 

Angel's problem is his lack of self-knowledge. There 

are two sides to Angel: one is what he says he feels and the 

other is what he really feels. Watt claims that "[n]ew 

thought is so very hard to turn into action," He points out 

that Hardy makes the reader see these two sides of Angel, 

"stressing the idealism of the youth as it does battle with 

his inherited cultural self" (155), 

No matter how much Angel wants to be open-minded and 

democratic, he cannot let go of his cultural self "which is 

a mixture of conscious and subconscious prejudices, hopes, 

beliefs and needs which are , . , part of his past, and 

therefore part of his whole personality" (Watt 152), When 

Tess tells him her history, Angel reverts to his past 

cultural self. The prejudices he saw in his parents are 
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present in himself. His reasons for leaving Tess are 

conventional, He cannot have a normal physical relationship 

with Tess because he would despise himself and her. Alec is 

really her natural husband. Angel worries about gossip and 

the ramifications for their future children. These are all 

customary justifications from his old culture which Angel 

falls back on. He is not really a free thinker because he 

is still bound to the social power of his culture. He is 

not, although he wants to be, a part of the new present. He 

is constantly pulled back by his past (Watt 152). 

Watt claims that Angel "suffers from a sort of cultural 

and intellectual schizophrenia" (150). Angel has one foot 

in his father's church culture which he has rejected and the 

other foot in a secular culture which is in flux. He 

rejects the external conventions of the church because they 

seem to him to be inflexible, but he still feels an affinity 

for its cultural/historical aspects. They are the familiar 

and safe tenets he grew up with in his father's home (Watt 

150) . 

Angel is "a young man who is trying to find his way in 

a new world, trying to put some sort of philosophy into 

practice, trying to cope with an esoteric, poetic nature" 

and trying to cope with being in love also (Watt 153). 

Angel is looking for self and identity. According to 

Kramer, Angel fluctuates between the ideal and the real 

(44). He neglects the specifics for the general impression. 
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Angel cannot "respond to the demands of lived experience," 

so his "accepting attitudes towards Tess during the idyll 

after the murder of Alec should not be sentimentalised" 

(45). Kramer believes that Angel probably would never have 

allowed Tess to forget her murdering Alec (45) . For all his 

forward thinking. Angel is a victim of his past. Completely 

conditioned. Angel is helpless before his own upbringing and 

the very conventions he claims are irrelevant and in need of 

reconstruction. 

Hardy also uses Angel Clare to illustrate society's 

double standard. Cunningham points out that Hardy does not 

merely indicate the basic unfairness of the double moral 

standard, he constructs the wedding night double confession 

so that Angel becomes, for the audience, the target of 

"stirring rage and indignation" (100-01). Angel had an 

illicit affair with an older woman, and he reveals it to 

Tess the same night she tells him about Alec. Angel's 

affair practically corresponds with Tess' relationship with 

Alec. According to Cunningham, "both are away from home, 

both are the victims of partners older and presumably more 

experienced than themselves, and both disengage themselves 

without emotional regret once the infatuation wears off" 

(100). Tess readily forgives Angel, but Angel absolutely 

refuses to forgive her. For an educated and supposedly 

liberal-minded young man. Angel is incredibly self-

righteous . He can explain or rationalize his past behavior 
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by claiming inexperience, momentary irresponsibility, 

youthful passion, infatuation or even stupidity. All of 

these were acceptable for young men. He defends not telling 

Tess about his indiscretion earlier for the same reasons she 

has for not revealing her secret. He was afraid that his 

secret would frighten her away and ruin any chance with her. 

Cunningham observes that these are almost point for point 

the same reasons for Tess' delay at confession. However, 

none of these explanations are sufficient for Tess. Angel 

does not see the hypocrisy or the basic unfairness of his 

judgment. All he can think of is his heartbreak and what he 

thinks is Tess' betrayal. Not once does he consider Tess' 

self-sacrifice or pain. Hardy does not just treat Tess as 

an object of compassion, he aggressively attacks Angel and 

the social attitudes he represents (Cunningham 101). 

Angel's hypocrisy becomes even more obvious. He was 

rebelling against convention when he chose to marry a woman 

beneath him in social status, but he becomes impressed when 

he learns of her ancient pedigree. After she confesses her 

history, he throws her ancient pedigree in her face. Angel 

taunts Tess for suggesting that some men may not mind her 

past as much as he does; "'You almost make me say you are an 

unapprehending peasant woman, who [has] never been initiated 

into the proportions of social things'" (Hardy, Tess 229). 

After separating from Tess, Angel goes to Brazil. 

Before leaving though. Angel returns to the honeymoon 
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lodging he shared with Tess to pay the remaining rent and 

deal with any final matters. One of the Talbothays 

dairymaids, Izz Huett, stops by to visit the newlyweds. 

Angel tells her that he and Tess have separated. Then he 

asks her to go with him to live in Brazil but not as man and 

wife. His hypocrisy manifests itself again. He takes back 

the offer after Izz admits to him that she could not love 

him the way Tess does. Angel begins to realize how much 

Tess means to him because he cannot visualize his future 

without her. He at one point thinks that Tess could 

eventually join him in Brazil. In that country, perhaps, 

English conventions would not be as pronounced and so would 

not make life with her seem impracticable (Hardy, Tess 255). 

Recognizing that he placed too much importance on 

generalizations and not enough on specific instances, he 

begins to rethink the systems of morality (Watt 156). Angel 

learns that "[t]he beauty or ugliness of a character lay not 

only in its achievements, but in its aims and impulses, its 

true history lay not among things done, but among things 

willed" (Hardy, Tess 328-29). 

During his travels he meets a fellow Englishman who was 

also in Brazil to explore the possibility of farming there. 

The stranger has a broader view of life and domesticity due 

to his much more cosmopolitan experience. He tells Angel 

"such deviations from the social norm, so immense to 

domesticity, were no more than are the irregularities of 
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vale and mountain-chain to the whole terrestrial curve." He 

thought that what Tess had been in the past was not as 

important as what she would be in the future, and he told 

Angel that he was wrong in leaving her (Hardy, Tess 329). 

Watt observes that Angel's "admitted parochialism towards 

the close of his South American stay 'made him ashamed', and 

although illness took its toll, it is the discovery of his 

inner self which mentally ages him 'a dozen years'" (156). 

Upon returning to England, Angel finds Tess has 

returned to Alec, so he leaves numb and broken-hearted. 

When Tess runs after him, after killing Alec, Angel becomes 

the tender and compassionate husband at last. At first, he 

does not believe her when she admits the murder; he believes 

that she probably attempted it, and he even considers that 

her ancient ancestry is rearing its head once again. Angel, 

Hardy's recognizable and deeply flawed hero, finally becomes 

the gallant husband Tess needs. He supports her 

unconditionally to the end, but as mentioned earlier, he 

does not live happily ever after with her. Angel is a more 

realistic hero figure because he is imperfect. He genuinely 

desires to live a progressive life, and he learns to 

recognize his own prejudices. Hardy's hero is the Victorian 

male who is struggling with living in the modern world while 

trying to let go of the old world that he has known from 

childhood. Such a conflict is not, realistically, resolved 

successfully overnight. 
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Tess Durbeyfield is one of Hardy's most memorable 

female characters. Like Collins' Marian Halcombe, Tess' 

intelligence and fortitude identify her as unique. Like 

Braddon's Lady Audley and Reade's Kate Gaunt, she is not 

helpless nor is she timid. She does what she must to help 

care for her family. She does not turn to anyone to help 

her or her family until she has exhausted her personal 

resources. Then and only then does she grudgingly turn to 

Alec. Hardy's development of Tess' character is what sets 

her apart from the sensation novel heroine. The realism and 

the extent of her evolution as a character make her a 

striking heroine. 

Hardy's characterization includes qualities that set 

Tess apart from those around her: pride, integrity, dignity 

and independence. Tess' integrity is integral to her 

personality. Hardy provides regular evidence of her sense 

of honor: 

her sexual chastity when approached by Alec . . . 
her sense of honour, which makes her refuse to lie 
to him; her unwillingness to apply to Angel's 
father for money . . . and her assertion that she 
'would rather be dead and buried when the time 
comes for you to despise me, so that it may never 
be known to me that you despised me'. . . . 
(Parkinson 176) 

Tess is a product of her experiences. Hardy noted, "'I 

am more than ever convinced that persons are successively 

various persons, according as each special strand in their 

characters is brought uppermost by circumstances'" (qtd. in 

Kramer 35). Throughout the story, Tess repeats the pattern 
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of moving from hopefulness and effort toward happiness. Her 

knowledge about self and others grows, but it is not 

cumulative; it is repetitive. This pattern is "Hardy's 

interpretation of life and the ultimate effect of what one 

learns through experiencing life--human existence amounts to 

a chain of attempts to gain happiness, which ends only in 

death" (Kramer 41). Repetition will continue as long as one 

lives. Tess breaks this pattern when she learns that in 

order for her to be happy, she must deal with a certain set 

of conditions. Happiness for Tess is to be with Angel, so 

she must rid herself of Alec. In killing Alec, she has 

overcome the obstacle to her happiness, but the consequence 

of this will be her own death (Kramer 41). 

Parkinson claims that Tess, before meeting Angel and 

because of her most recent experiences, already has strong 

qualities. She has 

a capacity for earnestness and for speculation 
about the universe and human life . . . and a 
feeling of responsibility. What she acquires from 
Angel is more superficial than what she acquires 
from the experience of her relationship with him. 
(173) 

She accepts his anti-Christian views, but she does not 

understand them. Her conversation with Alec about Angel and 

his views illustrates this. She poorly paraphrases Angel's 

beliefs. When Tess was 16, she believed in a blighted 

world. Early speculation and early bitterness caused this 

belief. Her major characteristic, her ruralness, formed 

before she met Angel, so he really has no influence in 
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changing or adding to it. Indeed, her ruralness is 

supposedly what attracted him to her in the first place 

(174) . 

Hardy uses Tess' ruralness to include her as a member 

of a country community, but she is also a unique individual 

among the country folk. From the beginning of the story to 

its conclusion, she stands out. At the club-walking, she is 

the only one of the dancers wearing a ribbon. She is the 

only dancer who is hurt and reproachful when Angel does not 

choose to dance with her. The narrator notes that Tess has 

enough pride and vanity to feel that if an outsider--a 

superior man--chooses to dance with the girls, he would seek 

her out (Parkinson 175). So although she is a member of a 

community, she considers herself a unique individual also. 

The depth of her unity with nature is unlike that of 

her Talbothays friends. She may share similar emotions with 

the other milkmaids, but hers are "finer-grained and deeper-

passioned" (Parkinson 176). According to Parkinson, "Tess 

experiences and lives out essentially country feelings in an 

extreme, perhaps quintessentially refined form, and shows 

what rural girlhood . . . is capable of in emotion and 

action . . . " (176) . 

Boumelha, among others, claims that Tess shares 

characteristics with Nature--with the earth, but also with 

the natural--the instinctive and the intuitive. Angel 

becomes attracted to her for both her relationship with 
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Nature and her nature (122) . Boumelha supports the claim by 

referring to Tess' "'invincible instinct towards self-

delight'" when she goes to Talbothays; her "'instincts'" 

tell her not to play hard to get with Angel; and her 

"'appetite for joy'" helps her to decide to accept Angel's 

proposal (qtd. in Boumelha 122). 

Tess is a victim of men's cruelty; however, her 

response to the cruelty is noteworthy. She has a great deal 

of integrity and honesty which remain uncompromised. When 

deception would be to her advantage, she chooses to 

sacrifice her own interest to honesty (Cunningham 97). 

Hardy's characterization of Tess 

is adjusted in order to remove all possibility of 
irrelevant criticism: objections to Tess can only 
be on the grounds of her sexual behaviour and must 
therefore derive from what Hardy attempts to show 
is a false morality. (Cunningham 98) 

Morris claims that Tess' story is not just about a 

"depressed woman or a pragmatic one." When Tess acts for 

herself, she is no longer a victim but an assertive woman 

(131) . 

A lack of worldliness is partly responsible for the 

many tragedies in Tess' life. She tells her mother that 

ladies would have known how to fend off men like Alec 

because they would have read novels about those situations. 

She laments that she never had the opportunity to read such 

novels. If she had been more worldly, she might have been 

able to garner a more sympathetic response from Angel after 
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telling him of her past history. Her lack of knowledge 

about divorce laws adds to her not fully understanding 

Angel's reaction when she brings up the matter of his 

divorcing her (Parkinson 178). Tess simply does not have an 

understanding of the outside world until it is too late; 

therefore, the world overwhelms her. Although she does not 

grow in worldliness, she does grow in her knowledge of 

people. Unfortunately, as her knowledge about people 

increases, so do her problems. Parkinson notes that 

"[s]ince her knowledge is never enough to equip her fully 

for dealing with the situations she confronts and with her 

own conflicts of emotions, she is forced to marshal all her 

powers of resilience, determination and comprehension" 

(179) . 

A very strong survival instinct is another admirable 

quality found in Tess. From the very beginning of her 

story, Tess comes across as a human being who will do what 

she must to survive. Morris reminds the audience that Tess 

is vulnerable because of her family's destitution, and she 

blames herself for the loss of their home in Marlott (129). 

Ultimately, her family is her sole reason for continuing. 

Everything she does is for them. When faced with providing 

food and shelter for her family, Tess accepts Alec's help in 

return for her sexual acquiescence (Morris 130), She cannot 

allow her mother and siblings to starve, so she agrees to 

become Alec's mistress. However, this time, unlike the 
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first, she goes to him with her eyes open. She also goes as 

a disembodied soul. Tess believes Angel has abandoned her 

forever because she is a compromised woman. She no longer 

cares what happens to her. Morris claims that 

Hardy offers the passivity, the ennui, 
which characterizes her in the parlor of the 
Sandbourne lodging house as a horrifying 
contrast to her behavior earlier in the text 
when her will to live could always triumph 
over depression, defeat, and even the urge to 
commit suicide. . . . Until the moment of Angel's 
return, that recognition controls her revulsion 
and her passionate hatred. (131) 

Even Angel, who finally returns to her, notes how different 

she is. Returning to England from Brazil, Angel tracks Tess 

down at Sandbourne. Fully believing that she has found work 

at the resort, he confronts her. Upon seeing Tess, Angel 

notes how unlike his Tess she seems. In order to deal with 

her return to Alec, Tess has completely separated her self 

from her body. She is a body walking and breathing, but 

there is no spirit or soul. This is the only way for her to 

deal with the return to Alec. Angel observes that "his 

original Tess had spiritually ceased to recognize the body 

before him as hers--allowing it to drift, like a corpse upon 

the current, in a direction dissociated from its living 

will" (Hardy, Tess 366). 

According to Morris, although Tess is guilty of 

murdering Alec, Hardy seems to insist that her punishment is 

unfair (128) . Morris continues, 

[t]he problem Hardy tackles with Tess . . . is the 
most provocative involving criminals . . . the 
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tension created by sympathetic characters who are 
guilty of crime. Because it is impossible . . . 
to condetmi such men or women after exploring their 
tnotives and examining their justifications, guilt 
is often ignored, or even excused, despite moral, 
ethical, or legal considerations. (128) 

For Hardy, the problem is not Tess' guilt; it is her plight 

(Morris 128). Morris says, "[s]ome critics have claimed 

that Hardy is not particularly interested in the 

implications of her crime . . . but is more concerned with 

the tragedy of her destruction" (140). Tess' destruction 

takes place over five years. When Angel finally decides to 

return to her and Alec mocks her, her self-control explodes 

into violence. Her crime is one of passion though there are 

plenty of motives (Morris 140). 

Tess is an impressive character because of the depth of 

her development. She resembles a real human being. Unlike 

the sensation novelists, who sacrificed characterization for 

the sake of plot, Hardy's characters in their interaction 

form the plot (Kramer 35). Kramer observes that Tess 

is variously an innocent maiden, a 
passionately sensual woman, an 'almost 
standard woman', a woman of unusual 
attributes, a descendant (for good and ill) 
of the d'Urbervilles, a martyr, a sharer of 
insights into the significance of life, a 
person whose insights can be unstable, 
someone who alternates between being almost 
neurotically accepting of guilt and 
defiantly self-defensive, between 
acquiescence and rebelliousness. (36) 

Most often, these roles overlap or are simultaneous, and 

growth from these experiences is by its very nature 

unstable. For example, there are many instances where Tess 
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is not consistent in her conversation or behavior. She will 

say something then immediately retract it or negate it. She 

does not want Alec to kiss her, but then the next minute, 

she allows him to do so. When she tries to discourage 

Angel, she points out that Izzy and Retty are pretty girls, 

but then she says immediately, their prettiness will not 

last long. Tess does not realize she is confusing the 

situation. She simply does not know. Her sexuality is 

another instance of her inconsistency. She is conscious of 

sexual tension and even attracted by it, but she denies that 

such feelings influence her behavior (Kramer 37-38) . All of 

this serves to make Tess more lifelike. In Hardy's Tess, 

one can recognize the humanness of this tragic heroine. Her 

authenticity is what makes her a striking character. The 

Victorian reader can better empathize and sympathize with 

Tess because she is rounded, developed and pragmatic. 

The core of the sensation novel is its secret. Like 

the secrets of the sensation novel, Tess' secret about Alec 

and their past history is important because it affects her 

present and her future with Angel. Tess' secret resembles 

those of the sensationalists because it concerns a past 

illicit relationship and an illegitimate baby. Its 

discovery will have a profound effect on her life. Hardy 

modifies the sensation secret by having Tess choose to 

reveal it herself instead of continuing to hide it from 

Angel or having someone else reveal it to Angel 
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deliberately. Another modification is that the secret 

belongs to Tess, a member of the peasant class. Instead of 

losing wealth or position, Tess stands to lose the love of 

her life. Furthermore, Hardy reshapes the convention by 

using its discovery, as far as Angel is concerned, as a 

means to allow Angel to doubt Tess' virtue and nature. She 

is well aware of the consequences and knows what she has to 

lose by revealing it. 

When she reveals the damaging secret about her past. 

Angel is unjust in his demand that she be his ideal of 

purity (Cunningham 95). Cunningham points out that Hardy 

makes "intelligent polemical use of the device of discovery: 

if a woman appears to be one sort of character, can the 

revelation of a single past action really make her into 

something utterly different?" (97) 

Tess writes to her mother telling her about her 

engagement to Angel and asks for advice about telling him 

about her past. Joan advises against it by writing that the 

past is the past. She views Tess' past as a "'bygone 

Trouble.'" It was just a "passing accident" (Hardy, Tess 

192). For a short while, Tess remains silent. She thinks 

that it might be "best for her adored one's happiness" 

(Hardy,- Tess 192) . Tess broods on the decision to tell 

Angel the complete truth. She suffers a great deal of 

torment, so she resolves to tell him no matter what happens. 

Angel may turn against her, and her mother may think she is 
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a fool, but she believes she must do so if she honors him 

and his love. If she remains silent, it "might be deemed a 

treachery to him" (Hardy, Tess 199). Tess tries to tell him 

several times before their wedding, but either Angel puts 

her off or fate intervenes. 

Like the sensation novelists, the effects of the secret 

on Tess' present and future life are the major concern for 

Hardy. He treats the secret itself as an event that 

occurred and caused great harm to Tess at the time. The 

effects of Tess' secret are more important. First, Tess' 

life was never the same after the sexual encounter and birth 

of Sorrow. One event leads to another, and her first sexual 

encounter alters and determines the path of her life. For 

Tess, the past explains the state of her present and her 

future. Second, after revealing the secret to Angel, she 

loses her husband and any chance of happiness with him. 

In another bow to the sensation novelists. Hardy 

incorporates the insanity convention in Tess of the 

d'Urbervilles. However, Hardy's use is more complicated and 

more enhanced than the sensation novelists'. What Hardy 

does is attribute to Tess an aberration of character that is 

rumored to be found in the d'Urberville line. Hardy refers 

to the legend of the d'Urberville coach several times in the 

novel. Whenever a member of the family sees or hears the 

old coach, something terrible happens. This suggests that 

the d'Urbervilles have a murderous strain in their family, a 
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streak of violence in its members. The narrator wonders if 

there was a predilection for violence in the family and if 

Tess has inherited it. 

The narrator makes constant allusions to the fall of 

her ancient ancestors, the d'Urbervilles. Did the family 

simply fade into non-existence as many families do because 

of changes to fortune and society? Or could their fall be 

due to their "decrepit wills"? Like the sensationalists. 

Hardy includes insanity and criminality in his novel, and he 

explores the root causes of both. 

Morris points out that Tess uses physical violence 

against Alec and no one else (138). He constantly goads her 

to anger, and she responds with pushing, slapping and 

finally, stabbing. Hardy stresses that her frustration and 

independence as well as Alec's manipulative and evil 

qualities cause her anger (138). Hardy makes repeated 

references to Alec being able to antagonize Tess into 

aggressive behavior. On the night of their sexual 

encounter, she almost pushes him from his horse even before 

he makes any sexual advances. When she runs away from 

Trantridge, she threatens to push him out of the gig when he 

questions the sincerity of her protests. When he harasses 

her during the threshing at Flintcomb-Ash, she slaps him 

with her work glove, and she slams down the window on his 

arm when he comes to her home. 
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Tess considers suicide after Angel rejects her on their 

wedding night. At first, she insists that Angel should 

really be the one to kill her since she ruined his 

expectations. Morris claims that this incident anticipates 

her murder of Alec. When she murders Alec, she kills the 

person responsible for ruining her hopes and dreams (138). 

Finally, Tess may have recognized her latent desire to kill 

Alec. She tells Angel that she had long ago feared she 

would kill Alec because of "the trap he set for me in my 

simple youth, and his wrong to you through me" (Hardy, Tess 

372) . 

Morris claims that when Tess murders Alec, "she strikes 

against injustice and untruth, against abuse and 

manipulation." Although she recognizes that she was 

"'wickedly mad'" in murdering Alec, many readers believe her 

action is justifiable (137) . She blames Alec for her 

greatest humiliation and her greatest fall. She screams, 

"'0 you have torn my life all in pieces . . . made me be 

what I prayed you in pity not to make me be again!'" (Hardy, 

Tess 368) Whether readers believe the murder is justifiable 

or not, it is sensational. 

Watt reminds readers that Hardy "was displeased when 

any of his work was distilled to a major idea or refined 

into a complete philosophy or essential stance" (156). What 

Hardy does in his novels is what the sensationalists did in 

theirs; he uses the people and social and cultural 
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situations of his day and age for the material of his 

novels. What was happening in fictional Wessex could be 

happening anywhere in the real England. 

Hardy supposedly was not interested in exploring the 

politics of social issues; he was interested in exploring 

society. Social institutions interested him. Some critics 

believe that Tess of the d'Urbervilles was one of Hardy's 

earlier attempts (before Jude the Obscure) at exploring the 

institution of marriage. Morris reminds the reader that 

Hardy was concerned with the subject of marriage and its 

effects on men and women. Tess could be an early 

exploration of "marriage's potential violence, both physical 

and psychological" (Morris 133). 

During the last phase, the Seventh, Tess finally 

experiences marriage with Angel. However, her first 

experience as a "wife" to Alec mars her marriage with Angel. 

One of Tess' conflicts was that she believed "in a physical 

sense this man[Alec] alone was her husband" (Hardy, Tess 

345). According to the values of the age, he is her husband 

because he was her first sexual partner. Eventually, Alec 

provides for her and her family. All these factors "make 

him her husband in fact if not in law" (Morris 134). 

Angel will not be her husband because he cannot live 

with her as man and wife as long as Alec, her "first" 

husband, is still alive. Interestingly enough. Alec 

confirms this notion when she tells him about their son. 
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When she rejects his offer of marriage, he insists it would 

only be proper that they marry. Morris notes that though 

she is married to Angel, it has no effect on Alec's physical 

desire for her or on his efforts to win her back (134). 

After her family loses their home, she considers his offer 

once more, and this time she accepts it. But her motive is 

financial. She will not have to return to Flintcomb-Ash, 

and her family will be comfortable. Many Victorian women 

married for financial security. However, Tess does not 

marry Alec; she becomes his mistress. 

For Tess, the only way for her to be with Angel is to 

kill Alec. Morris observes that "[h]er obligation to kill 

Alec for his transgressions becomes the opportunity to get 

Angel back" (140-41). After the murder, and when she 

catches up with Angel, she says to him, "'It came to me as a 

shining light that I should get you back that way'" (Hardy, 

Tess 372) . 

Morris claims that Tess' two "husbands" represent the 

abuse she suffers at the hands of the men in her life. 

First, Alec takes advantage of her innocence and of her 

position as servant. Second, Angel rejects her because she 

turns out not to be the perfect, pure woman. She does not 

demand her rights, so these men have the power to manipulate 

her and her life (134). Morris also points out that 

[t]he tension between Tess's provocation to kill 
and the violent murder she commits takes on an 
added political dimension: the question of women's 
rights. Her story typifies the plight of 
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physically and psychologically battered women who 
turn to violence as a last resort. (128) 

One of the major reasons for the sometimes virulent 

criticism of Tess of the d'Urbervilles is the representation 

of so-called low morality in a young woman. This was 

similar to the criticism aimed at the sensation novelists. 

According to some critics of the day, the Victorian 

readership should not read about low morality; literature 

should not be "encouraging" such behavior. Critics took 

issue with the idea that Hardy refers to Tess as a pure 

woman. Cunningham points out that "Hardy is a good deal 

more sympathetic towards women in his treatment of sex" 

(88). He has no patience with the traditional demands for 

female purity, and in writing Tess of the d'Urbervilles he 

makes that obvious. That is exactly what got him into 

trouble. Hardy was constantly "pushing his readers to the 

limits of their tolerance about sexual matters" (Cunningham 

89). Clearly, they were working under the "century-old 

misconception" that "it is impossible for virtue to be found 

in a fallen woman" (Cunningham 89). Supposedly pure women 

do not return to the men who ruined them in the first place, 

and they certainly do not live with men they do not love. 

The fact that Tess has "an ineffective mother to consider, 

along with vulnerable siblings and potential starvation" did 

not seem to concern those critics at all (Watt 149). Hardy 

is never clear about Tess' sexual encounter with Alec. It 

is not clear whether Alec rapes or seduces her. Whatever 
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the case, that is not Hardy's main concern. He wants the 

emphasis to be placed on what happens to Tess after the 

encounter. The real questions about morality are the ones 

that raise the issue of her treatment by society when it 

becomes all too evident that she is no longer a maiden. The 

most concrete evidence of her "fall" is her baby. She 

returns home to Marlott pregnant and unwed. It is too 

obvious what has happened to her. 

It is interesting to note that her village neighbors 

and her family accept her "fall" almost nonchalantly. Her 

parents, and in particular her mother, accept her situation 

without recriminations. In fact, Joan is more displeased 

with Tess for not forcing Alec to marry her. She does not 

understand how Tess could be so foolish when she could have 

had a wealthy husband so easily. 

Kramer reminds the reader that Hardy's ambiguity about 

Tess' sexual encounter with Alec was deliberate. For Hardy, 

the society which judges Tess and helps shape 
her own self-judgement does not distinguish, in 
effective terms, between submission and passion, 
between ineffective will and lack of will. It is 
Angel's reaction that matters to Tess, and for 
Angel it is the continued physical existence of 
the man that he cannot get out of his mind; it is 
precisely on these narrow grounds that Tess finds 
the justification to take revenge for whatever was 
the act perpetrated upon her, or which she co
operated in, in The Slopes. (Kramer 27) 

Boumelha believes that if Tess has a tragic flaw, it is 

an awareness of her sexuality beyond her years (123). She 

is a temptress to the evangelical Alec and an Eve to Angel 
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Clare. Clearly she does not take advantage of her sexual 

attractiveness. She is aware enough of her sexuality and 

female attractiveness that at one point, in order to protect 

herself from male eyes, she turns herself into "'a mommet of 

a maid'" and hides beneath a veil (Hardy, Tess 272) . Tess 

never exploits her sexuality. She may be aware of it, but 

there are times when she is uncomfortable with its effect on 

men. Unfortunately for Tess, her life is "doomed by her 

'exceptional physical nature' and by the inevitability of an 

erotic response from men." Furthermore, "[h]er sexuality, 

provocative without intent, seems inherently guilty by 

virtue of the reactions it arouses in others . . . " 

(Boumelha 124-25). Tess does not regret her womanhood, but 

she does regret the kind of trouble it causes her. Morgan 

believes that "the combination of sexual vigour and moral 

rigour . . . makes Tess not just one of the greatest but 

also one of the strongest women in the annals of English 

literature" (85). Tess' sexuality is earthy and physical. 

Throughout the novel, she is set within nature and the 

earth. Hardy's examination of sexuality in Tess was much 

like Reade's examination of sexuality in Kate Gaunt. Hardy, 

like Reade, acknowledges the sexuality of women and its 

influence. The criticism that Hardy dealt with for Tess of 

the d'Urbervilles was similar to what Reade suffered through 

with Griffith Gaunt. For the critics of the day, female 

sexuality was a troublesome subject for literature. 
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The sensation novelists explored Victorian fatalism, 

and Hardy continued its scrutiny in its sensational 

tradition and expanded the discussion. Watt refers to Tess 

as a heroine who has to "face the cruelty of Fate on her 

own, and the vast powers which control the workings of the 

universe" (159) . The question of Fate is as important as 

any question about morality. Tess has to contend with 

national and universal trends which she does not understand. 

She is subjected to the caprice of a system involving "self, 

religion, society.- sex, hereditary gifts and scourges, and 

universal indifference" (Watt 159). 

According to Reed, Hardy's novels are, like the 

sensationalists, notorious for coincidences. Hardy uses 

them to show that man is "no more than a grain caught in a 

huge machine of time. His only destiny is to be destroyed" 

(Reed 138). Hornback claims that "'[c]oincidence is 

frequently Hardy's way of expressing, dramatically, the idea 

of the intensity of experience'" (qtd. in Reed 139). Hardy 

believes that man has the potential "to live intensely and 

heroically," and "this belief makes possible his use of 

coincidence as an aesthetic and philosophical convention" 

(Reed 139) . He uses coincidence to make human experience an 

"accident within a larger movement." Hardy shows man as an 

inconsequential figure caught within an indifferent world 

where "accidents which once signified the consoling evidence 
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of divine guidance now merely mocked human pride by 

engendering dismay and disappointment" (Reed 139). 

Tess' acceptance of her lot in life is a major focus of 

the novel. Hardy is most concerned with Tess' life and how 

she reacts to Fate dealing her such a heavy hand. Human 

beings have only some control over their circumstances. 

Watt writes that that 

type of thinking which allows for the irony of 
Fate's beck and call is not at all common in the 
nineteenth century when men saw themselves as 
masters of their own fate, or the products of a 
planned universe led by a benign master-planner. 
(154) 

When she kills Alec and runs away with Angel, Tess 

realizes the entire time that her reprieve is only 

temporary. When she told Angel about her past with Alec, 

she thought she had no choice. She needed to be completely 

honest with her new husband. When she killed Alec, she also 

destroyed that past. She can now have her marriage with 

Angel. However, she knows she must pay for her crime. Tess 

will forfeit her life because she took Alec's. She accepts 

her Fate, but she does not want Angel to despise her. She 

does not want Fate to cause Angel's love to falter and turn 

into hate. If she willingly accepts her Fate, as in 

surrendering to the authorities and paying for her crime, 

she knows that Angel still loves her. She would rather die 

than ever know Angel no longer loved her. 

Morris writes that 

[h]er highly developed sense of fatalism and her 
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recognition that everyone must pay society's dues 
make her own fate clear to her. She is more 
dangerous to the idea of Victorian morality than 
most readers are willing to acknowledge, for she 
lives by a different standard than that society 
was willing to allow. (142) 

According to Reed, "the various projections of huge 

deterministic schemes or of private spiritual promise 

effectively altered the traditional Victorian convention" 

(141). Coincidence was once the stuff of sensation novels. 

However when Providence no longer promised final reward, 

many Victorian novelists ceased to close with happy endings. 

Reed points out that artistic control over plotting became 

more severe. A tightly woven plot might in a way replace an 

external order that was no longer guaranteed. Coincidence 

remained a convention in the English novel, but Late 

Victorians like Hardy transform it (Reed 141). Reed 

concludes that 

[s]o long as Providence had guided men and free 
choice of good and evil lay open to them, dramatic 
opportunities remained, and each coincidence 
promised rich meaning. The gradual replacement of 
Providence by more deterministic views reflected a 
widespread conviction that man was a prisoner not 
only of the flesh and of a particular society, but 
of existence itself, where all coincidences were 
interchangeable, all happenstance equal to the 
most careful plan. (Reed 141) 

As mentioned earlier, Tess resembles the heroines of 

the sensation novel. Besides being the center of attention, 

Tess is strong and independent. She is not the helpless or 

insipid heroine who must turn to others for assistance. 
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Tess of the d'Urbervilles could be a form of New Woman 

fiction. Hardy wrote Tess of the d'Urbervilles in the midst 

of the New Woman movement (Kramer 26) . Boumelha points out 

that novels dealing with sex and the New Woman were no 

longer a novelty (119). She goes on to list the qualities 

that could place Tess of the d'Urbervilles within New Woman 

fiction. They include the following: "an increasing 

questioning , , , of sex roles and of the double standard 

, , , [and] the fact that sexual and marital relationships 

are presented in such direct relation to economic pressures 

and to work , , ," (Boumelha 119), It may be presumptuous 

to claim Hardy is a feminist. Nevertheless Cunningham 

points out that Hardy had always been interested in sexual 

morality, and he had a longstanding cynicism about marriage 

(81), According to Cunningham, other essential features of 

the New Woman fiction found in Tess of the d'Urbervilles 

include "disrespect for polite reticence about sex, combined 

with the presentation of a case in favour of some aspect of 

woman's emancipation" (103), Hardy develops Tess in 

realistic human terms. She can represent an ideal human 

because she 

embodies the qualities of affection and trust, the 
powers of survival and suffering , , , , 
Though subjected to endless indignities, assaults 
and defeats, Tess remains a figure of harmony -
between her self and her role, between her nature 
and her culture, (Howe 421) 

Howe further claims that Tess "is Hardy's greatest tribute 

to the possibilities of human existence, for Tess is one of 

205 



the greatest triumphs of civilization: a natural girl" 

(421), She is "a woman made real through the craft of art 

, . . Tess is that rare creature in literature: goodness 

made interesting. She is human life stretched and racked, 

yet forever springing back to renewal" (Howe 421), 

George Gissing was a great admirer of Hardy's. 

According to Kramer, Gissing's realism was comparable to 

Hardy's (101). Gissing, like Hardy, challenged social 

conventions by confronting the truth about the cruelty of 

poverty (Stevenson 424). Both authors had the ability to 

delve deeply into the emotional life of women (Howe 407). 

Cunningham points out that Gissing, unlike Hardy, never 

conceded to his publishers' or his readers' demands for 

restraint about sexual matters (131). Gissing simply did 

not care what his publishers or readers thought. He wrote 

in a letter to the Pall Mall Gazette in 1884, "a vigorous 

attack on the 'tradesman's attitude' of contemporary 

writers." Gissing claimed that "'English novels are 

miserable stuff for a very miserable reason, simply because 

English novelists fear to do their best lest they should 

damage their popularity, and consequently their income'" 

(qtd. in Cunningham 131) . Gissing had never been very 

popular, so he did not have much income to damage if he 

maintained his artistic integrity. While Hardy made some 

grudging concessions to his readers, Gissing "adopted an 
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attacking stance from the beginning and . . . maintained it 

steadfastly throughout his career" (Cunningham 131). 

Gissing wrote the manuscript for The Odd Women 

in about six weeks during one of the most troviblesome 

periods in his life. He records in his diary that he was 

extremely unhappy. His personal life was miserable because 

he was not content with his second wife. (He was not 

content with his first wife or when he was single either.) 

Apparently Gissing was a naturally melancholy person. His 

professional life was difficult. He had just finished 

writing ten long and ambitious novels in eight years. This 

exhausting effort included New Grub Street. He had begun 

and stopped writing six other novels before finally settling 

down to write The Odd Women. 

When Lawrence and Bullen published The Odd Women in 

1893, it was "immediately recognized as an 'intensely 

modern' novel, representing 'the Woman question made 

flesh.'" Critics even voted it "'the most interesting novel 

of the year'" (qtd. in Sjoholm 64). 

In an unsigned review in the Glasgow Herald dated 20 

April 1893, a critic wrote the following about The Odd 

Women: 

It distinctly marks a great advance in his art, 
showing him among the 'arriving' novelists of 
the day, if, indeed, he may not now be said 
already to have 'arrived'. There is always 
thought in Mr. Gissing's books; sometimes more 
thought than action . . . . (Coustillas and 
Partridge 215) 
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The Saturdav Review of 29 April 1893 contains a review which 

states that "[m]any of us , , , disagree with Mr, Gissing in 

his views of life and his plans for improving it; but the 

mere fact that he has any views at all gives him a claim to 

our interest and to our careful consideration" (Coustillas 

and Partridge 216) . The critic for the Athenaeum in an 

unsigned review dated 27 May 1893 thought that Gissing's 

characters were "extremely well drawn; the dialogue is , . . 

natural and to the purpose. Mr. Gissing has not, perhaps, 

on the whole, written anything stronger or more striking" 

(Coustillas and Partridge 218). Today, The Odd Women is 

considered one of Gissing's most important novels. 

The Odd Women refers to that part of the population of 

women who do not marry. Because of class or circumstances, 

these women eventually become spinsters. The major goal in 

life for the Victorian woman was to marry and raise a 

family. Adult women outnumbered adult men, so there was a 

shortage of men to marry. Gissing explores the 

relationships of two couples to tell the story of two odd 

women. He emphasizes the events in their relationships with 

men to shed light on aspects of the "odd women" dilemma. 

According to Grylls, Gissing used his favorite fictional 

process'for the book: "a social problem filtered through a 

love story" (167). 

Rhoda Nunn assists Mary Barfoot in the running of a 

business college for young women. If a young woman attends 
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their business school and learns clerical skills, she may 

rely on herself and her own two hands for subsistence. 

Rhoda believes women should not be subjected at all to the 

inequities of marriage. She believes in an open and free 

union as opposed to a traditional marriage. 

Rhoda's lover, Everard, is the traditional Victorian 

male. He used to work, but upon acquiring two legacies 

(from his father and his brother), he becomes a career 

tourist. He meets Rhoda and begins a harmless flirtation 

with her, but, as time goes by, the flirtation becomes a 

more serious matter. Poole claims that what brings them 

together is the opportunity to deny convention by living 

together. However, the real issue is one of power. Everard 

wants to reduce Rhoda to a willed type, and Rhoda resists 

(191). When Everard refuses to answer Rhoda's questions 

about a rumored affair with Monica Widdowson, she refuses to 

simply trust him and take him at his word about not having 

an affair. Since both remain stubbornly immovable, they 

separate and subsequently end their relationship. 

The second relationship Gissing deals with is the one 

between Monica Madden and Edmund Widdowson. Monica marries 

Edmund to escape the fate of the odd women. She does not 

choose to pursue a clerical career with the help of Mary and 

Rhoda, so she marries for social and economic security. She 

does not love her much older husband, but he can provide her 

with an acceptable and secure life, so she agrees to marry 
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him. The problem with the marriage is their disparate views 

about a woman's independence and identity. Whereas Edmund 

believes his young wife should live solely for him and his 

wants and needs, Monica believes in living a life that is 

separate and independent of his as well as a part of his. 

Monica becomes increasingly tired of her husband's 

insecurities, jealousies and bullying tactics, so she 

eventually becomes involved in a serious relationship with a 

young man. However, Monica keeps her marriage vows. When 

Edmund accuses her of being an adulteress, Monica decides to 

actually become one. Unfortunately for her, the young man, 

Bevis sees their relationship as merely a harmless 

flirtation with a married woman. 

The sensational appeal of Gissing's The Odd Women is 

its timeliness of subject, women's emancipation. Gissing 

published his novel at a time when the New Woman and the 

open marriage issues were part of the public dialogue. 

Certain groups of society were questioning the traditional 

marriage. Such social upheaval was bound to find its way 

into the literature of the day. Gissing took advantage of 

his personal interest and the day's social tenor to write a 

novel that would be relevant to women's emancipation and the 

institution of marriage. 

Caroline Norton, who was separated from her husband, 

learned she had no rights to her children or to keep what 

she earned or even defend herself in court. She led a 
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propaganda campaign that resulted in the Infants' Custody 

Act of 1839. Laws regarding divorce and the economic rights 

of women followed including the introduction by John Stuart 

Mill of a motion on woman suffrage in connection with the 

Reform Bill of 1867, and the Married Woman's Property Act of 

1882. The women's suffrage movement grew until a 

Parliamentary defeat in 1884. At the beginning of the 19th 

century, the only trades open to women were, oddly enough, 

rough ones like coal-mining. Factory jobs were available in 

1850, and in 1880, agencies were training women as clerks, 

commercial artists, engineers and architects (Korg 187). 

The Society for Promoting the Employment of Women, an 

organization founded in 1859 by Jessie Boucherett was 

probably the inspiration for Mary Barfoot's college. It had 

developed several branches by the 1890's (Korg 189). Queens 

College for women in London was founded in 1848. A group of 

women successfully passed the Cambridge University Local 

Examinations in 1863. Newnham College in 1871 and Girton 

College in 1873 were founded for women. These two colleges 

followed Cambridge University standards, and they placed 

women's education on the same level as men's. In 1878, 

London University opened all its degrees to women (Korg 

187). In The Odd Women. Gissing was merely writing about 

his society. Since the public was already engaged with the 

New Woman issue, Gissing's novel was current. 
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Victorian readers recognized that such a group as the 

odd women did exist and that their numbers were significant. 

If a woman was unmarried, had no male relative to support 

her and no respectable employment as a teacher or governess, 

what was she to do to take care of herself? According to 

Cunningham, almost all of Gissing's novels make some comment 

about the position of women and marriage in general (131). 

According to Stevenson, since Gissing was writing to 

earn a living, he willingly accepted such current techniques 

as using coincidences, interweaving several plot lines and 

making commentary on the action (399-400). The Victorian 

sensation novel included these conventions, and though 

Gissing made some modifications, they are recognizable in 

The Odd Women. 

The plotting of The Odd Women is a modification of the 

sensation novel's convention of intricacy. Gissing 

describes the development and the deterioration of the 

relationships between two couples. The first two-thirds of 

the novel is actually double-plotted with regular instances 

of coincidences among the four major characters until the 

last third when Gissing intertwines the two plots by having 

Everard Barfoot mistakenly accused of having an affair with 

Monica Widdowson. At that point, the two plots become 

inextricably joined. 

According to Grylls, although the two plots are 

technically unrelated, they do parallel each other in 
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significant ways (167). This technique is an impressive 

innovation of the sensation convention. Instead of the 

constant twisting and manipulation of events in the 

characters' lives that is so typically found in the 

sensation novels, Gissing chooses to use a paralleling or 

mirroring technique. 

The overall effect is impressive. In the case of both 

relationships, a tentative love affair becomes a power 

struggle. With the Widdowsons, the struggle is over 

independence in their social and private life. With Rhoda 

and Everard, it is a psychological struggle for emotional 

control. Tension mounts with Edmund jealous of Monica, and 

Rhoda jealous of Everard. Both Rhoda and Monica learn from 

their experiences. Monica recognizes some of the truth in 

Rhoda's teachings while Rhoda finally recognizes the 

strength and value of simple human emotions. Monica and 

Edmund move apart as Rhoda and Everard move together. 

Shortly after Monica leaves Edmund, Rhoda accepts Everard's 

marriage proposal. The Widdowsons' separation has an effect 

on Rhoda and Everard's engagement. It is Edmund's visit to 

Mary during which he complains about Monica's infidelity 

that prompts her to write to Rhoda informing her of 

Everard"s supposed infidelity with Monica. The letter in 

question just seals the fate of an engagement already doomed 

from the beginning because of the power struggle between the 

two lovers (Grylls 174-76). The parallels continue. One 

213 



partner is supposed to be unfaithful, but despite the 

circumstantial evidence, he or she refuses to ask for 

forgiveness. In fact, both demand a retraction of the 

charges. Finally, each relationship ends the same way--

permanent separation. The accusing partner refuses to 

forgive. Whereas Rhoda may have been accurate in her 

assessment of Everard's lack of genuine love, Edmund is 

completely wrong in his opinion about Monica. The ultimate 

lack of forgiveness on his part is in keeping with his 

character (Grylls 176). 

Part of the setting of the novel is suburban London; 

the rest is central London, the London that would be 

familiar to the readers. The events in the novel could be 

taking place within the homes and neighborhoods of the 

readers themselves. Gissing, like Hardy, enlarges the 

importance of the setting. According to Goode, Gissing 

enhances the presentation of the odd women as a middle-class 

problem by his use of the London location. London is 

important because it has metropolitan features which must be 

available to Gissing's characters (Goode 147). One feature 

is "limited mobility which exposes the characters to their 

lack of location." A second feature is the concept of the 

suburb being linked to marriage. Monica's ease in traveling 

around London distresses Edmund. When she tells him that 

she knows the quickest way home from Chelsea Bridge, Edmund 

says he disapproves of this knowledge about the London 
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transit. Edmund associates easy mobility with an 

undesirable independence (Goode 147-48). Married life in 

the sviburbs restricts spouses in their physical movements. 

The city is accessible but also removed. Suburban life has 

typically been a relief from city life. Gissing suggests 

that, for Monica, relief from a stifling marriage in the 

suburbs and from its physical restrictions can be found in 

the city. 

The narrative begins with a prelude chapter removed in 

time and place from the main action (Goode 148). It is a 

type of flashback. Gissing, like the sensationalists, is 

concerned with the portrayal of a present caused and 

contrasted with a past. However, the prelude sets up the 

reader with a snapshot of an example of the social 

conditions that created the situation of some odd women. 

Gissing presents 

a social group [the odd women], unified by its 
history . . . . The prelude launches the Madden 
sisters and Rhoda Nunn into the new world 
. . . . Monica [is] caught between the shop-girl 
world of Walworth and the promise of suburban 
marriage, and Rhoda herself [is] trying to 
organise new possibilities for the Odd Women. 
(Goode 148-49) 

The past, in this case, is the past society. In other 

words, it is not the personal past of the characters that 

has the major influence on their present circumstances. The 

social norms and prejudices of the past are clashing with 

the progressive ideas of the present. 
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Several different sources provided the inspiration for 

Gissing's novel. Women's emancipation and education, and 

marriage were deeply personal concerns for Gissing. His own 

two sisters were "odd women." When they were girls, he 

encouraged them to take their education more seriously thari 

their peers, and he told them he "preferred the kind of 

knowledgeable and self-reliant woman who could travel alone" 

(Korg 185). His two marriages were failures. He seemed to 

like women, but he was not a good candidate for marriage. 

Based on infatuation, his first marriage was to a 

prostitute, Nell Harrison. Gissing sentimentally believed 

he could reform her. Unfortunately, Nell continued to live 

a seedy lifestyle during their short marriage. This 

disastrous first marriage ended with her death. After 

failing to find an eligible woman of his class who would 

marry an author without lots of money, he decided he needed 

to find some decent working girl to live with instead. His 

second marriage was to Edith Underwood. She was completely 

different in that she was a daughter of a respectable 

working class family. Edith would not consummate their 

relationship or live with Gissing without benefit of 

marriage, so he, once again, married. Their marriage was 

also a disaster, and both partners shared the blame. 

Gissing did not respect his wife; he thought her beneath him 

in intellect and breeding. His constant neglect made her 

sullen and even violent. They finally separated, and 
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eventually Gissing had to commit her to a mental hospital 

where she died of organic brain disease. As with many 

novelists, Gissing's personal life provided some of the 

ideas for his work. 

The current events of his day provided a final source 

of inspiration. Gissing, like the sensation novelists, was 

concerned about his society. According to Korg, Gissing was 

an "enemy of the Victorian myth of the inferiority of women" 

(185) . Furthermore, he believed women were intellectually 

and spiritually equal to men. Along with John Stuart Mill, 

he believed the emancipation of women was an integral part 

of the general struggle for liberty. Gissing felt that "the 

inferiority of women subtly poisoned the most intimate 

social relationships and undermined the happiness of 

marriage and the home" (Korg 185) . Gissing wrote the 

following to his friend, Eduard Bertz, regarding The Odd 

Women: 

I am convinced there will be no social 
peace until women are intellectually trained 
very much as men are. More than half the 
misery of life is due to the ignorance and 
childishness of women. The average woman 
pretty closely resembles, in all intellectual 
considerations, the average male idiot--I 
speak medically . . . . (qtd. in Poole 185) 

Gissing uses the immediacy of subject that the Victorian 

sensationalists favored. Again, since readers would 

recognize these odd women as members of their own 

communities, the authenticity and credibility of their story 

would be legitimate. 
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Gissing's community is just as respectable as the 

communities of the sensationalists. The individual 

characters are recognizably ordinary, especially the odd 

women. Gissing's depth of character development is what 

transforms his community into the focus of the plot. Like 

Hardy, Gissing does not allow the events in his plot to 

overwhelm the characters. The story opens with a prelude 

describing the Madden sisters living with their father. He 

is a country surgeon who is raising his daughters to be 

respectable ladies. They are decidedly middle class with 

middle class ideas and practices. Their problems begin when 

their father dies. He gave his daughters genteel 

educations, but he dies without leaving them enough income 

to support genteel lifestyles. They are left with pittances 

to live on, and within ten years, three out of the six die, 

and the remaining three are surviving doing ill-paid and 

degrading work (Selig 73). 

Following the prelude, the story proper begins with the 

two older sisters living in squalid conditions with one 

turning to the gin bottle for solace and the other turning 

to religion for hers. Alice and Virginia pin their hopes 

and dreams on their youngest sister, Monica. Tindall refers 

to Alice and Virginia Madden as having a "combination of 

maddening, ladylike feebleness and stoic endurance" (170). 

The older Madden sisters represent the quintessential odd 

women. According to Tindall, old-fashioned parents brought 
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up odd women like the Madden sisters. Their parents never 

taught them about "'sordid'" money cares (172). Women need 

not be concerned about those trifles because their husbands 

will deal with them. What is truly pathetic about Alice and 

Virginia Madden is that 

even when time and humiliation have made them 
relinquish any hope of finding husbands . . . 
they continue to cherish the same hopes but at one 
remove from themselves: they cannot marry 
themselves--but Monica surely will. . . . They 
are so reduced, mentally and spiritually, that 
even the marriage of their young sister appears to 
them as a raison d'etre for themselves, a type of 
salvation. (Tindall 172-73) 

They do whatever they can to maintain a proper and dignified 

existence. Korg describes the two older Madden sisters as 

desperately believing that someday soon they will once again 

find employment as governesses or companions. Their poverty 

is dreadful, but the loneliness and emptiness of their lives 

are the most depressing. An invitation to tea or a slice of 

roast beef become events of supreme importance (188). 

Gissing's readers cannot honestly deny that such women do 

not exist within their own communities. 

Another of Gissing's realistic characters is Mary 

Barfoot, the perfectly respectable director of a women's 

clerical college. She resembles the heroines of the 

sensation novels in her intelligence and independence. She 

believes in women's emancipation, and she feels strongly 

that women, for their own good but also for the good of men, 

must learn and train for a livelihood. Mary, along with 
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Rhoda Nunn, believes that meaningful work, besides being a 

way to earn a living, also builds character (Selig 74). She 

says to her students, "I am not chiefly anxious that you 

should earn money, but that women in general shall become 

rational and responsible human beings" (Gissing 135). Selig 

points out that Mary advocates the idea that the work ethic 

developed "natural talent, released latent energy, 

encouraged systematic effort, combated narrow egocentricity, 

and taught self-discipline" (75). Society can only become 

stronger and more progressive if all members become equally 

trained and educated. The problem that Mary has with the 

current situation is that the range of jobs for women was 

too narrow. If the choices increased, women could become 

"strong and self-reliant and nobly independent" (Gissing 

136) . 

According to Sloan, Mary's aims and activities more 

closely resemble the early phase of feminist activism in the 

1860's and 1870's and not the period of the late 1880's in 

which the novel is set. The appeal for the self-sufficiency 

of odd women resembles the proposals made by Harriet 

Martineau as far back as 1859. The idea that these "odd or 

redundant women" were "mainly found among the upper and 

educated sections of society is also characteristic of the 

earlier phase of feminist argument" (Sloan 120). As 

mentioned earlier, Jessie Boucherett's Society for Promoting 

the Employment of Woman was probably the model for Marys 
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school. Boucherett could have been the model for Mary 

herself (Sloan 120). Mary has credibility as a character 

because of her resemblance to those early feminists. Her 

moderate feminism makes her a character to be recognized and 

considered. 

Mary's feminism is also her form of philanthropy. 

Sloan points out that it was part of the then-developing 

"view of the woman's double mission" of being the 

"conscience of society and the guardian of the home." He 

claims that this mission "encouraged" adding "masculine 

action" to the "'feminine' qualities of gentleness and 

sympathy" (Sloan 120). 

According to Grylls, Mary wants to introduce a new 

philosophy, "a new awareness of untapped potential, a 

feminist consciousness" (165). To show her commitment, she 

circulates pamphlets on the woman question, and once a 

month, she and Rhoda take turns speaking about the issue. 

Gissing tells the stories of two couples, Edmund and 

Monica Madden Widdowson, and Everard Barfoot and Rhoda Nunn, 

and how they try to build relationships within a changing 

society. Gissing's realistic characters are notable because 

all of them have their redeeming qualities and their very 

human flaws. Gissing does not use the insanity or 

criminality conventions. He chooses to focus on the all-

too-human character and its inborn weaknesses. Such 

weaknesses are found in every human being to some extent or 
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another. Gissing, like Hardy, relies on realism in his 

characterization to drive the plot. 

Gissing's male characters, Edmund and Everard, do not 

fare well. They are easily identifiable males from the 

Victorian era because Gissing deliberately wants to contrast 

their attitudes with the much more progressive attitudes of 

the female characters, Monica and Rhoda. Edmund and Everard 

are certainly not criminal or evil. Raised in one society 

with certain expectations, they are men who became adults in 

another society that is changing and moving away from the 

norms with which they were familiar. In this sense, Edmund 

and Everard resemble the male characters of the sensation 

novels. They are understandably confused men coming to 

terms with an obsolete male order. Edmund tries desperately 

to re-establish a Victorian male order, and Everard does not 

readily recognize that he is more comfortable with the 

conventional male order. 

Monica and Rhoda are, in different ways, examples of 

odd women. They resemble the heroines of the sensation 

novel in their independence and intelligence. Rhoda stands 

as the New Woman while Monica represents the young woman who 

is struggling with the old and new roles of women. Monica 

may never become a New Woman because she wants the security 

of the old social order and the independence of the new one. 

Rhoda seems determined to become a genuine New Woman. In 

fact, Rhoda is the character in the novel who comes of age. 
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Because of her experiences with Everard, her understanding 

and tolerance of other women develop, and she becomes a 

stronger New Woman. 

Gissing uses the relationships between the male 

characters and the female characters to represent the 

relationship between the disintegrating society of the 19th 

century and the up-and-coming progressive society of the 

20th century. The old norms and perspectives are colliding 

with the new and, for the Victorians, radical ideas. Very 

simply stated, this is exactly what happens between the 

Widdowsons and Rhoda and Everard. These are ordinary people 

trying to come to terms with a changing society. Only 

Rhoda, though, becomes better equipped to deal with those 

changes. 

If the reader is forced to label a character as a 

villain, it would be Edmund Widdowson. He is not evil, yet 

he is not likable. If anything, the reader pities him. 

Edmund Widdowson has one great fault. He wholeheartedly 

maintains the Victorian "chauvinistic belief in masculine 

wisdom as opposed to feminine childishness, a stupifying 

rigidity of habits, a frightened shrinking from all social 

intercourse, and a jealousy approaching paranoia" (Selig 

74). Edmund is an older gentleman who has lived a very 

solitary life. He made his living as a clerk, but as soon 

as he acquired a legacy left him by his brother, he quickly 

became a man of leisure. According to Poole, Edmund is 
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the precise embodiment of the conventional, 
'Ruskinian' attitude towards woman, that 
ostensibly enthrones and idolises her as queen of 
the domestic virtues, and in actuality censors 
brutally any attempt to transgress the narrow 
limits of the domestic prison. (186-87) 

Edmund is the type of man who is so insecure and who 

has so little confidence that he is deep down a coward who 

quickly becomes a bully. Tindall notes that because Edmund 

is so insecure socially, he seeks a "serious relationship in 

a casual encounter--and it is just because of this that he 

places such emphasis on social conformity" (196). Edmund 

has been "[d]riven to find a wife by unorthodox methods, 

[but] at the same time he cannot tolerate the idea that his 

prospective wife is the sort of girl one meets in 

that way" (Tindall 196). Indeed, Edmund does "pick up" 

Monica at Battersea Park. 

Edmund is like Hardy's Angel Clare when he breaks 

several social conventions. In doing so, he appears to be a 

free-thinking man. Watt claims it is ironic that his 

liberal thinking is not what makes him unconventional. He 

is unconventional because he cannot find a wife in the usual 

manner (154) . 

According to Sloan, Edmund wants authority that he 

lacks in ordinary life (124). Before acquiring his legacy, 

he was an ineffective clerk who did not live up to society's 

image of masculinity. He mistakenly believes that marriage 

will create a haven in a hostile world where, because of his 

authority over his wife in the home, he will become the 
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proper image of masculinity. His control in the home will 

replace his lack of control in the real world. Since he has 

retired from society, his authority in the home will be 

sufficient enough to indicate to society that he has a 

legitimate masculine role. 

Edmund cannot tolerate the idea that he first 

approached his wife in the way that he did. He was the one 

who broke out of the traditional confines, but he cannot 

live with the results (Watt 154). Edmund's "neurotic, 

possessive approach to marriage makes him extremely 

authoritarian, to the extent that he almost forces his wife 

to become that which he fears she is" (Watt 154). 

Edmund's jealousy is obsessive. Like all such 

jealousies, 

his is essentially irrational and feeds upon 
itself--indeed it must feed upon itself, since, 
at least for a long time, it has nothing else to 
feed upon. Monica's very honesty and good sense 
ensure that Widdowson's morbid suspicions can only 
fix themselves on trivial social encounters and 
commonplace manifestations of personal freedom 
which she cannot and will not forgo. 
(Tindall 197-98) 

Edmund recognizes that Monica is a good wife. She takes 

good care of their household, and she behaves properly. All 

she wants is for him to trust her, but unfortunately, Edmund 

does not have the ability to do so. He believes that since 

he picked up Monica, any man could. She accepted him, so 

she could accept anyone else. He has no evidence on which 

to base his suspicions, but, for him, that is beside the 
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point. Sjoholm points out that Edmund's "loneliness, 

inexperience with women . . . his helplessness, jealousy and 

despair when he loses all, are described in such a way that 

we pity the man but condemn his acts" (71). 

Edmund Widdowson and Angel Clare have a great deal in 

common. They share 

beliefs which fall very short when the 
practical demands of the world around them have to 
be met. Both are jealous . . . both are very 
possessive. They carry an idealised picture of 
womanhood . . . . Both manage to move their 
relationships with women outside the limits of 
their class. (Watt 155) 

Edmund, like Angel, does not know women. Neither one of 

them understands that their idealized image is just that, 

idealized. It has nothing to do with the real. Both men 

have difficulty recognizing that the ideal is not supposed 

to be attainable; therefore, they are both extremely 

disappointed when the women they love possess all-too-human 

flaws. 

Everard Barfoot is a typical young English gentleman 

who does not have to work. He is a male of the upper class 

who looks for new experiences, but not because he is 

necessarily interested in learning and growing: he is merely 

bored. He has a great deal of time on his hands to enjoy 

himself and dabble in a variety of interests. In this 

manner, he resembles Hardy's Alec d'Urberville. Everard is 

definitely not the villain that Alec turns out to be. He 

does not take advantage of women. 
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In his interactions with Mary and Rhoda, Everard seems 

interested in intellectual friendships with them. There is 

the typical flirting and bantering with Rhoda, but there is 

some serious and cerebral conversation between the two, 

also. Everard slowly becomes interested in Rhoda, first, as 

an intellectual friend. He finds her to be an unusually 

intelligent woman, and he seems to truly value that kind of 

intellectual quality in a woman. Poole observes that 

Everard seems to be genuinely interested in the possibility 

of an alternative to marriage (190-91). He appears to want 

a mutually satisfying relationship with a woman. 

Slowly, he becomes emotionally attracted to Rhoda. He 

begins to look upon Rhoda as a sexual challenge (Poole 191). 

Everard wants to conquer her. He may claim to be open-

minded and liberal, but for Everard, Rhoda is really one of 

those interesting distractions that he finds on his way 

through life. On one hand, he wants to see if he can have a 

free and open union with her. Traditional marriage does not 

interest him, and a longterm relationship with Rhoda might 

be stimulating. On the other hand, anything or anyone who 

interests Everard is worth a brief stop in his travels. 

Perhaps that is what he thought of Rhoda. Sjoholm 

speculates that "[t]he connoisseur in him is looking for 

new, strong experiences" (76). His male ego is looking for 

proof that he is capable of inspiring passion in an 

unconquerable woman (76). 
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The idea of a power struggle with Rhoda stimulates 

Everard. He wants her to agree to a free union to show the 

strength of her love. She wants to bring him to first 

proposing conventional marriage and then proposing free 

union instead to show the strength of his love. Selig 

believes that neither character really cares about the 

sociological debate concerning marriage. What they care 

about is "the other's submission as a demonstration of love" 

(73) . 

When the tables turn on him, Everard is disappointed. 

He slowly becomes unhappy with the relationship because he 

feels the balance of power is shifting in the direction of 

Rhoda. Everard is most conscious of who or 

what he must 'subdue', and he begins to see the 
prospect of marriage as 'a long and bitter 
struggle for predominance'. . . . [Mary's] letter 
is a relief because he feels 'almost glad of a 
ground of quarrel', and he deliberately sets out 
to provoke Rhoda's hostility. . . . After the 
confrontation, he rejoices in his strength of 
will and awaits her submission which is the image 
of his erotic desire ('Oh but the submission would 
be perfect . . . then he would raise her'). 
(Goode 156) 

In many ways, Everard also resembles Angel Clare. He has an 

interest in progressive ideas and has no real use for what 

he considers to be old and tired social conventions. The 

familiarity of those conventions, though, is reassuring. He 

may say he wants a free and equal union with a woman, but he 

still needs to feel he is the partner who is dominant. 

Everard is a typical young man who says he is progressive 
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and open-minded, but when confronted with proving his 

liberality, he reverts to the conventional. 

Edmund's and Everard's behavior should not totally 

condemn them. Though Edmund may not be likable, the reader 

pities him. Everard is likable, but he is disappointing. 

Both men bear a resemblance to Walter Hartright, Robert 

Audley, Griffith Gaunt, Angel Clare and even Alec 

d'Urberville. Essentially, Gissing's male characters are 

realistic representations of the confused male. 

Monica Madden Widdowson and Rhoda Nunn represent two 

versions of the "odd woman," and they are Gissing's 

heroines. While Monica "escapes" her fate as an odd woman, 

Rhoda embraces hers, and except for a period of time when 

she is struggling with Everard, she maintains her odd woman 

status. The two women come together because of their odd 

woman status. Monica, in order to escape her dreary 

existence as a shopgirl in a draper's shop, retreats to the 

women's business college run by Mary and Rhoda. Rhoda tries 

to recruit Monica by attempting to persuade her that the 

college will help her achieve economic independence and that 

the women's movement will help her achieve social 

independence. Monica does not buy into these radical ideas 

and chooses marriage to Edmund instead. 

The two women also become connected indirectly by 

Everard Barfoot. Edmund falsely accuses Monica of having an 

affair with Everard, Rhoda's lover. The circumstances are 
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set for jealousy on the part of Edmund and Rhoda. Monica is 

actually in a relationship with Bevis, who happens to live 

in the same apartment building as Everard. 

Monica is the youngest Madden sister, and her older 

sisters, Virginia and Alice, pin their hopes on her. Their 

sister is young enough and attractive enough to make a good 

match. According to Sjoholm, any dreams Monica might have 

had about marriage are "outweighed by her present fears of 

poverty, hard work and spinsterhood." She wants a marriage 

that will provide her with economic and social security 

(68). When a friend tries to dissuade Monica from accepting 

a hasty and loveless marriage with Edmund, she defends her 

choice by explaining that she does not like life with Rhoda 

and Mary, and she does not want to wind up like her sisters. 

Love is not an issue with Monica; security is much more 

important. Monica ignores or denies any misgivings about 

Edmund and his faults as a husband during their courtship. 

However, she is somewhat uncomfortable because she 

recognizes that, "in the name of 'love', Widdowson is trying 

to pressurize her into marrying him against her better 

judgement" (Tindall 196) . The situation that Monica places 

herself in by marrying a man she does not love but who can 

provide her with material security is not unknown to the 

Victorian readership. 

Korg points out that Monica is not an emancipated 

woman, "but merely a girl who has responded to some of the 
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new ideas about equality and has grown accustomed to a freer 

life than old-fashioned marriage allowed" (188-89). She is 

a social creature, and she wants a type of independence that 

is outside of her husband's sphere. Monica wants to keep 

her friends and their society. She wants the freedom to 

pursue outside interests wholly removed from those of her 

husband. Monica is a faithful wife and a good homemaker. 

She is perfectly capable of being a good traditional wife, 

but she is also capable of having friendships and social 

commitments that are separate from and supplementary to her 

life as a wife. What she does not realize is that her 

husband is not capable of recognizing that, also. So Monica 

suffers for her desperate choice. 

Circumstantial evidence proves Monica's downfall. 

Wrongly accused of having an adulterous relationship with 

Everard Barfoot, her innocent relationship is really with 

Bevis, a young man, who has his own problems with odd women, 

a dependent mother and sisters (Poole 188). Since Edmund 

has already accused her of being an adulteress, Monica 

decides to become one and wants to run away with Bevis. 

Edmund, with his jealousy and dictatorial manner, literally 

drives his wife into the arms of another man. Bevis, 

though," is not interested. In fact, when he learns Monica 

has taken his flirting seriously and wants him "to play the 

part of the daring adulterer who will sweep her away. 
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reckless of husband, society and convention," the idea 

horrifies him (Poole 188). 

Since Bevis will not run away with her, Monica, who is 

pregnant with Edmund's child, leaves her husband and moves 

in with her sisters. She dies in childbirth, but only after 

having written a final letter to her husband. She tells him 

that she has never been an adulteress and that the child is 

his. Edmund, who is completely irrational and unforgiving, 

does not believe Monica. His great concern is that he can 

never be sure if the child is really his. The little girl 

is indeed his, A point to note is that Monica's death 

conforms to a traditional Victorian convention: fallen women 

die, Monica is not a fallen woman, but her husband believes 

otherwise, Sjoholm believes 

[m]odern readers might wish that Monica had been 
spared and allowed to find an independent life for 
herself and her child--as a separated woman and 
single parent, But Gissing as well as his 
contemporary women readers knew that such a 
solution would probably have been an even more 
severe punishment than death, (71) 

Monica may not be a New Woman, but she is one of those women 

who acknowledges the need for an independence and an 

existence that is separate from marriage. She may want to 

be a wife, but she also wants to be an individual, Monica 

believes she can be both without sacrificing one for the 

other, 

Gissing's characterization of Monica resembles the 

sensation novel's female protagonist because of her 
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extraordinary responses to her circumstances. She finds 

herself saddled with a dictatorial husband, and she reacts 

desperately. Though the Victorian reader may recognize her 

circumstances as common, her actions are unusual. Unlike 

Marian Halcombe or Kate Gaunt or Tess Durbeyfield, Monica 

does not rise to the occasion. Instead, like Lady Audley, 

she reacts in an intense manner. 

On the other hand, Rhoda Nunn resembles Marian Halcombe 

but fully realized. While Marian had some self-

assertiveness, she gave way to Walter Hartright, lost her 

assertiveness and never regained it. Rhoda has self-

assertiveness, struggles with Everard over it and maintains 

it. Rhoda is the female protagonist found in the sensation 

novel, but she is more fully developed by Gissing. Gissing 

makes her dynamic and capable of spiritual growth and 

change. What is more important, Rhoda, like Tess 

Durbeyfield, grows and learns from her experiences. Unlike 

Tess, Rhoda survives her experiences and has the opportunity 

to continue to grow. 

Rhoda Nunn was the former childhood friend of the 

Madden sisters. Her mother had been under their father's 

care in Clevedon, so she had become friendly with his 

daughters. After Dr. Madden died and the daughters 

scattered, Rhoda lost track of her old friends until a 

chance meeting with a mutual friend. She contacts Virginia 

and Alice and, through them, Monica comes to the business 
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college. To her credit, Rhoda wanted to help her old 

friends in any way she could, and since, of the three 

sisters, Monica was probably the best prospect for 

recruitment, she took an interest in the youngest sister. 

Rhoda is a New Woman of strong intellect and good 

character. She is Collins' Marian Halcombe, but taken to a 

unique level. Rhoda is Marian if Marian had the opportunity 

to live independently. Rhoda challenges society. Because 

of her personal circumstances, she has been forced to be 

self-sufficient. There are no parents to care for her, and 

she has no other relatives to help her marry. She has 

enough education to be a schoolteacher, but it was not a 

satisfying life. She becomes Mary's assistant at the 

business college, and she fully embraces Mary's philosophy 

regarding women's emancipation. However, Mary is a moderate 

proponent of women's rights and independence, and Rhoda is 

more radical. Both feel that young women, particularly of 

the middle classes, should educate and prepare themselves 

for economic and financial independence in a world where 

there is a shortage of men. Consequently, women could not 

rely on men to support and protect them. As things were, if 

a young woman did not marry, she had no way to earn a 

livelihood. Rhoda believes that a completely reorganized 

society is the only way to save women (Korg 189). She 

believes wholeheartedly that men are not necessary for 

happiness or contentment. According to her beliefs, 
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marriage is primarily responsible for the subjection of 

women (Korg 189) . Mary and Rhoda actually represent the two 

sides of the late Victorian feminist movement: Marys 

"'gradualist'" approach to change and Rhoda's 

"'revolutionary'" militancy (Poole 189-90). 

According to Poole, Rhoda sets herself up as the model 

of militant chastity. Rhoda has no 

[c]ompassion for the women not strong enough to 
resist the security of marriage . . . . There is 
harshness as well as nobility in her belligerence: 
'Human weakness is a plea that has been much 
abused, and generally in an interested spirit'. 
(190) 

One of the school's former students ran off with a married 

man, but she wants to return. Rhoda rejects the idea, and 

the result of her severity is the girl's suicide. Poole 

observes that Rhoda's severity "suggests the involvement of 

personal motivations informing and perhaps distorting the 

appearance of impersonal idealism" (190). Rhoda resents the 

fact that women are dependent on men for relationships, so 

she decides to reject all relationships with men. She may 

participate in the group activities of the school and the 

movement, but she isolates herself completely from all other 

types of social interaction. Poole notes that 

Gissing is examining . . . the psychology of 
change, social and personal. . . . Rhoda lays 
claim to a total self-determination that will 
result in an equally disastrous rigidity of type. 
It is the most profound and balanced study of the 
values and dangers inherent in the impulse towards 
radical change that Gissing ever achieved. (190) 
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According to Sloan, "[t]o isolate the human in this way 

is for Rhoda to locate the mainsprings of social misery 

within an essential, ineffaceable human nature that cannot 

finally be questioned and transformed" (121). Rhoda 

believes that the conditions of life dictated by society are 

to blame for most of the waste and misery of women's lives 

(Sloan 121). 

According to Goode, Rhoda believes marriage is an 

example of the intrusion of human weakness. A personal life 

has no place in a social struggle (155). According to 

Grylls, Rhoda does not love Everard nor does she want to 

marry him. She does want a proposal of marriage, but she 

wants it as evidence of his love. Once she receives the 

proposal, she will reject him (173) . Both Rhoda and Everard 

want proof that the other's affection is serious, and they 

each also want proof of their supremacy over the other. 

Rhoda accepts Everard, but on the condition that he give in 

to a conventional marriage. If he gives in to that demand 

then he truly loves her. Everard, who wants a free union, 

is so overcome by passion that he gives in to her demand 

(Grylls 174). 

Rhoda imagines the social triumph of finally receiving 

a man's proposal and the personal triumph of rejecting it. 

She is extremely proud of the fact that she no longer needs 

to count herself as one of those unwanted women who 

236 



consequently became an odd woman. She is an odd woman 

because she chooses to be one. 

Upon hearing that Everard is having an affair with 

Monica, Rhoda demands, like the stereotypical jealous woman, 

an explanation. When Everard refuses to explain his 

relationship or lack of relationship with Monica, Rhoda 

stubbornly refuses to accept the matter as is. The two go 

their separate ways, and Rhoda is, in a sense, free to 

recommit herself to her radicalism. After they have parted 

ways, Rhoda learns that Everard is indeed innocent, but she 

also realizes that "her independent attitude makes it 

impossible for her to marry" (Korg 189). Rhoda's story 

shows how impossible the new plan is in a society 
governed by the old suppositions. . . . Each 
partner proposes to allow the other freedom, yet 
Rhoda cannot ignore certain doubts about Everard's 
fidelity. . . . Rhoda cannot overcome the distrust 
of men at the root of her militant feminism. 
(Korg 189) 

It seems that this encounter with Everard tested 

Rhoda's convictions, so she could be more committed to 

feminism. She has had an experience with a man, and she now 

has more knowledge about men. According to Sjoholm, 

[h]aving lived through passionate love, torturing 
jealousy and disillusion, she[Rhoda] now shares 
other women's experiences. . . . [S]he can now 
empathize with her weaker sisters without her old 
feelings of superiority or scorn. (77) 

Korg points out that Rhoda "has failed, not because feminism 

is an impossible ideal, but because her real motive as a 
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feminist, pride, prevents her from making the compromises 

necessary to apply it to practical affairs" (189). 

The novel ends with Rhoda visiting Alice Madden, 

Monica's oldest sister, who is now caring for Monica's 

child. The final scene consists of Rhoda holding and gazing 

at the baby, saying, "'Poor little child!'" (Gissing 336). 

Rhoda, after everything she has been through, now has a 

"mellowed compassion for the child, for Monica, for woman's 

whole entanglement in the processes of relationship" (Poole 

192) . Although the Widdowson marriage was disastrous, the 

union did produce a child. Rhoda, in her idealism and her 

quest for a free union, will probably never have a child. A 

child is what she will have to sacrifice and the price she 

has to pay for her idealism. Poole observes that "the 

impossible, perfect relationship, in which perfect freedom 

is mystically reconciled with perfect inter-dependence" 

never creates children (193) . According to Sjoholm, male 

critics see the ending as Rhoda's recognition of what she 

has given up for her ideology. Sjoholm also suggests that 

female critics are ready 

to accept the possibilities of Rhoda's situation 
and see it as 'a serious challenge to the 
traditional notion' that only in recognizing her 
biological role can a woman's life be really 
fulfilled. (82) 

Gissing's female characters resemble Marian Halcombe, 

Laura Fairlie, Lady Audley and Kate Gaunt. All have 

intelligence and fortitude. Except for Lady Audley, all 
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have redeeming qualities. But all, including Lady Audley, 

are at the center of their respective plots. Each also 

suffers some desperation. Most importantly though, each 

character gains some self-knowledge. Gissing's female 

characters, like Hardy's Tess, are more complex and multi-

faceted. Again, Gissing, like Hardy, does not allow his 

plot to inundate his characters. He does not sacrifice 

depth of character development for the sake of plot. 

Gissing, like the sensation novelists, had social 

motives. In The Odd Women. Gissing writes about a group in 

society almost totally forgotten. He describes in narrative 

form their circumstances in life. Gissing does not make any 

judgment about the feminist movement. In fact, he points 

out both strengths and weaknesses of that movement. He 

emphasizes how these women are part of the larger community. 

Society was already re-examining marriage laws and property 

rights. Women were receiving an education. Gissing's work 

added one more dimension and perspective to the discussion 

already in progress. Sjoholm writes that "[t]he author's 

reluctance to judge and take sides, his way of questioning 

instead of concluding or preaching . . . is . . . what 

brings this novel to life even today" (83). According to 

Grylls,' 

[a]s a disquisition on unpartnered females The Odd 
Women is affirmative and forward-looking. As a 
treatment of women's relations with men it is much 
less optimistic. Social conventions and economic 
conditions can, it suggests, be challenged and 
improved. But nothing can annul the friction and 
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suffering intrinsic, in Gissing's view, to 
personal relations. (179) 

Korg points out that the institution of marriage is 

supposed to sanctify the relationship between a man and a 

woman. But because of the nature of a woman's upbringing 

and education in Victorian England, marriage corrupted the 

relationship. The Victorian wife simply did not have the 

means to share in her husband's emotional or practical life. 

Accordingly, Korg states, "[h]er training as a kind of 

superior servant with limited responsibility thrust upon 

husbands powers that no husband who respected his wife as a 

human being would wish to possess" (186). 

According to Poole, the Widdowson marriage represents 

what happens when two people find themselves "free of the 

imposed forms and yet unable to create a new form. . . . The 

old issues of domination and submission can be juggled with 

more freely, but they are still, so it seems, the old 

issues" (191) . How do people create new relationships 

without repeating the patterns of the old? If there is some 

discomfort or anxiety in a relationship based on dependence 

and domination, how can a couple create a new relationship 

where each partner maintains some independence? (Poole 191) 

The Victorian sensation novelists described marriage in 

traditional ways. Commercial marriages and Coheptuan 

marriages (between partners of different stations in life) 

were common conventions appearing in sensation novels. 

Gissing follows the example of the sensationalists by 
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cataloging several marriages in The Odd Women. Like 

Collins, his purpose is to shed light on some of the 

problems with this social institution. Grylls labels 

Gissing's catalog of marriages under "men cursed with 

inadequate wives" (168) . Interestingly enough, Everard 

Barfoot is acquainted with almost all the couples mentioned, 

which may account for his opinions about marriage. One of 

his friends had a wife who lacked humor. Another friend has 

a wife who constantly complains about their servants, and 

they lead a nomadic existence. Everard's sister-in-law, a 

hypochondriac and a vulgar socialite, dominates his 

brother. And of course, there is the Widdowson marriage. 

However, there is a marriage among Everard's friends that is 

successful: Micklewaite and Fanny. They are a picture of 

domestic happiness (Grylls 168-69). 

Human insecurity is the common root of many problems, 

and it is at the root of many of the problems in The Odd 

Women (Grylls 178). The characters suffer from economic 

insecurity or emotional and psychological insecurity. The 

tension in the novel suggests that in many intimate 

relationships 

human beings are possessed by a craving for power 
--for power, influence and domination--but also 
for reassurance. Failure to achieve power or 
security sparks off mistrust and possessiveness. 
Above all, it sparks off jealousy . . . . 
(Grylls 178) 

The emotion of jealousy fascinated Gissing, as it did 

Reade. Tindall points out that The Odd Women is very 
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cerebral in the ways it covers women's issues such as the 

nature of feminine independence and free unions. It is not 

always apparent that it is also a study in jealousy between 

men and women (200) . The Odd Wnmpn joins Reade's Griffith 

ggytnt in the examination of jealousy. Sjoholm writes that 

Gissing saw jealousy as "the darker side of sexual love" and 

as "an uncontrollable force in life" (78) . The topic of 

jealousy is found in many of his novels. It is a problem 

suffered by all classes. Miss Eade is jealous of Monica 

because she believes Monica returns the affections of one of 

the draper's shopmen, Bullivant. Monica does not, but Miss 

Eade is a good example of jealousy unfounded. Edmund's 

jealousy contrasts with Miss Eade's not in its degree of 

unfoundedness but in its degree of refinement and obsessive 

control. Whereas Miss Eade's jealous behavior is blatant 

and obvious, Edmund's smolders dangerously. He claims that 

Monica "should observe ladylike proprieties and also 'truly 

love' him" (Tindall 200) . It also comes from his knowledge 

that he pressured her into marrying him against her better 

instincts. Gissing recognizes that all human beings are 

capable of experiencing jealousy. He makes reference to 

Mary having been bitterly jealous of her cousin Everard when 

they were younger. Even Rhoda Nunn is capable of feeling 

jealousy when Mary tells her Everard is having an affair 

with Monica. Interestingly enough. Miss Eade runs into 

Monica on a station platform long after both had left the 
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draper's shop, and she still wants to know if Monica had 

anything to do with Bullivant. 

Gissing, like Hardy, also explores the theme of self-

determination or selfhood. Rhoda Nunn is like many of her 

real life counterparts. She believes that it is a woman's 

right to choose a professional career instead of marriage. 

Sloan observes that Rhoda represents the attempt 

to break away from the narrow concern of the 
feminist movement in England with the problem of 
single women, and from its assumption that 
marriage is a woman's natural profession. 
Masculine, intellectual, assertive: Rhoda's 
oddness is at once an attempt to realise a more 
authentic selfhood . . . . (122) 

Goode points out that Hardy had already published in 

Tess of the d'Urbervilles a portrayal of "the specific 

oppression of woman by the economic, sexual and moral 

domination of a male culture." Gissing's The Odd Women 

should be placed alongside Hardy's work (Goode 143) because 

he continues Hardy's discussion. 

In writing about The Odd Women. Poole claims that the 

difference "between women's inner feelings, needs and 

desires, and their available or prescribed social roles, 

offers a focus for the dramatisation of Gissing's own 

deepest preoccupation" (176). Gissing wanted to explore 

this discrepancy as a powerful desire for revealing the 

"'inner'" self in the "'outer'" self or as a desire to 

maintain "the purity of the inner life in the face of an 

irretrievably hostile outer world" (Poole 176). 
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Cannot the same be true for Hardy and his Tepp gf the 

d^Urhervilles? 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE NEO-SENSATION NOVELS OF SWIFT AND BANKS 

When reviewing Graham Swift's Waterland. contemporary 

book critics probably did not realize that their 

observations about the novel happened to be about what can 

be considered throwbacks to the conventions of the Victorian 

sensation novel. Those very critics drew attention to the 

influence of an ordinary setting on people and events, the 

use of history, events that are familiar and close to home, 

complex plotting, crime, the use of research and family 

secrets. It cannot be coincidence that some critics 

compared Swift with Thomas Hardy. As mentioned in Chapter 

I, Kelly A. Marsh believes Swift's Waterland is an example 

of a neo-sensation novel. According to Higdon, 

[p]owerful, ambitious, technically accomplished, 
Waterland is simultaneously a murder confession, a 
history of England's fen country, an indictment of 
the modern world for its ignorance of history, an 
essay on the life of the eel, a meditation on the 
shapes of time--in short, a grim intertwining 
of incest, suicide, and murder played against two 
hundred years of family history and an 
apocalyptic sense that time may be coming to an 
end. ("Double Closures" 90) 

Higdon's description could very well be that of a Victorian 

sensation novel. Swift employs the same conventions used by 

Collins and his peers, and Hardy and Gissing. In Waterland. 

Swift has resurrected the Victorian sensation novel of the 

19th century. What intrigued the Victorian reader still 
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appeals to the contemporary reader, and much of that very 

attraction is its power to fascinate and enthrall the 

reader. 

Swift uses sensation novel conventions because of their 

universal and timeless appeal for readers. When maintained 

within an encompassing structure, these conventions maintain 

their effectiveness in creating a story that beckons a 

reader to continue turning pages. 

According to a review for Newsweek 24 June 1985, 

Last year Graham Swift's Waterland introduced a 
35-year old British novelist of such unusual power 
that reviewers compared him with Faulkner, 
Melville, Hardy, Sterne, Grass and Garcia Marquez. 
Set in the flat, watery fens of eastern England, 
Swift's complex novel combined an extravagantly 
Gothic family saga--involving incest, murder, 
mental retardation and kidnapping--with 
discursions on human history, the reclamation of 
land from the sea and the life of the eel. 
(demons 74) 

In Publishers Weekly, a critic writes 

it is the poignancy, not of random 
historical events, but of what is most familiar 
and close to home--a demented brother born of 
incest, a sweetheart whose innocent love-play 
turns to adultlike tragedy, the death of his 
mother--that captures and holds our attention. 
(65) 

In a review in Punch 19 October 1983, the critic wrote 

"[t]he monotony of the landscape throws into relief the 

human scories played out in it and they are recounted with 

passion by the history teacher/narrator ..." (Bonney 73). 

In The Wilson Ouarterly New Year's 1986, the critic observes 

that the narrator delves into his family's past, "itself a 
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tale riddled by mysteries. . . . But a final question 

lingers after the end of the narrative: Does knowledge of 

the past comfort or weaken those who seek it?" (159) 

When published in 1983, Waterland received critical 

acclaim along with glowing reviews. Translated into ten 

languages, its success led its publishers to bring out 

Swift's three earlier books. Two of them. The Sweet Shop 

Owner and Shuttlecock, had never been available in the 

United States before. The third. Learning to Swim, is a 

collection of short stories. Waterland also received a 

nomination for Great Britain's Booker Prize. 

The narrator, Tom Crick, is a 53-year-old history 

teacher who is about to be "sacked" because his subject, 

according to his headmaster Lewis Scott, has become 

obsolete. The general studies curriculum will absorb it. 

By virtue of his subject becoming obsolete, Tom becomes so 

also. As far as the school administration and students are 

concerned, history is of no value. This event, along with 

the circumstances of his wife's mental breakdown, provides 

the impetus for Tom deciding, during his last days of 

teaching, to forego the accepted syllabus and launch into 

personal story-telling. 

This story-telling is his last ditch effort at 

legitimizing his life's occupation of thirty-two years and 

at coming to terms with his private life. He tries to 

explain through his story-telling the true value of history 
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to his captive audience of seventeen students. Tom tries to 

help his students recognize what they can gain from history. 

At the same time, he tries to explain, more to himself than 

to his students, what went wrong with his life, his wife's 

life and the lives of the families from which he stemmed. 

Tom's story-telling is his way of accepting responsibility 

for his role in the way his life has played out and of 

defending and justifying his actions. 

He tells the stories of his maternal and paternal 

families. The Atkinsons, his maternal family, represent the 

wealthy class while the Cricks, his paternal family, 

represent the working class. Tom talks about his maternal 

family's power and influence and his paternal family's 

humble beginnings. While regaling his students with the 

colorful histories of his families, they also learn about 

his present life with his childhood sweetheart, Mary, and 

the story behind her kidnapping an infant from the local 

Safeway. 

By way of this highly unusual history lesson, Tom's 

students learn about the Fens in eastern England, the River 

Ouse, and the River Leem and its locks. Rivers, as natural 

forces, take in and give up many things, The novel opens 

with the description of how the River Leem gives up the body 

of Freddie Parr, a childhood friend of Tom's. 

Little by little, more details add to the growing 

history of Tom's childhood and adolescence. His childhood 
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sweetheart, who is now his wife Mary, was sexually curious, 

and her precociousness about "holes and things" leads to 

sexual exploration and initiation for Tom and Mary and their 

friends. It also leads to a confusing initiation for Tom's 

mentally retarded brother, Dick. 

During this confession of sorts, Tom reveals the truth 

behind Freddie Parr's death. He misleads his students into 

believing that the story of Freddie's death is a murder 

mystery, and that he does not know who the murderer is, but 

he does. Tom admits he had a role in Freddie's death. 

Included in this story-telling is a unique, detailed 

account of eel biology. That part of the lesson was a 

natural progression from the story about Freddie dropping an 

eel into Mary's underwear while the then-young friends were 

daring each other to show-and-tell their "holes and things." 

Finally Tom tells the story of how he drove his brother to 

committing suicide. 

The sensational appeal of Waterland lies in the 

intricate combination of detective story, murder mystery, 

faiiry tale and scandalous secrets. McKinney points out that 

Waterland "both embodies and parodies the virtues of . . . 

nineteenth-century English fictional genres: the gothic 

novel, che family saga, the business saga, the detective 

story, and the provincial novel" (822). Swift also includes 

kidnapping, incest, madness and suicide. 
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Watgrland is clearly a contemporary descendant of the 

Victorian sensation novel. Its effect on its reader is 

similar to the original's effect on its then-contemporary 

reader. The story enthralls the audience--the events unfold 

at a steady pace and compel the reader to continue. There 

is a desperation in the narrator's voice as he tries to tell 

his story to an actual audience. Tom's story-telling is 

like that of Scherezade--the story never ends. It is 

necessary that he continue telling his story in order to 

maintain some control. This is the contemporary sensational 

appeal of Waterland. 

The plot is clearly convoluted; however, it is 

intricate in a unique manner. Tom alternates his 

story-telling between the present and the past. He 

alternates his roles as a teacher of history and teller of 

his own story. Between snatches of lectures on the French 

Revolution, he tells the stories about his two families and 

himself. While describing numerous events, he switches back 

and forth between time periods. The order of his 

story-telling is not chronological. The stories range over 

a 240-year span. The earliest time period deals with Tom's 

17th century ancestors and ends with the marriage of his 

parents'after World War I. The next period is the 1940's 

and covers Mary's sexual experimentation, Dick's murder of 

Freddie Parr, Mary's abortion, Dick's learning about his 

incestuous conception, Dick's suicide, Tom's return from 

250 



World War II and his marriage to Mary. The third period is 

the 1980's, the narrative present. Swift blows apart the 

narrative structure by positing a continuous discontinuity. 

As he teaches his captive students in the present-day, 1980, 

a comment he is making will suddenly take him to the past, 

and he tells a story about his family history. The double 

plot intertwines whenever a comment about history triggers a 

memory about his past or a comment about his past will 

prompt a thought about the present, and Tom is off and 

running in his dual story-telling. Crowshaw writes that 

[e]ach chapter jumps from time to time, 
place to place. This physical structure 
echoes the theory that history has no 
specific order. However, the chapters are 
usually tied together by a broken sentence; 
it is broken in the middle and finished in 
the next chapter. . . . The broken 
lines connect each chapter to achieve the 
effect of continuity throughout the book. 

Higdon notes the many digressions in Tom's story-telling: 

[H]e is simply unable to confront the facts or 
utter the words, and he allows his sentences to 
trail off or veers suddenly into a history of the 
fen drainage system, a discourse on the sex life 
of the eel . , , , ("Unconfessed Confessions" 188) 

The delivery of the story-telling is chaotic, Tom's 

story-telling is desperate because it is a defensive 

measure. Tom is under a great deal of stress; he has had to 

commit his wife to an asylum; he has lost his job; and his 

discipline no longer has any worth. He is intellectually 

and individually discredited. His psychological distraction 

is not surprising. 
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Tom is in his London prep school classroom lecturing to 

his students in 1980. The reader learns about the events 

occurring in February, March and April of 1980. Tom's 

story-telling is set in the Fen country of eastern England. 

It is "[f]lat, with an unrelieved and monotonous flatness, . 

enough of itself, some might say, to drive a man to unquiet 

and sleep-defeating thoughts" (Swift 2). Much like Hardy, 

Swift uses his setting as a force that interacts with the 

plot. It shapes people's lives. The Fens symbolize Tom's 

reality, "an empty wilderness" (McKinney 824) . Like the 

sensationalists. Swift employs a rural setting as a backdrop 

for extraordinary events in the lives of seemingly normal 

people. As gathered from Tom's story-telling, his family 

has experienced some unusual events in their lives. 

The madness and violence found in the rural setting of 

the sensation novel are the incest and murder in the Fen 

country of Waterland. The Fens are a low-lying region of 

eastern England that was once under water. The deposits of 

marine silts from the sea and land silts from the rivers 

flowing down to the sea reclaimed the land. When the silt 

accumulated, salt-marsh plants grew, and a rich and fertile 

peat formed. Tom's Crick ancestors have all lived toiling 

at the dredging and draining of the Fens. His own father, 

Henry, was the lock-keeper near where the River Leem enters 

the River Ouse on its way to the North Sea and was 

responsible for opening and closing the locks for ship 
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traffic. Henry's ancestors eventually joined the Atkinson 

family's efforts in the reclamation of the land by working 

for them as builders and repairers of sluices, dikes and 

canals, and lock-keepers. As far as his Atkinson ancestors 

were concerned, the Leem provided their livelihood also. 

They were not originally from the Fens country; they were 

Norfolk farmers and mallsters. The River Leem was a way to 

transport their Norfolk goods to the growing market in the 

Fens. Then they bought up the land along the river and had 

their drainage experts make the land suitable for growing 

wheat. They built their own malting house and used their 

Norfolk barley wheat. The Atkinsons eventually acquired a 

brewery business which thrived because they took advantage 

of being the first to grow their own wheat, malt it and brew 

it all in the same area. 

Swift makes regular reference to the constant 

reclamation of the land from the water. It serves as a 

metaphor for the constant cycle of construction and 

destruction. Tom tells his students that silt "shapes and 

undermines continents; which demolishes as it builds; which 

is simultaneous accretion and erosion; neither progress nor 

decay" (Swift 8-9). He tells them to 

consider the equivocal operation of silt. 
Just as it raises the land, drives back the sea 
and allows peat to mature, so it impedes the flow 
of rivers, restricts their outfall, renders the 
newly formed land constantly liable to flooding 
and blocks the escape of floodwater. (Swift 9) 
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The draining and dredging are just a continuation of the 

siltation. This is all a neverending process that requires 

vigilance. When men drain the land of water, the land 

shrinks and sinks, and is prone to floods. The lock-keeper, 

besides dealing with guiding ship traffic through the locks, 

has to monitor the water level of the river. The sluice 

gates are kept closed to make sure the water level is 

sufficient for the water traffic, but if the water rises, 

the gates have to be opened to prevent flooding. He must 

make sure that the typical river debris does not clog the 

river. The land reclamation represents the idea that 

nothing comes easily. Civilization must work at maintaining 

itself or else it will slip back into wilderness (Szoke). 

The Fens, like civilization, must conserve itself with the 

help of man or else the Fens will slip back into its 

original state. 

Waterland is in the familiar narrative present used by 

the Victorian sensationalists. Swift makes significant use 

of the retrospective structure for Tom Crick's 

story-telling. Since his story consists of world histories 

and personal histories, the retrospective method is the 

logical choice for narration. 

Toiii explores the uses and value of history. Swift, 

like Collins and Hardy, believes the past influences the 

present. The past may explain any mysteries faced today. 

Tom tells his students he understands that they want him to 
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address, "'What about Now?'" "Here and Now" is that 

"indefinable zone between what is past and what is to come" 

(Swift 60). According to Tom, "Here and Now" occurs so 

rarely that when it does come, it is not what people expect 

or imagine. In fact, it is really the stuff of fairy tales 

because it has more than one face, and it surprises. "Here 

and Now" is reality, but reality is an empty space. People 

make things happen in that empty space called reality. 

Until the "Here and Now" confronted Tom, he believed like 

his students that history was a myth. Now he believes 

history is not invention; it does exist, and he is part of 

it. He tells his students that studying history is like an 

inquest (Higdon, "Unconfessed Confessions" 187). This is a 

major value of history. It can explain; it can teach; it 

can justify. Furthermore, it can lead to "more mysteries, 

more fantasticalities, more wonders and grounds for 

astonishment . . . " (Swift 62). After forty years, Tom 

realizes that "history is a yarn" (Swift 62). 

Since Tom has tried to answer the question, "what is 

history," the next natural question asked by students is why 

study history. The answer is that man demands explanation. 

An explanation "implies . . . dissatisfaction, disquiet, a 

sense that all is not w e l l . . . . History begins only at the 

point where things go wrong; history is born only with 

trouble, with perplexity, with regret" (Swift 106). It is 

the investigation of "mysteries of cause and effect" (Swift 
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107). According to Tom, every action has a reaction. 

Because of history, people learn "that what we are is what 

we are because our past has determined it" (Swift 107). 

People learn from their mistakes so that the future will be 

better (Swift 107). 

Clearly, Tom is teaching his students these lessons 

about history, and at the same time, he is literally living 

what he is teaching. Tom believes that his past can help 

explain what he is experiencing in the present. For 

example, Mary's pregnancy and subsequent abortion when she 

was a teenager probably triggered the kidnapping of the baby 

from Safeway. Because of the abortion, she is sterile. She 

kidnaps the baby to replace the baby she aborted. Another 

example is Dick committing suicide when he learns that he 

should not have any children because of his own paternity. 

Dick is the child of incest, so any children he might have 

would stand a chance of being mentally retarded. 

Swift's use of history in Waterland resembles how the 

Victorian sensation novelists used it. As mentioned 

earlier. Swift uses a plot structure that is retrospective. 

Old family secrets and scandals haunt the present day 

family. However, Swift revises the convention also. In 

addition to the novel being a history. Swift, through his 

narrator, a history teacher, questions the value of history. 

Although he feels it is necessary to examine history, Tom 

also views history as flawed. Brewer and Tillyard point out 
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that Tom believes such activities as "[s]eeking 

explanations, attempting to establish causal relationships, 

using the past as a pattern-book for the present" are 

"limited and inadequate" (50) . He tells his students that 

"history is that impossible thing: the attempt to give an 

account, with incomplete knowledge, of actions themselves 

undertaken with incomplete knowledge" (Swift 108). Tom 

believes that if people learn a lesson from history, it is 

not that the history of humankind is one of progress and 

improvement. The real lesson is that every step forward 

creates new and more serious problems. Whenever people 

believe there is progress, there is, but there are also new 

and bigger obstacles to overcome (Tillyard and Brewer 50). 

According to Tom, history is circular--it repeats 

itself. While his Atkinson ancestors believed that human 

beings with their imagination and ingenuity can change 

reality for the better, i.e., progress improves the human 

condition, his Crick ancestors were fatalistic. They viewed 

progress as temporary; i.e., land reclamation is not 

permanent because the water will take back the land. Tom 

believes "the very revolutionary desire to rid ourselves of 

this circular human condition only creates worse 

catastrophes" (McKinney 827). Tom describes history as 

going in two directions at once. He says,"[i]t goes 

backwards as it goes forwards. It loops. It takes detours. 

Do not fall into the illusion that history is a well-
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disciplined and unflagging colurmi marching unswervingly into 

the future" (Swift 135). The past repeats itself 

continuously. 

Tom is the physical link between the Crick family and 

the Atkinson family. All the men and women of these two 

families seem respectable and ordinary. The circumstances 

of their lives are what is unusual about them. The Atkinson 

family is the wealthy and influential house in Gildsey, Tom 

reveals the family's foibles and secrets, and his students 

and the reader learn about the ambition, the drive, the 

jealousies and the eventual downfall of the most powerful 

family in Gildsey, The family skeletons involving insanity 

and incest eventually affect the last grandsons of the last 

patriarch. The Crick family history is less scandalous. 

They are the more humble of the two families. They worked 

the river Leem's locks and were simple ordinary people. The 

Cricks are the amphibious people who have come to terms with 

their water and land facets. Since the Cricks are the ones 

who drained the land, they come to know and respect the 

nature of the water (Swift 13). Anyone who can live with 

this knowledge has to possess the virtue of phlegm, "[a] 

muddy, silty humor" (Swift 15). It is neither liquid nor 

solid; it is a sluggish and "viscous semi-fluid" (Swift 

344). Phlegm can produce the following effects on the human 

temperament: "stolidity; sobriety; patience; level

headedness; calm" or "indolence; dullness; fatalism; 
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indifference; stupor" (Swift 344). The Cricks are content 

to remain in their position in their world. They accept 

that progress is an illusion just as the land reclamation is 

also (McKinney 824). 

Mary Metcalf Crick looked like a demure convent school 

girl. On the inside, she was a curious girl fascinated by 

sex. It was her precociousness that encouraged the 

curiosity of her friends Tom, Dick, and Freddie. It was she 

who initiated the intimacy with Tom, and it was she who 

ultimately paid the price of her curiosity. 

In many ways, Mary is a recognizable female character 

type. She is the sheltered only daughter of a widower. Her 

father sets her on a pedestal because she is the only 

remnant of his marriage. He spoils her throughout her 

childhood. He thinks of her as a little madonna, so he 

sends her off to convent school as befitting a good Catholic 

girl. She was a good student, and the sisters of St. 

Gunnhilda's School praised her. However, Mary's sexual 

curiosity and pregnancy disappoint and anger her father. 

After the abortion, Mary completely withdraws and isolates 

herself as if to do penance for her great sin. 

Harold Metcalf swallows his pride and shame about the 

pregnancy and asks Henry Crick to encourage Tom to write to 

Mary. Mary's father encouraged the marriage as the only way 

he could safeguard his daughter's health and welfare. Her 

accidental pregnancy and the subsequent abortion traumatized 
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her permanently, but neither Tom nor she fully realizes the 

extent of the trauma. When Tom tells this story, he reveals 

why, after so many years of marriage, they do not have 

children. The abortion left Mary sterile. The abortion and 

its aftermath explain her kidnapping the baby from the 

Safeway supermarket. In telling this story, Tom reveals 

that he had Mary committed to an asylum. She claims God 

told her to take the baby, Mary wanted to replace the baby 

she lost in the abortion, 

Dick is Tom's older mentally retarded brother. He is a 

large young man--all brawn to make up for his mental 

disability. Dick can do manual labor, and he does it well. 

He is hardworking, but mentally detached. For example, when 

told his mother was gone, he believed that she was gone but 

she would eventually return. He may have very well loved 

his mother, but Dick does not understand the concept of 

love, Dick knew Helen was his mother, but any woman might 

have been his mother, and he would not have known the 

difference. He recognized that she took care of him, sang 

to him, was kind to him, but he does not recognize love. 

However, Dick was intelligent enough to lure Freddie 

Parr to the riverbank. And he was intelligent enough to 

know that Freddie would not refuse a bottle of Coronation 

Ale. Dick believed Mary when she told him the baby was his 

(even though it was Tom's), but then Mary told him the baby 

was really Freddie's. She was protecting one brother from 
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the other. Dick felt that Freddie stole something from him, 

so he needed to get even with him. Perhaps Dick believed if 

Freddie was gone, he could have the baby Mary was carrying. 

When Dick learned about his paternity, the knowledge 

devastated him. No one would expect a young man to deal 

with all that information gracefully, so how could anyone 

expect poor Dick the "potato-head" to fully fathom what he 

was learning? In his confusion and pain, he felt the only 

way to ease his feelings was to dive into the water because 

the freedom water gave him made him feel safe. It did not 

matter that he drowned. 

Tom Crick is a reluctant narrator. His life is in 

turmoil and crisis. It is during this particular crisis 

that Tom looks back on his life and everything that has 

happened to his family and himself. There is nothing 

unusual about his kind of reflection. Many people do not 

reflect until times of crisis. It is then that he realizes 

what he is actually responsible for in his life. He begins 

to accept what has happened. He can trace events backward 

and see patterns of behavior. Tom can see the cause and 

effect relationship between the past and present. He also 

realizes that he has very little control of his life. 

Tom tells his students that "[t]o live in the Fens is 

to receive strong doses of reality. The great flat monotony 

of reality; the wide empty space of reality" (Swift 17). To 

deal with this reality, the people make things happen or 
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they drink or they tell stories (Swift 61) . Tom, who has 

learned the art of story-telling from his parents, tries to 

make sense of the chaotic reality of his life by turning it 

into a story. McKinney claims that Tom tries to conquer his 

fears through his story-telling (825) . Since the human 

being is a story-telling animal, he has to tell his stories. 

Tom, a story-telling animal, "summons stories to his aid to 

entertain, warn, explain, justify and record . . . " 

(Higdon, Unconfessed Confessions" 188). He also agrees with 

Price, who says: "'explaining's a way of avoiding the facts 

while you pretend to get near to them-'" (Swift 167). 

Reality is frightening, so fiction in the form of stories, 

obscures that reality. According to McKinney, "stories help 

us cope with the harshness of reality by driving back the 

waters of chaos" (825) 

Tom tries to address his own fear. His stories are his 

attempt to eliminate it. He believes he must defend himself 

and the choices he has made in his life, so he launches into 

his personal history. However, there are those moments when 

he returns to the French Revolution history lesson. He 

wants to defend himself, but he has difficulty telling 

everything. When he returns to the French Revolution, he is 

returning to something that is non-threatening to him. When 

he has gathered his mental strength again, he returns to his 

personal history. 
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Tom's disregard for the curriculum and his siibsequent 

story-telling have several motivations. It is his final 

vengeful act against Lewis Scott, the headmaster. He also 

wants to break a troublesome student named Price. Price is 

a student who feels it is necessary to question everything 

the teacher says and does. The story-telling is also a 

means of escape. While he is story-telling, he has a 

reprieve from his present life and its troubles. It is also 

his way of taking responsibility for three deaths, so the 

story-telling is his confession. The stories serve as his 

defense of himself, of the choices he made in his life and 

of his families and the choices they made. Finally, it is a 

revalidation of his discipline. 

Through his story-telling, he is proving the value of 

history. By using himself, he shows his students what one 

can learn about self and life from examining the past. Tom 

explains to his students that a history teacher is 

someone who teaches mistakes. While others say. 
Here's how to do it, he says, And here's what goes 
wrong. While others tell you. This is the way, 
this is the path, he says. And here are a few 
bungles, botches, blunders and fiascos . . . It 
doesn't work out; it's human to err . . . . 
(Swift 235) 

The entire time Tom is talking, it seems he is holding 

something back. He goes off on digressions to avoid telling 

his students everything. He does not want to reveal 

everything, but he knows he must. The digressions serve as 

a stalling technique until he builds up the courage to 
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reveal everything. They are a protection against his fear 

in revealing his guilt. 

Tom is similar to the hero figures of the Victorian 

sensation novels in that he is a confused male who is trying 

to deal with a world that he has no control over. He is 

intelligent, relatively honest, moral and compassionate. 

Tom is also responsible, loyal, upstanding and perfectly 

respectable. He is not the detective figure familiar to 

readers of Collins, but he is telling a type of detective 

story. A murder was committed, and Tom knows who committed 

the crime, but he tells the story as if it were a mystery. 

He did not kill Freddie Parr, but he had a hand in pushing 

the murderer, his brother Dick, to commit the crime. Tom 

knew when his father pulled Freddie Parr's body out of the 

river that the bruise upon the bruise was a telling mark. 

Freddie had a bruise on his right temple. Henry, in using 

his boat hook to retrieve Freddie's body, caused a new 

bruise to form over the first bruise. The two bruises 

eventually blur into one, and no one would have noticed it 

if they had not seen the first bruise. Tom saw it, and he 

believes Dick saw it too. He fished out the murder weapon, 

a beer bottle, and knew from where it came. And he knew 

that his own brother was the killer. Tom realized that he 

and Mary were partly to blame for Freddie's murder. Mary 

had lied to Dick and told him her baby by Tom was his. Then 

she lied again and told him the baby was Freddie's. 
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Tom also knew he was responsible for Dick learning the 

entire truth about his paternity and that he, Tom, was the 

father of Mary's baby. He was the one who told Dick that he 

was a child of incest between their mother and their 

grandfather, and that Dick should not have babies because 

they would turn out the way he did. Dick was a "bungle." 

There was "a mix-up somewhere and he's the result" (Swift 

323). Tom tries to calm Dick down and reassure him that he 

does not need to have babies because he is going to be "the 

Saviour of the World" (Swift 323). Dick's confusion and 

grief drove him to drink the bottles of Coronation Ale and 

ultimately jump into the river Ouse and drown. 

Tom knows that the abortion performed by the Fens 

witch, Martha Clay, on Mary was partly his responsibility 

also. Mary could not have the baby, so the visit to Martha 

was the only solution. 

Tom's delving into his families' histories in this 

manner is really his way of searching for answers. His 

grasp of history helps him to understand how the past has 

led him to this point in his life. It makes it easier for 

him to bear the pain; the story-telling creates a cushion 

between himself and the event (Cobb). 

TOtii does not really fight his termination, but he does 

fight the obliteration of his discipline. He struggles with 

Price, his brilliant student. With both, Tom has to defend 

his sense that history or the past greatly affects the 
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present and the future. The power struggles are for the 

core of Tom Crick's being. If the school obliterates 

history, it also obliterate Tom's life. If the world denies 

the value of history then everything Tom has been through 

and has tried to come to terms with is for nothing. What 

Tom is doing when he tells his story and teaches history is 

validating his existence. So the power struggle in the 

novel is between people like Lewis Scott who claim history 

is obsolete and people like Tom who believe history is life. 

Tom Crick is the conventional confused male character. 

His problem is that he must accept his role in the 

circumstances of his life when he is forced to confront a 

major shift in his life. He comes to terms with the choices 

he made when the outside world psychologically threatens him 

on all sides. Like many people, Tom makes his choices 

quickly and without too much contemplation. Most people 

reflect back on their choices long after they made them and 

when they know and perhaps regret the consequences and 

results. 

There is crime in this novel. The story has overtones 

of a murder mystery with its opening scene of a dead body. 

Freddie Parr had been struck; two bruises were found on his 

forehead. The local constabulary might not know it was 

murder, but Tom Crick does. He knows who is responsible for 

provoking the murder and who committed it. 
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The second crime in the novel is the kidnapping of the 

baby. As mentioned earlier, Mary kidnaps a baby from the 

local Safeway. The kidnapping is serious because Mary has 

no intention of returning the baby. Tom forces her to 

return the baby to its teenaged mother at the supermarket. 

The police take Mary in for questioning, and she is 

eventually committed to an asylum. Tom loses the love of 

his life a second time, but this time it is probably 

permanent. He lost her the first time when they separated 

after the abortion. Mary wanted to be left alone, and Tom 

accepted her decision. They reunited when Harold Metcalf 

realized that Mary needed to be with Tom. Another baby 

causes this second and final separation. It is true that 

this time it is someone else's baby, but Mary is trying to 

replace the baby she aborted. She "loses" this baby, and 

they separate again. 

The third crime is the abortion. In that day and age 

in England, abortion was illegal and performed covertly. 

Martha Clay successfully aborted Mary and Tom's baby; 

unfortunately Mary will never be able to have children. 

The last people in the world that one would expect are 

the ones who commit these instances of crime. Tom and Mary 

are those ordinary people who, when their names wind up in 

the newspaper headlines, surprise and shock the community-

They are seemingly the last people on earth who would ever 

be at the center of a scandal. As in the Victorian 
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sensation novels, the most ordinary people can commit 

criminal acts when given enough motive and desperation. 

They all have a great deal to lose. Everyone involved is 

rash or insane or angry beyond understanding or reason. And 

they cover up the crimes. In fact, no one ever finds out 

about Freddie Parr's murder until Tom reveals it in his 

stories in the classroom. Tom reveals Mary's abortion in 

the same manner. The papers report the kidnapping, Tom 

teills his father about Freddie's murder after Dick commits 

suicide. 

The mystery aspect of the Victorian sensation novel is 

very apparent in Waterland. There are several mysteries or 

secrets revealed during the progression of the story. The 

discovery of Freddie Parr's body opens the novel. What was 

the mystery of the Coronation Ale? Tom tells the story of 

Mary's pregnancy and abortion. He also divulges the 

incestuous relationship between Ernest Atkinson and his 

daughter Helen. Tom reveals the mystery of the trunk left 

to Dick by their mother, and he even describes Dick's 

suicide. And of course, what was the reason for Mary 

kidnaping the baby? There are plenty of mysteries to 

uncover during the course of this novel. 

The family secrets in this novel are the pregnancy, the 

abortion and the incest. As Tom reveals each secret, he 

reveals the impact on the Atkinson and Crick families also. 

The incest is the most damaging. 

268 



Helen Atkinson Crick is a secondary character in 

Swift's novel, but her impact is far-reaching. She is like 

Mary in that she is the only daughter of a widower. Her 

father Ernest is like Harold Metcalf. Both worship their 

daughters. However, Ernest loves his daughter unnaturally. 

Their incestuous relationship results in a son, Dick. 

Helen, because she loves her father, consents to have a 

child with him, but under the condition that she be the one 

to tell him when he is grown about his paternity if she 

chooses. Helen falls in love with Henry Crick and may 

honestly believe that Dick is her husband's son. Henry 

never questions Helen, and he does not learn the truth till 

after Dick kills himself. Since Helen dies when Tom and 

Dick are young, neither one really knows much about her. In 

fact, the two sons learn the most about their mother and 

their maternal grandfather when Dick has Tom read the 

letters left to him in that infamous trunk. 

Dick, upon learning the truth, loses the father he has 

always known. He may not fully understand the scandal of 

his grandfather being his biological father, but he knows 

that it is unusual. He feels some real pain and confusion 

in this new knowledge. Besides being responsible for Dick's 

suicide; Tom must accept his role in taking a son away from 

a father, his father. Henry still thinks of Dick as his 

son, and Tom has stolen that relationship away from him. 
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Swift also makes use of the insanity convention. As 

mentioned earlier, Mary kidnapped a baby out of its pram at 

a local Safeway. Her defense was the claim that God told 

her to steal the baby. Mary has not been well for a very 

long time. 

It was rumored that insanity might run in the Atkinson 

family. The gossip began with Sarah Atkinson. Her husband, 

Thomas, struck her in a jealous rage. When she fell, she 

struck her head against the corner of a desk. Knocked 

unconscious for several hours, when she regained 

consciousness, she had lost her wits. Living like a martyr 

and surviving her husband, she never recovered her 

faculties, and her sons confined her permanently. For the 

rest of her life though, a "veil of rumor and myth" surround 

her (Cobb). She becomes, for Gildsey, a "strange 

combination of the local saint, Gunnhilda and a more 

powerful, almost pagan spirit able to cause floods and to 

see the future" (Cobb). The rumors about her ability to see 

the future, her being shut away in the family-built asylum 

and her ghost haunting Gildsey all encourage the idea that 

insanity runs in the family. Since everyone believed Sarah 

was insane, it is not unreasonable to believe that her 

grandson, Ernest, might have been also. It is also 

reasonable to believe that Helen may have inherited some of 

that instability. 
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There are three mental institutions in Waterland. two 

of which the Atkinson family established. They built 

Wetherfield Asylum for Sarah Atkinson. It was "funded by 

shame, using family money to cover up and correct a family 

problem. The Atkinsons attempt to keep their troubles 

within the family" (Fishman). They built Kessling Home in 

response to the trauma of World War I. Soldiers like Henry 

Crick were victims of the war and sent there to recover and 

readjust to life after the Great War, The last mental 

hospital is in London where Mary Crick is committed after 

kidnapping a baby. 

The fatalism in Waterland is similar to that of the 

sensationalists. Tom Crick, like the Victorian sensation 

protagonists, examines the path his life has taken. He 

forces himself to review his life and accept responsibility 

for the choices he has made. All human beings question how 

and why certain situations occur. People will always wonder 

if they really have any control over the events of their 

lives. They will always second-guess their decisions. 

Waterland is also a neo-sensation novel because of its 

unique use of documentary realism. From Collins' use of 

personal testimonies in the form of letters to create the 

narrative structure to the examining of handwriting and 

luggage labels for evidence by Braddon, documentary realism 

was a staple of the Victorian sensation novel. Swift alters 

the convention by having his protagonist tell stories to 
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students. Story-telling is indeed a type of documentation. 

It is a throwback to the oral tradition of classical 

literature. It is Tom Crick's testimony to his life and its 

significant events. It is a form of confessional and also a 

form of oral defense. His students are witnessing his 

testimony. 

As the example of his narrator Tom Crick shows. Swift 

"borrows" Collins' use of the depositions or eyewitness 

accounts from The Woman in White. Swift also "borrows" from 

Hardy's use of the narrator who is testifying to Tess of the 

d'Urberville's story. 

As far as social agenda is concerned. Swift seems to 

wish to focus, using Tom Crick's voice, on the worth and 

worthlessness of history. Brewer and Tillyard believe that 

Swift, through Tom, is claiming that 

[o]ur past, collective or individual, is 
perpetually with us; it is a constricting burden 
that leaves its mark on our every present act. 
But our past . , , can be transcended or overcome 
. . . by telling stories . . . indeed, by doing 
exactly what Swift himself is doing in Waterland 
. . . . History, on the other hand, cannot escape 
from time; and as long as we persist in asking 
'why?' we will be trapped, like Tom Crick, by our 
past. (51) 

Swift admits that history has some value, but it can also 

enslave people (Brewer and Tillyard 51). Nature and 

story-telling or fiction can set people free as in the 

examples of Dick and Tom, respectively. Perhaps people need 

to search for the middle ground. 
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As Shown by the recognizable characters, the 

extraordinary events of their lives, and the numerous 

sensation conventions. Swift's Waterland is a strong example 

of what Kelly A. Marsh refers to as the neo-sensation novel. 

It is a contemporary novel that can trace its roots back to 

the much maligned Victorian sensation novel. 

Iain Banks' The Wasp Factory can be considered another 

neo-sensation novel. Punch called The Wasp Factory "'a 

first novel not only of tremendous promise, but also 

achievement, a minor masterpiece perhaps.'" The critic for 

the Irish Times wrote, "'It is a sick, sick world when the 

confidence and investment of an astute firm of publishers is 

justified by a work of unparalleled depravity.'" In the 

Times of London, the critic speculated that "'perhaps it is 

all a joke, meant to fool literary London into respect for 

rubbish'" (qtd. in Berch). Clearly some reviews for The 

Wasp Factory resemble many of the less than complimentary 

reviews of the Victorian sensation novels. 

The Wasp Factory, published in 1984, was the first 

novel by Iain Banks. He has since gone on to become one of 

the most critically acclaimed novelists in Scotland. 

The Wasp Factory is a neo-sensation novel because of 

the extraordinary situations in its plot; however, the 

characters who experience these circumstances are not the 

familiar ordinary people who are usually so recognizable. 

Banks, like Hardy and Gissing, adapts some of the sensation 
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conventions. Mitchell writes that Banks "takes evident joy 

in being able to push his plotlines as far as they can go, 

sending the reader at breakneck speed through unexpected 

plot twists, [and] cliffhanger endings . . . " (1). In this 

sense, The Wasp Factory is sensational. However, The Wasp 

Factpyy "reads like a strange warping of Catcher in the Rye, 

with its absent elder brother, its loss and madness in a 

dysfunctional family--although while Holden Caulfield dreams 

of saving children, Frank [Cauldhame] kills them" (Morton 

2). Banks fills his characters' lives with some bizarre 

events. Some are of their own making, but some are out of 

their control. The characters resemble those of the 

Victorian sensationalists in their lack of control over part 

of their own lives, but they differ because they are a 

bizarre collection of people. 

Sixteen-year old Frank Cauldhame lives with his father 

on their own private island coiuiected by a bridge to a rural 

and isolated Scottish village, Porteneil. The story is 

about Frank's life and the bizarre rituals he performs day 

after day. Apparently, his father had no clue whatsoever 

about what kind of ritual destruction of insects and animals 

his son committed daily. While describing these ceremonies, 

Frank also reveals the three murders he is responsible for 

but feels no guilt over. One of the victims was his own 

brother, but he excuses himself by saying that it was just a 

phase he was going through and has since outgrown. His 
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matter-of-fact attitude is astounding. Frank reveals in 

detail how he committed each of those three murders and how 

each added to his collection of odd objects and machines and 

contributed to naming the places around his home that are 

important to his intricate system of machines. Among them 

is the actual Wasp Factory, his insect-driven oracle. It 

provides him with "truths that are ultimately of his own 

making" (Schoene-Harwood 142-43). Frank also slowly reveals 

some information about the accident he had when he was 

three. 

Eventually, Frank reveals the nature of his disability 

with more and more details. He does not recall the accident 

at all. Whatever he knows, he learned it from his father 

and their housekeeper, Mrs. Clamp. In a mason jar in his 

father's study are the formaldehyde-preserved male genitals 

that supposedly belonged to Frank. Apparently, Frank was 

outside playing with the family dog. While Angus and Mrs. 

Clamp were busy helping Frank's mother, Agnes give birth, 

the dog attacked little Frank. Supposedly, when Angus heard 

Frank's shrill cries, he ran outside and discovered what 

happened. Being only three at the time, Frank does not 

remember anything. He has no real reason for not believing 

his father. After all, his father would not make up such a 

terrible story; it has to be true. It is difficult to 

believe why Frank never really wonders about his physical 

anatomy. Certainly, he must realize that a maimed young man 
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does not have the genitalia of a young woman. Nevertheless, 

Frank believes he is an unmanned young man. He has always 

been curious about his father's locked study. Frank takes 

every opportunity to try to investigate that study, but so 

far he has not been able to get into the room. Angus does 

go to town often enough so Frank has had plenty of chances, 

but Angus always remembers to lock the study door. Finally, 

Frank finds the right key and is able to learn who he really 

is. Once in the study, he sees the mason jar with his 

genitals. Rifling through his father's desk, he finds a 

bottle of male hormones and some tampons. He realizes he 

has no injury; he was born female. His father, however, 

raised him as a son. After hormones and conditioning, Frank 

became a male, though he was born a female. 

Clearly, Banks' The Wasp Factory has sensational 

appeal. It is a highly unconventional story about an 

unusual adolescent living with his eccentric father on their 

own island in an isolated part of Scotland. His mother 

abandoned them. An older brother escapes from a psychiatric 

hospital. There is village gossip about the older son's 

insanity and crimes. A strange kind of violence is 

committed on animals for the sheer joy of destruction. 

Murders have been committed. The families, as well as the 

community, believe someone killed the young victims, but 

certainly not young Frank, even though he was present when 

all three victims died. Frank creates some incredible 

276 



machines. Frank, the adolescent narrator, creates a type of 

mythology to replace the lack of social acceptance he 

suffers because of his deformity; there are frightful daily 

rituals and games. All of this is found in this one novel. 

The novel's plot is obviously sensational. 

The plot of The Wasp Factory seems deceptively simple. 

Frank describes his past and how he wound up where and how 

he is now. He combines observations about the present with 

flashbacks about the past. He hints at something secret. 

The young man's narrative includes descriptions of his 

relationships with his father and brother. It seems to be a 

story about an adolescent boy's growing up. However, Frank 

describes the three murders he committed. He also relates 

his brother's story and his father's story. Finally, Frank 

brings the narrative to the present with confrontations with 

his father and brother over the past and the present. The 

numerous events in his life, his complex murder schemes, 

their cover-ups, the daily rituals, and the subplot about 

his brother, Eric, and his escape from the psychiatric 

hospital eventually add up into a highly convoluted plot. 

The setting of The Wasp Factory is Scotland; 

specifically, a private island near Porteneil. When the 

audience learns about Angus' deception of Frank, they 

realize the isolation is deliberate. Obviously, Angus does 

not want the community to suspect anything. This isolation 

also adds to Frank's early alienation. He has little 
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regular contact with people, so he has no friends. The only 

friend he does have is Jamie, an oddball like him. Jamie, 

Frank's drinking companion, is a dwarf. Adolescents 

normally feel awkward and unsure of themselves. In Frank's 

situation, his supposed mutilation increases this lack of 

confidence. Since Angus and Frank live off by themselves, 

when they go into town the townspeople do not treat them 

with the familiarity reserved for insiders. They are not 

wholly welcome within the community because they choose to 

live apart from it. The Cauldhames do not care to be part 

of the town, so the town will not treat them as such. The 

townspeople do not treat them rudely; they just keep Angus 

and Frank at a good arm's length. 

The setting and the plot of The Wasp Factory have the 

same close relationship that is found in the Victorian 

sensation novels. The setting is remote and eerie and has a 

feeling of the unknown about it. It is not evil or even 

foreboding, but it is strange and lonely. The setting 

complements the strange and bizarre story of Frank 

Cauldhame. His violence and his imagination have free rein 

in such a remote and lonely location. The isolation allows 

his kind of imagination to flourish. There is nothing or no 

one to prevent it. He is away from the community, and even 

his own father does not have a clue about his behavior. 

Much of the action takes place in the loft of their house, 

Angus, who is partially lame, cannot climb the ladder to the 
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loft, so Frank's machines and rituals are safe from his 

father's interference and knowledge. Imitating the 

Victorian sensationalists. Banks uses a rural setting for 

bizarre violence and unusual turmoil. Such events can occur 

in the most remote and out-of-the-way locations. In many 

situations, those settings are the only suitable backdrop 

for such events. People can get away with much more because 

of the isolation. There is no one to stop them, and no one 

ever finds out about them. 

Banks maintains the narrative present from the 

Victorian sensationalists. It is a first-person narrative 

related by Frank. His narration is definitely a type of 

character analysis in his own words. He voluntarily but 

subjectively reveals himself. Frank describes the events, 

so the audience is exposed to his perspective only and to 

his free association. The narrative is a type of 

confessional. He is not confessing for the sake of 

forgiveness but to justify his motives and his actions. In 

this sense, Frank resembles Swift's Tom Crick. 

Rural folk, who work hard and seem close-knit, make up 

Porteneil's community. They have known each other for 

years. They know each other's business, and they gossip 

freely about their neighbors' scandals and secrets. 

Porteneil seems to be very provincial and insular. The 

villagers are content with their lives and their fates. 

Their lives are simple, and that is the way they prefer it. 
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None are deliriously happy or overwhelmingly sad about their 

lot in life. They just accept their fate and get along with 

the business of living. 

As mentioned earlier, the villagers consider the 

Cauldhames to be a bit strange. After all, there is 

something odd about the family. Eric, the oldest son, is 

insane. He suffered a mental breakdown at the university, 

and he is dangerous. He went about threatening young boys 

and burning dogs. Porteneil felt safer when he was 

committed to a psychiatric prison. The villagers do not 

seem to blame Eric's family for his behavior. His terrible 

experiences at the teaching hospital and the pressures of 

university life explain his breakdown. Angus keeps to 

himself and only comes into town to drink at the local pubs. 

He writes papers on passing gas and tries to have them 

published in scientific journals. Frank is a strange one 

too. He purchases items like catapults and air pellets in 

bulk, and there is just something so odd about him. 

Angus Cauldhame is a 45-year-old eccentric but 

basically harmless man. No one would ever suspect that he 

would steal his son's true gender identity and rear her as a 

him. That kind of behavior would be totally unexpected in 

such a aeemingly nondescript man. When Angus comes into 

town, he behaves in a typical manner, so the townspeople 

never notice or comment on any untoward behavior. He goes 
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to the local pub and drinks and chats with other patrons. 

He never bothers anyone, and he does not seem unstable. 

However, Angus does seem to be eccentric. His anal 

retentiveness could explain Frank's obsession with ritual. 

Angus, the former biochemist or chemist, forces his son to 

learn and recite, when ordered, the dimensions and mass of 

various household objects. This useless information and 

waste of time provide some evidence for Angus and later, 

Frank, being considered obsessive. 

Angus, through no real fault of his own, has not had 

much success with the women in his life. His first wife, 

Eric's mother, died in childbirth. His second wife, Frank's 

mother, abandons him and their son. She returns to them 

pregnant with another man's child. Agnes manages to move in 

with Angus and has him care for her in her last month of 

pregnancy. She has the baby and leaves it with Angus to 

raise. He does his best to raise his two children and a 

child totally unrelated to him. 

Angus does not seem to need to work; Frank imagines 

they are living off some money that the Cauldhames have. 

They do not seem to ever be in need of anything. Angus is 

free to read his Scientific American and go into town every 

so often. He works around his house and, according to 

Frank, experiments with chemicals in his locked study, 

Eric is the older brother who was committed to a 

psychiatric prison. His personal story is a sensational one 
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all on its own, Eric had to be committed, but the 

townspeople look upon his insanity as caused by his 

experiences after leaving Porteneil, He had left the island 

before Frank was born, but he returned to live on the island 

shortly after Frank's supposed mutilation at the age of 

three. So Eric has no clue that Frank is really a girl 

having not been present for his sister's birth, Eric 

returned home from boarding school for vacations, When they 

were younger, Eric and Frank got along famously, 

Eric decided to become a doctor like his father. He 

was a successful student at the university. Unfortunately, 

Eric suffered from unbearable migraines. It was when he was 

helping at the teaching hospital that he had a life-altering 

experience. He was helping care for sick babies. He came 

across one young patient who was little more than a 

vegetable. While trying to spoon-feed the child, Eric 

noticed something move under the child's metal skullcap. 

Maggots had nested in the poor child's brain, and their 

digestive juices had eaten away at it. This sight combined 

with poor Eric's migraine pain drove him to a nervous 

breakdown. He was never the same after that. He started 

drinking heavily, taking drugs, missing classes, and having 

nightmares. The school authorities told him to take the 

rest of the year off from the university, but he took the 

advice badly. He set fire to his tutor's room. He finally 

left the university and returned to the island. 
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Eric's behavior back on the island was strange. He 

avoided Frank completely. The town's pubowners threw him 

out of their establishments. Their father reacted badly to 

all this; he became morose and just as uncommunicative as 

Eric. Then Eric started frightening the boys on the 

islands, and dogs began to disappear. Eric was burning 

them. The police finally arrested him, and the court 

declared him insane and committed him to progressively more 

secure and more long-term facilities. 

Within the present narrative, Eric has escaped from the 

most recent facility and is on his way back to the island. 

Throughout the narrative, Eric routinely calls Frank to let 

him know he is closer to home. However, their father is not 

to know that he is on his way. Eric is playing a cat-and-

mouse game with Frank. He keeps his brother guessing as to 

his whereabouts and tries to keep him off balance. Eric is 

not sure about trusting Frank, but he wants someone to know 

he is on his way back. It is never really clear why Eric 

does not entirely trust him. Frank is the narrator, and 

there is no way for him to know Eric's motives. Perhaps 

Eric wonders if Frank will betray him or if Frank will 

welcome him home. Every time the older brother calls the 

younger"one, he asks if Frank knows who it is and where he 

is. Frank recognizes Eric's voice, but he has no clue as to 

his whereabouts. The cat-and-mouse game is Eric's way of 

maintaining control. As long as Eric is in control, he will 
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determine what will happen when he finally arrives home. 

Frank nor Angus nor the authorities will get the upper hand 

Frank's life has progressed without any challenge to 

his assumed role of lord over his little kingdom. Up until 

the moment the present narrative actually begins, Frank's 

adolescent life has been a secretive one. His childhood was 

one of abandonment and isolation. 

The novel is the story of Frank learning who he really 

is and coming to terms with his past. His life and his 

little domain have remained undisturbed for several years. 

If Eric comes back, Frank may not be king of the hill. 

Before Eric had his mental breakdown, Frank was very proud 

of his older brother. Schoene-Harwood points out that 

Frank worships his brother who strikes him as 
a perfect embodiment of all the heroic ideals 
of patriarchal masculinity. It is against Eric's 
example of an immaculate adult manliness that 
Frank, the boy, defines his own position of lack 
and femininity. (137) 

Eric's supposed success in the outside world encourages 

Frank in his development of a "compensatory masculinity" 

(Schoene-Harwood 137). While Eric was living a brilliant 

life on the outside, he (Frank) would make himself lord and 

master over his own little island kingdom. However, Eric 

fell from the pedestal created by Frank when he had his 

nervous breakdown. If Eric makes his way back to the 

island, the authorities will come for him. Those 

authorities, when looking for Eric, may very well invade 

Frank's domain. They may discover his secrets and his 
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machines. The interesting thing about Frank is that no one 

would ever suspect he possesses such a warped imagination 

and such violent tendencies. On the surface, he seems 

relatively harmless--a little strange, perhaps, but 

harmless. He would be the last person anyone would suspect 

of such bizarre behavior. If Eric returns and in turn, 

winds up bringing the authorities along with him, Frank may 

be in danger of having his secret domain uncovered. He may 

lose it all, and he does not want to give up his control. 

Eric could usurp Frank's position and power within his 

personal system by unwittingly revealing its existence. His 

imagination is like that of many adolescents--very 

inventive. His penchant for violence and destruction is 

clearly his own. Because he had no power or position within 

the real society, he creates a system or society where he 

does have power and position. He calls the shots. If he 

wants to destroy an animal, he can do so with a snap of his 

fingers. He is intelligent; he has to be to get away with 

three murders. 

Frank killed his younger brother and two young cousins. 

He killed one cousin, Blyth, because Blyth had killed Eric's 

and Frank's pet rabbits. He killed his brother Paul because 

he did not want Paul around anymore. It is never really 

clear if Frank held a grudge against Paul for being bom on 

the day of his accident. He may very well believe Paul was 

indirectly responsible for his accident. He killed another 
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cousin, Esmeralda, to even up the balance of the sexes. 

Since he killed two males, he had "done womankind something 

of a statistical favour" (Banks 87). The murders were all 

bizarre. For example, he killed his younger brother, Paul, 

on the beach. During a walk along the shore, they came 

across an unexploded bomb half buried in the sand on its 

tailend. Frank, who was eight at the time, tells Paul, who 

was five, that it is an old bell. He tells Paul that he 

should hit the bell with the plank of wood he found. It 

would make a great sound, and if Frank goes off in the 

distance a bit, maybe he would be able to hear it. Frank 

goes off, and Paul takes a couple of good whacks at the 

bomb. Obviously, the explosion kills the little boy. There 

were no witnesses, and no one suspected that Frank was 

responsible. 

He has enough intelligence to create an ingenious 

network of machines. They are located all over the island. 

When he patrols his little domain, he sets off his machines 

and kills various animals and insects. He sees these 

machines as his defense system for his kingdom. And again, 

apparently, no one has ever caught him for or even 

questioned him about the explosions or fires or dead 

animals. His most important machine is the Wasp Factory.-

his oracle. Obviously, Frank sees the so-called predictions 

because he wants to see them. 
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A contemporary audience will identify with Frank's 

confusion and anxiety about the world. He inhabits the 

outer fringes of society and is unsure of his place in the 

world. Fear is a strong motive for creating a haven from 

the turmoil of life. At some level, many readers recognize 

or empathize with Frank's insecurity and fear. Where does a 

person fit in as far as the larger scheme of the world is 

concerned? Is the world more important than the individual? 

To protect himself and to create a world that he can 

understand, Frank invents a personal technology and a 

personal mythology. It protects him, and he feels safe and 

in control until his brother, Eric, threatens to return. He 

realizes that Eric's homecoming will change things. He had 

control over his world, and the one person he loved and who, 

at one time, he used to admire, now threatens him. His Wasp 

Factory has predicted danger. He already felt that his 

world was in danger when he received the first phone call 

from Eric. 

Then upon finally getting into his father's study and 

discovering the truth, he learns about his true identity and 

must deal with that trauma. Angus did not want to raise a 

daughter, so he turned Frank into a boy. Conditioning and 

hormones have masculinized Frances. The audience wonders 

whether Frank/Frances would have behaved any differently if 

his father had raised him as a female. Schoene-Harwood 

claims, 
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Frank's ultraviolence may be motivated by his 
detrimental internalization of traditional gender 
norms. Alternatively, it may be triggered by the 
male hormones Frank unwittingly imbibes with the 
food his father prepares for him. (133) 

Was the conditioning actually responsible for Frank's 

destructive behavior? Frank believed he was a maimed young, 

man. Since he would never become a "real" man, he decided 

to overcompensate for his lack of masculinity. Frank tells 

his audience that 

I believe that I decided if I could never become a 
man, I--the unmanned--would out-man those around 
me, and so I became the killer, a small image of 
the ruthless soldier-hero almost all I've ever 
seen or read seems to pay strict homage to. 
(Banks 183) 

His response to his maiming was to be more of a man than any 

other man. His father's cruel deception provoked his 

response. Frances, if she had been allowed to be herself, 

might have been an odd young woman. Living on a private 

island with an eccentric father would certainly have had an 

influence on her upbringing. However, Frances may not have 

grown into someone who was a murderer or who was so 

destructive. She would not have had to overcompensate for a 

lack of masculinity. 

The audience begins to understand why Frank behaves the 

way he does. His so-called deformity made him an outsider. 

According to Schoene-Harwood, Frank's "sense of self is 

warped, virtually beyond repair, by his father's arbitrary 

fabrication of a castration complex" (133). Everything he 

has built and participated in becomes a type of security 
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system for him. Angus never allowed Frank to become part of 

society, so Frank has to create one for himself. Because of 

the "unfortunate disability," Frank is a "manufactured, 

entirely fictitious creation, obsessively overcompensating 

for a patriarchally inflicted lack of natural manliness by 

pursuing an extremist ideal of violent masculine perfection" 

(Schoene-Harwood 133). According to Berch, Frank creates 

"almost a complete religion, with mythology and sacrifice--

that provides an anchor for him in a world that would 

otherwise seem unbearable." Frank learns the entire truth 

about himself and confronts his father. 

The novel illustrates the theme of confused male coming 

of age. Frank is a young man who is struggling with his 

identity within a hostile society. Unfortunately for Frank, 

he has the additional burden of not knowing he is not a 

male. For all practical purposes, Frank is a young man in 

all ways except biologically. His realization forces him or 

her to deal with a new identity and a new struggle. Now 

instead of dealing with the possible loss of his role as 

lord of his kingdom, she must explore new roles and new 

possibilities. 

The criminal behavior in The Wasp Factory is obvious. 

The people who are the least suspected are the ones who have 

committed some of the most horrific crimes. A young man, 

who might seem a little bizarre, committed and covered up 

three murders. An eccentric but apparently harmless father 
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"steals" his child's gender identity. No one in the 

community would suspect either one of them of such behavior. 

The desperation of Banks' characters resembles that of 

the protagonists in Swift's Waterland and in the Victorian 

sensation novels. The characters have to cover up the 

crimes because they have so much to protect and lose. 

Angus' deception is a unique rendering of the sensation 

novel's secret. Where with the Victorians, the secret was a 

crime or an illicit affair or a bigamous marriage, the 

secret here is the stealing of a child's gender identity. 

His father had misled Frank into believing that the family 

dog had maimed him. However, he had always been a girl. 

Angus had given him male hormones and raised him as a boy. 

This secret has serious consequences. This secret, like the 

ones from the Victorian sensation novel, has far-reaching 

consequences. 

When Frank uncovers the secret, the Cauldhames are 

forced to change. Angus, who has already lost Eric to his 

insanity, will lose another son, and he will gain a daughter 

he obviously did not want in the first place. He may not 

particularly care about the damage to his reputation, but he 

may care when the authorities charge him with child abuse. 

Eric will have to deal with a sister welcoming him home and 

not the brother he left behind. 

Frank loses a great deal, but he gains also. The last 

sixteen years are a lie. The truth completely alters his 
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life. His entire outlook on life has changed. He cannot go 

back to the life he led before, so he/she needs to create a 

new one. A normal sixteen-year old would have difficulty 

coming to terms with such a shock. According to Schoene-

Harwood, Frank realizes that "there is more to human 

identity than either masculinity or femininity" (144). He 

realizes that though he is really a she, "'I am still me' 

she claims, 'I am the same person, with the same memories 

and the same deeds done'" (Banks 182). Frances will 

continue her search for an identity with the realization 

that things are not clearly destined. Anything can happen 

to change someone's path in life. Learning the secret has 

already changed her for the better. She says, 

things are not quite so cut and dried (or cut and 
pickled) as they have appeared in my experience. 
Each of us , , , may believe we have stumbled 
down one corridor, and that our fate is sealed and 
certain , , , , but a word, a glance, a slip--
anything can change that, alter it entirely 
, , , . Our destination is the same in the 
end, but our journey--part chosen, part 
determined--is different for us all, and changes 
even as we live and grow. (Banks 183-84) 

Frances does not know exactly what she is going to do, but 

she is prepared to leave her island. She is "frightened of 

everywhere else. But I suppose I'll have to go" (Banks 

182). She recognizes that if she is ever to learn who she 

is, she needs to leave. 

The three murders committed by Frank are the other 

important secrets in this novel. Banks never reveals if 

anyone ever learns of those three murders. If anyone learns 
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the truth about Frank being a three-time murderer, he will 

go to prison or perhaps a psychiatric prison like his 

brother. After all, his three victims were all children, 

his younger brother and two young cousins, and they each 

died horribly. Imagine prison as the setting for an 

adolescent coming to terms with his true gender identity. 

Banks also uses the sensation convention of insanity. 

As mentioned earlier, the courts have certified Eric insane. 

Frank, in telling his story, is convincing in his 

instability. Their insanity, can, in part, explain their 

criminality. Even more interesting is the possibility that 

the insanity is hereditary or even induced. Frank and Eric 

share the same father, Angus. Angus' eccentricity might be 

an indication of insanity. He has issues with women. His 

first wife, Eric's mother, died--that was something out of 

his control, but Angus could view her death as a type of 

abandonment. Frank's mother did abandon him--she just left 

him and their son one day. She did not need him anymore, 

but she has the nerve to return to them carrying another 

man's child. Agnes needs her former husband's help in the 

last weeks of her pregnancy. Someone has to take care of 

her, and Angus, who is weak-willed, gives in to her pleas 

for help. When the child is born, she abandons them again, 

leaving her newborn child with Angus to raise. Manipulated 

by his former wife once again, Angus, manipulates their son, 

Frank, 
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into identifying herself against her congenital 
sex. . . . his tale of Frank's accidental 
castration is designed to disable woman, to keep 
her in check by inculcating in her an awesome 
respect and envy of the penis. (Schoene-Harwood 
141) . 

Angus projects "his fear of impotence and fallibility onto 

his daughter" (Schoene-Harwood 141). 

Angus has had complete control over his daughter's 

understanding of the world. Frank confesses that for years 

he "believed Pathos was one of the Three Musketeers, 

Fellatio was a character in Hamlet, Vitreous a town in 

China, and that the Irish peasants had to tread the peat to 

make Guinness" (Banks 14). All of this evidence including 

Angus forcing Frank to memorize all the physical 

measurements of various household objects would lead many to 

believe Angus was more than just a little eccentric. 

Both Frank and Eric are insane; each suffers 

confinement in his own way; and each tries to escape in his 

own way. The authorities literally confine Eric in a 

prison. Since his father withheld the truth about his true 

gender identity, he figuratively confined Frank. Living on 

a private island away from Porteneil is an isolation and a 

type of confinement. Eric literally escapes from the 

psychiatric prison. Frank, upon learning the truth, will 

escape when he leaves the island. He deals with his 

figurative and literal isolation by creating his own little 

world. In Frank, the insanity is just beneath the surface, 

and when it appears, it is dangerous. He could have 
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inherited the insanity, but the more probable cause of the 

insanity is the struggle to find a niche within a society 

that he believes does not welcome someone who is different. 

Before learning the truth, Frank believed he was an 

"unmanned man." In his mind, the world viewed him as a 

freak, so he would never be acceptable. If he could not be 

a man physically, he would be a man in every other way 

imaginable. He would be the epitome of "violent, 

domineering masculinity" (Schoene-Harwood 136), This kind 

of deliberation is not normal behavior. 

The Wasp Factory also resembles the sensation novel in 

its championing of a particular social problem. However, 

Banks focuses on a clearly contemporary social problem. The 

innermost thoughts of an adolescent with a vivid imagination 

and a paranoid sense of self-preservation brutally confront 

the reader. His violence and destructive tendencies are not 

completely unheard of in the contemporary day. The need to 

belong and feel a part of society is a desire ingrained in 

everyone. Because of his deformity, he believes society has 

shunted him to the fringes. He is a human being who still 

needs to belong, so he creates his own world. What Frank 

feels is what many adolescents feel. They want to be 

individuals, but they want to belong to a group also. When 

society ignores them, they respond negatively. The negative 

behavior is a defense mechanism. The need to thumb their 

294 



noses at society is their gut reaction. If society will not 

accept them, they will reject society. 

With The Wasp Factory. Iain Banks has revised many of 

the conventions of the sensation novel. Clearly, his 

characters do not resemble those of the Victorians--they are 

not ordinary people. However, the protagonist may be 

extraordinary through no fault of his own. His father is 

partly responsible. The events in the characters' lives are 

certainly extraordinary. And Banks uses the setting, the 

narrative present, the narrator/protagonist, the secrets, 

the crime, the insanity, the convoluted plot and above all, 

the shock value found in the Victorian sensation novel, The 

sensation novel schema has changed to reflect the 

contemporary tastes of the present audience, but all these 

conventions continue to be effective in storymaking. And as 

Graham Swift says, "The story is the heart of the matter" 

(Bernard 7), 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Some members of the contemporary reading audience may 

still want the sensations sought by the Victorians. Reading 

and literature remain forms of escape and entertainment. 

Modern audiences may be more difficult to shock or surprise. 

Their attention may be more difficult to hold. However, 

there are those readers whose tastes have not really changed 

with respect to what they desire from their literature. 

Many want to become involved in the characters' lives. They 

want to be shocked. They want to read about ordinary people 

like themselves whose lives are sometimes not under their 

control. People are still questioning their role in the 

universe. And people still find themselves in extraordinary 

circumstances. Human beings continue to wonder why they 

find themselves in certain situations. Sensational 

television, films and literature all thrive because of the 

human need to live vicariously through others. Ordinary 

people believe their lives are mundane, so they turn to 

entertainment for the temporary excitement of danger or 

intrigue or horror. 

Sensationalism is still effective. That ultimately is 

the final appeal of sensation novels. Some contemporary 

readers have, in many cases, become desensitized to the 

conventional novel plot. They, like the Victorian readers, 
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want what they read to mesmerize them. Critic Michael Berch 

admits that The Wasp Factory completely enthralled him 

during a nonstop flight from London to San Francisco (9). 

Becoming completely caught up in the events of a character's 

life is the ultimate compliment for any writer. That is 

what most novelists want to do with their work: fully engage 

a reader. 

In supporting the claim that the neo-sensation novel of 

the 20th century resurrects the Victorian sensation novel, 

the discussion made several points. First, Chapter One 

reviewed and described the typical conventions found in the 

Victorian sensation novels. While many of these conventions 

can be found in all kinds of literature, the sensationalists 

of the 1860's combined them into a peculiar schema. Chapter 

Two examined the novels of three of the most influential 

purveyors of the sensation novel: Wilkie Collins, Mary 

Elizabeth Braddon and Charles Reade. 

All three novelists employed convoluted plotlines. 

Numerous incidents were packed into these novels. The plots 

of the three sensation novels reviewed take place over just 

a few years. Judging by the number of events in the lives 

of the characters in those novels, one would imagine the 

stories spanned lifetimes. All three plots share the 

suspense and mystery that appealed to the then-contemporary 

reader. Readers continued reading these novels because 

anything could happen, and it usually did. 
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Collins and Braddon used ordinary settings that were 

comfortable and familiar to their readers. Collins uses 

Cumberland and Hampshire while Braddon favors Essex. The 

pastoral setting is the favorite backdrop for scandal and 

mystery. No one would suspect that such strange or unusual 

events could occur in such peaceful surroundings. Both 

novelists also used country estates as major settings in 

their work. For Collins, Limmeridge House and Blackwater 

Park are the family estates of the heroine and villain, 

respectively. Braddon's Lady Audley can be found in 

residence at Audley Court. The sensation novelists 

exploited the idea that the unusual, the scandalous and the 

criminal could occur in their readers' own backyards. 

Reade uses the same kind of setting except he placed his 

characters in the 18th century. The Gaunt home, Hernshaw 

Castle, is in Cumberland. Griffith's second wife's home is 

a roadside inn in Lancashire. While Cumberland and 

Lancashire are both rural, neither home is an ancestral 

estate. Reade favored the sensation conventions, but he 

freely revised them according to his particular purpose. He 

felt that the language and manners of the 18th century were 

more conducive to his desire to express strong passions and 

emotions. 

All three novelists used the narrative present combined 

with the retrospective or flashback technique. Collins had 

his characters give or write testimonials regarding events 
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from the past. Walter Hartright collects all the 

testimonials in the present. The collection is the result 

of his investigation and mission to restore the name and 

estate of his wife, the former Laura Fairlie. Collins' 

narrative technique was innovative because the personal 

testimonies provided unique character development. With 

each testimony, the reader learned more about the so-called 

witness. In addition, each testimony added more information 

about the other witnesses. Narrative reliability was 

another innovation produced by his use of testimonies. 

Since the protagonist/narrator may not be completely 

objective, other witnesses could confirm the information. 

Braddon's Lady Audley is responsible for the disappearance 

of Robert Audleys best friend, George Talboys. Braddon 

uses the flashback technique to retrace the events of Lady 

Audleys life. In this case, Robert is the detective figure 

who needs to learn what happened to his best friend, who 

happens to be Lady Audleys very much alive first husband. 

Reade uses the convention of the narrative present but 

exhibits a unique flair. Griffith Gaunt begins in the 

present, immediately switches to flashback chronology and 

finally returns to the present where the narrative becomes 

simultaneous with the action. All three novelists use the 

characters' desire in the present to uncover secrets or to 

learn the truth about the past. 
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The characters favored by Collins, Braddon and Reade 

are all ordinary people who find themselves caught up in 

highly unusual situations. While Collins' characters become 

involved in the loss and recovery of an identity and 

inheritance, Braddon's and Reade's characters find 

themselves embroiled in murder and bigamy. 

The most unique characters in all three novels are the 

female protagonists. The women are strong, intelligent and 

willful. One of the most important contributions of the 

sensation novel is the use of the strong female character. 

Ultimately, the male protagonist in each story supplants the 

female's role, but the female role is one of huge 

importance. In many instances, she is the instigator of 

much of the action in the novels. Marian Halcombe's role 

is, for much of Collins' novel, equal to Walter Hartright's. 

She is as responsible as Hartright for uncovering the scheme 

to defraud Laura Fairlie of her name and estate. Braddon's 

Lady Audley is successfully devious in her attempts to keep 

her secret. She is a worthy adversary for her nephew-in-

law, Robert. Reade's Kate Gaunt is a passionate woman who 

is also intelligent. Reade pushes the convention of strong 

female character to a new level. Reade was one of the first 

novelists to attribute sexuality to a woman. With an 

accurate understanding of the female mind, Reade creates a 

deeply complex woman. Reade's Kate Gaunt is very much aware 

of what she is doing to the men in her life. She wants 
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sexual fulfillment from her husband and spiritual 

fulfillment from her priest. She marries Griffith because 

she recognizes that he loves her so much that he would 

accept her under any conditions. When Griffith becomes 

jealous and Father Leonard actually falls in love with her, 

the turn of events astounds Kate. She may have known what 

she wanted, but she seriously miscalculated what the men 

wanted. Reade created such a unique female character in 

Kate Gaunt that her name should have been the title of the 

novel. 

All three novelists depict imperfect men: Walter 

Hartright, Robert Audley and Griffith Gaunt. However, for 

Hartright and Audley, their so-called search for the truth 

uplifts them and makes them better men. Their trials during 

their respective explorations improve their characters, and 

their weaknesses begin to diminish. Through their 

supposedly greater intellect, they restore their masculinity 

and rightful position within conventional society. Reade's 

male protagonist is unusual because he remains the same 

throughout the novel. There is no growth or development in 

Griffith's character. He may be at the center of the 

novel's conflict, but he is only interesting when he is 

jealous: Collins' Sir Percival is the type of villain that 

obstructs the Victorian belief that the lower classes are 

solely responsible for crimes. His wickedness is easy to 

identify. Collins' Count Fosco is unique. He is the 
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charming villain that readers love to hate. He is clearly 

wicked, but he is ingenious, clever and above all, 

intriguing. 

Reade's foray into early character development is 

notable. While the critics were accusing Collins and 

Braddon of forsaking characterization for plot, Reade was 

forsaking plot for characterization. Reade would closely 

examine the details of his characters' personalities. His 

technique was psychological, and his characters may be 

memorable for that very reason. 

All three novels have their share of scandals or 

secrets and crimes. For Collins, the secret was the 

illegitimacy of Sir Percival, and the crime was his scheme 

to defraud his wife, the former Laura Fairlie, of her 

inheritance. Lady Audley is a secret bigamist who will 

resort to murder to protect her secret. Collins and Braddon 

have placed crime within the upper classes. For Collins, 

one criminal. Sir Percival, is a member of nobility, and his 

fellow criminal and friend. Count Fosco, might be a member 

of Italian nobility. Lady Audley is a little different. 

She was a former governess who married nobility. Braddon 

probably made the Victorian aristocracy uncomfortable with 

her female creation. Lady Audley successfully reinvents 

herself from lowly governess to cultured aristocrat. The 

aristocracy would shudder when considering the idea that it 

would be that easy to move from class to class. In both 
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cases though, the crimes are committed by the aristocracy, 

and in each case, the party with the secret has a great deal 

to lose. It is the fear and desperation that lead to the 

criminal activity. Sir Percival must make sure that no one 

ever learns of his illegitimacy, and Lady Audley wants no 

one to discover her bigamy. He is not willing to give up 

his title or position, and she is not willing to lose her 

new husband and the wealthy life he gave her. Reade's use 

of crime and scandal is a little different. Griffith Gaunt 

is a bigamist while his first wife, Kate, is his accused 

murderess. The Gaunts are not wealthy or aristocratic, but 

they are not poor or working class. Like his peers, Reade 

recognized that anyone of any class is capable of having a 

few skeletons in the family closet or of committing a crime. 

The unique twist is that the bigamy, when revealed, will 

solve the murder. The authorities accuse Kate of murdering 

Griffith. Griffith never disappeared; he was married to and 

living with Mercy Vint. Mercy, the second wife, testifies 

to this at Kate's, the first wife's, trial and exonerates 

her. In testifying, Mercy has to reveal the bigamy. 

Because of Reade's manipulation, when she does reveal the 

secret, the characters do not lose much. Griffith happily 

reunites with Kate, and Mercy marries George Neville. 

Clearly, Reade had no problem revising the convention. 

That staple of the sensation novel, insanity, is also 

present. Collins' villains. Sir Percival and Count Fosco 
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fraudulently commit Laura to an insane asylum. 

Consequently, the poor young woman suffers a mental 

breakdown while there. For Collins, insanity was not so 

much a literary convention as it was an important social 

issue. In a very subtle manner, Collins drew attention to 

the slack and arbitrary nature of commitment. The asylum 

staff treated Laura fairly well, but the manner in which she 

was committed was completely subjective because anyone could 

commit anybody. Braddon's Lady Audley believes her secret 

about having perhaps inherited her insanity from her mother 

is worse than her bigamy. Once again, Reade's use of a 

convention is different and unique. He uses jealousy as a 

type of insanity. Jealousy, the driving passion in Griffith 

Gaunt, leads him to make the most serious mistakes in his 

life. 

Whether the convention is Providence or fatalism or 

mere coincidence, all three novelists make use of it in 

their work. For Collins, circumstances treat his characters 

cruelly. They seem to have no control over their own fates, 

but they learn to work within those circumstances. In other 

words, in order to deal with their situations, they learn 

from them and try to move forward, Braddon seemed to take 

great delight in the coincidences she created for her 

characters. As the novelist, she was the gleeful 

puppetmaster, Lady Audleys Secret revolves around 

coincidence, Robert Audley is George Talboys' best friend, 
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George is Lady Audley s first husband, and Lady Audley is 

married to Robert's uncle. As far as the use of this 

convention is concerned, Reade does not revise it at all. 

In fact, he takes the convention to an extreme. For the 

entire second half of Griffith Gaunt. Griffith does nothing 

but go back and forth between his two wives. Each time he 

is with one wife, he decides to stay with her, but he must 

tell the other wife in person of his decision. When he gets 

to that wife, he changes his mind and stays with her. The 

ultimate coincidence is that the second wife is the only one 

who can exonerate the first wife of murder. 

Perhaps the most important convention used by the 

sensation novelists was the subtle championing of a social 

agenda. They injected commentary about a social issue that 

was important to them. Collins scrutinized the commitment 

procedures for the insane. There were also observations 

made on the marital rights of women. Braddon, in describing 

the ease with which the governess Lucy Graham becomes Lady 

Audley, contends that the rich are only different from the 

poor in their money and clothes. As far as Lady Audley is 

concerned, it certainly is not morals or character. Reade 

believed celibacy was an unnatural state, and it caused more 

trouble than it was worth. He also recognized jealousy as a 

dangerous passion. Reade was one of the first novelists to 

deal with female sexuality. 
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The individual conventions of the sensation novel were 

not necessarily valuable or unique, but when collected into 

a unique schema, they were influential. Many sensation 

novels were inferior. Much of the writing was mediocre. 

Many plots were ludicrous. Collins, Braddon and Reade all, 

had their high and low moments during their literary 

careers, but their work did have an influence on later 

novelists. Those later novelists learned from their 

predecessors' successes and built on them. They made 

improvements on or revisions of the sensation novel schema. 

Some late Victorian novelists gave the sensation novel 

schema another chance but in a different form from the 

original. It was adapted according to the novelist's 

purpose and preference. On close scrutiny, the schema 

remains in tact. Hardy and Gissing are late Victorians who 

adapted the sensation novel schema. 

The sensation conventions are not immediately 

recognizable; however, in the discussion in Chapter Three, 

Tess of the d'Urbervilles and The Odd Women serve as bridges 

between the novels of the Victorian sensation novelists and 

the neo-sensation novelists. Upon close examination, the 

conventions clearly show their line of derivation from the 

sensationalists of the 1860's. 

Hardy and Gissing made improvements on the conventions 

of the sensation novel. The commonly made criticism of the 

sensationalists was that they sacrificed character 
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development for the sake of plot. Hardy and Gissing 

developed their characters and included intricate plots. 

Perhaps, they responded to the criticism and created a novel 

that had the strengths of the sensation novel without some 

of its weaknesses. 

Hardy and Gissing replace the convoluted plot with 

straightforward and simple versions. Hardy's Tess of the 

d'Urbervilles has a controlled plot. The events, in 

chronological order, all revolve around Tess Durbeyfield's 

life. The coincidental intertwining of Tess' life with that 

of her two lovers. Angel Clare and Alec d'Urberville 

provides the intricacy that was so familiar in sensation 

novels. Gissing's plotting also revises the convoluted plot 

of the sensation novel. The Odd Women is double-plotted 

with Gissing using a mirroring technique. As the events of 

one plot unfold, similar events in the second plot occur 

simultaneously. Both plots concern a couple, and in the 

last third of the novel, Gissing interweaves the plots with 

an alleged affair between one partner from the first couple 

and one from the second. Gissing, like Hardy, chooses to 

focus on his characters and not only on the events of their 

lives. Instead of proceeding at breakneck speed with 

numerous events piled on top of others, the pace and the 

events are more realistic. Hardy does rely on coincidence 

and authorial manipulation, but he, like Gissing, also 

emphasizes human weakness and misunderstanding as well. 
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Hardy maintains the rural and idealized setting favored 

by the sensationalists. He adapts the setting by relating 

it closely to his heroine's emotions and actions. The 

setting plays a more central role in his novel, but it is 

recognizable as the sensation convention because Hardy 

preserves the idea that his characters could be living their 

lives of desperation among the audience members reading the 

novel. Gissing does not use an idealized setting, but he 

also stresses a more important purpose for his setting. He 

uses the suburbs of London as well as London itself. The 

two locations actually correspond to one of his themes 

concerning marriage. The best location for married life is 

the suburbs where wives have limited mobility. For one of 

the characters, freedom from a restrictive marriage is found 

in the city. 

Hardy and Gissing adapt the use of the narrative 

present, but they also alter that technique. Hardy, in 

particular, makes some very significant changes to the 

narrative technique. The original convention is 

recognizable in that an omniscient narrator tells the story 

about a character's past in the present. Acting as a type 

of mediator between the Wessex community of the story and 

the reader, he relates the history of the tragic heroine. 

He may have lived in the Wessex area, may have known her and 

may have heard the story secondhand. The other recognizable 

feature of the technique is Hardy's placing great importance 
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on the relationship between the past and the present. 

However, Hardy expands the convention. It becomes an even 

more influential force in his story. The past and the 

present actually clash within Tess' character. Her pagan 

past conflicts with her Christian present. Hardy believed 

that an ancestral past maintains a strong hold on people's 

lives. Tess questions the value of history. She believes 

that it is best not to dwell on the past because the 

individual is not that important. There are so many people 

in the world that the actions of one person do not mean much 

in the larger scheme. Tess wants to forget her history and 

her past experiences, but she cannot. She is forced to 

confront her past repeatedly. There are constant references 

made to her forebears. She is never free of her past with 

Alec d'Urberville. 

Gissing's novel is set in the present also, but the 

concern about the past and its effect on the present is very 

different from Hardy's and the sensation novelists. He does 

not use a retrospective technique. All the events in the 

novel take place in the present of the characters' lives. 

The past that concerns them is that of their society. The 

norms and biases of the past have a direct influence on the 

present. Within the plot, the society is changing, and the 

characters are struggling with those changes. One can find 

an explanation for current circumstances by analyzing past 
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events. This is true for an entire society as well as for 

individuals. 

Hardy and Gissing use characters that represent 

ordinary people. All are not respectable or decent, but 

readers would recognize them as possibly being members of 

their own communities. What their characters have in common 

with those of the sensationalists are the extraordinary 

circumstances of their lives. Both novelists maintain the 

ordinary community. Hardy's Wessex community includes rural 

people who have worked the land for generations. They are 

simple country people, who in many ways are accepting of 

life's problems and believe things will work out one way or 

another. The d'Urbervilles are the stereotypical 

landowners. They are pretenders to aristocracy in that 

their wealth is fairly recent. The patriarch of the family 

was a merchant who made his fortune and decided to take on 

the trappings of aristocracy because they were more in 

keeping with his newly acquired position. "d'Urberville" is 

not even their true name--the patriarch found it in a 

library book. The major characters are not extraordinary, 

and they are recognizable. Alec is the villainous male heir 

of the d'Urberville family. Angel, the better-late-than-

never hero, is the son of a minister. Tess is the young 

peasant heroine. 

Alec is the stereotypical villain, but he is 

distinctive because of his warped sense of morality. The 
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best illustration of this is when he informs Tess that it 

was not proper for her to marry Angel. By rights, she 

should marry him because he was her first sexual partner. 

Alec has the nerve to use their premarital sexual 

relationship as the moral ground of their marriage. 

Angel Clare is an imperfect hero. Unlike the heroes of 

the sensation novel. Angel does not save the heroine. In 

fact. Angel fails Tess miserably. He does finally try to 

rescue her, but because he lacks self-knowledge, he is too 

late. Angel cannot let go of his cultural upbringing. He 

can see prejudices and intellectual weaknesses in his 

family, but he ignores them in himself. Easily identified, 

he is a young man who must come to terms with the world he 

knew as a child and the world he must live in as an adult. 

Tess is Hardy's tragic heroine. She is immature and 

inexperienced. She is too trusting and naive. Hardy's 

readers recognize her as being like any other young woman. 

She is a unique character in her complexity and her 

experiences. Hardy recognized that people are a product of 

their experiences. She has some admirable qualities: 

dignity, pride and self-sufficiency. She seems to be very 

much a child of nature. Unlike the sensationalists. Hardy 

developed his protagonist. The reader learns a great deal 

about her personality, her feelings and her motives for her 

actions. She is realistic and very recognizable in her 

pragmatism. 
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Gissing's characters are also ordinary people easily 

recognizable to the reader. His development is similar to 

Hardy's in its complexity and depth. He chooses to contrast 

his male characters and their traditional attitudes with 

female characters and their more progressive attitudes. 

Like Hardy, Gissing's male characters are not the 

traditional hero figures, but unlike Hardy, Gissing does not 

include an easily recognizable villain. The male characters 

are similar to Hardy's Angel Clare. They are all struggling 

with a changing society. Their parents raised them with a 

set of expectations about themselves and their society. As 

adults, they learn their society is not the one for which 

they were reared. 

Gissing's female characters are odd women. While one 

female chooses to be a New Woman to deal with her odd woman 

status, the other chooses a loveless marriage to escape her 

odd woman status. 

The experiences of these characters and their different 

responses to them make these men and women authentic. 

Hardy's and Gissing's characters are, for the most part, 

just as ordinary as those of the sensationalists. They are 

different because Hardy and Gissing create multifaceted 

characters who drive the plot. They do not sacrifice their 

characters for the sake of plot. The characters are much 

more important than the sum total of the events. If the 

312 



plot is memorable, it is because the characters are distinct 

and genuine. 

Tess of the d'Urbervilles has the requisite secret so 

important in the sensation novel. Tess' illicit 

relationship and her illegitimate baby affect her present. 

However, Hardy modifies the convention by having the so-

called guilty party reveal it herself. In admitting her 

secret, Tess loses her new husband, and the secret provides 

the impetus for Angel's doubting Tess' virtue and nature. 

She is very much aware of what she stands to lose when she 

reveals her secret. 

Insanity and criminality are more complicated and more 

important plot devices in Hardy's Tess of the d'Urbervilles. 

Hardy attributes an aberration of character not actual 

insanity to Tess. That aberration is a tendency to 

violence, and Tess might have inherited it from her 

forebears. What is interesting about this violent streak in 

Tess is that she only becomes so when Alec antagonizes her. 

He is the only victim of her violence. And his murder is 

sensational in every way. From the crime itself, the 

initial discovery and then its aftermath, the murder has the 

startling appeal that intrigues the reader. 

Gissing does not use a secret or insanity or 

criminality in his novel. Instead he relies on the human 

character and its innate weaknesses and flaws. He believed 
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there were plenty of imperfections in the human personality 

to provide intrigue and scandal. 

Hardy and Gissing were like their sensational 

predecessors in their use of the people and cultural 

conditions of their day. They both chose to explore and 

question society. Hardy and Gissing examine the 

psychological effects of marriage on men and women. Hardy 

includes the possibility of physical violence within marital 

relationships. Gissing concentrates on the psychological 

effects of marriage and on the desperate choices people make 

to escape a poor marriage. 

The question of Fate is as central to Tess of the 

d'Urbervilles as it is for the sensationalists. The 

omniscient narrator makes it clear that some great 

puppetmaster is controlling and manipulating the cruel and 

tragic events of Tess' life. Hardy was just as notorious 

for his use of coincidences as the sensationalists. 

However, he emphasized coincidence as a way to show human 

experience as accidental within the universe. An 

indifferent world victimizes the individual. The 

coincidences are not divine guidance but a way to taunt 

human pride. 

Gissing's primary motive for The Odd Women was social. 

He was interested in telling a story about a group of women 

almost entirely forgotten by society. Within this narrative 

about the plight of the odd women, Gissing analyzes marriage 
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and the relationships of men and women. He points out the 

strengths and weaknesses of the then-feminist movement. 

Gissing was writing about what people were already 

discussing. 

Hardy and Gissing explored gender roles, the double 

standard, the influence of society on male/female 

relationships and sexual morality. Tess of the 

d'Urbervilles resembles New Woman fiction in these ways. 

Whatever discussion Hardy may have started, Gissing 

continues in The Odd Women. The major difference between 

Hardy and Gissing and the sensationalists is the complexity 

of their female characters. Where the sensationalists 

placed the feminine at the center of many of their novels, 

their female characters lacked depth. Hardy's and Gissing's 

female characters are complicated women who are quite real 

and recognizable. 

The novels of Graham Swift and Iain Banks examined in 

Chapter Four are examples of today's neo-sensation novels. 

Through further revision and modernization, the Victorian 

sensation novel schema has been altered even more. 

Contemporary novelists have given the conventions yet again, 

another chance. They have been placed in a contemporary 

context", and the result is an even fresher rendering of the 

sensation novel. There are changes just as there were with 

Hardy and Gissing, but the original schema is recognizable. 
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Graham Swift's plot closely resembles the original 

convoluted one belonging to the sensationalists. In this 

case, the narrator is telling the story of the past in the 

present. Waterland has a distinctive double plot--one takes 

place in the past and the other in the present. The 

disorganized narrator constantly loops back and forth. Much 

of the story-telling is not chronological, and the 

narrator's digressions constantly interrupt the flow of the 

story. In addition, instead of just using a flashback that 

goes back a few years, Tom Crick, the narrator goes back 240 

years. Besides talking about his own past, he discusses his 

ancestors--both maternal and paternal branches. 

Iain Banks' plot in The Wasp Factory seems simple 

enough. The narrator, Frank, tells his own story. He 

describes his past in his present. He reviews the 

circumstances of his life to explain how and where he is in 

the present. However, the plot becomes convoluted when the 

narrator recounts the numerous events. Frank is only 

sixteen years old, but a great deal has happened to this 

young man. In the process of learning about the three 

murders he committed, the reader also learns about Frank's 

father and brother. Since they all belong to the same 

family,•their lives obviously intertwine, but when the 

narrator tells the actual story, this dysfunctional family 

intrigues the reader. 
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Swift and Banks also use rural settings for their 

novels. Swift resembles Hardy in using his setting as a 

distinct influence on the plot. The low-lying Fen country, 

which was land reclaimed from the sea, shapes the lives of 

its inhabitants. Supposedly it has an influence on the 

temperament of the people as well as on their livelihood. 

Swift's rural setting is the backdrop for murder, incest, 

suicide and the destruction of two families. Banks uses an 

island near an isolated rural village in Scotland. The 

setting complements the plot because no one would discover 

such bizarre events in such a remote setting. The Cauldhame 

family can be dysfunctional in such a place since no one 

will interfere. Isolation adds to the plot. Since Frank is 

so alone, his imagination can run riot if only for his own 

amusement. 

Swift and Banks maintain the use of the narrative 

present in their novels. Their respective protagonists tell 

their stories about the past in the narrative present. Both 

novelists use the retrospective technique, but as mentioned 

earlier. Swift's narrator fractures the retrospection by his 

constant digressions and his confusing jumping back and 

forth. Both narrators are also participating in 

confessionals of a sort. Swift's Tom Crick is confessing 

and explaining his role and responsibility in the tragedies 

of his life, but Banks' Frank Cauldhame is confessing to 

justify his actions. 
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The interesting development in Swift's use of the 

narrative present is the greater emphasis placed on the past 

or history. Like the sensationalists. Swift believes the 

past can go a long way to explaining the present. However, 

Swift, through Tom, goes so far as to question the value of 

this use of history. History may explain the present, but 

it has its limitations. Society should view it as only an 

attempt to explain the present. 

The character types in Waterland resemble those of the 

sensationalists. The two families at the center of the 

story seem ordinary enough. What is unusual are their 

secrets and the circumstances of their lives. The Cricks, 

the more humble family, toil along in their lives beside the 

River Leem. The Atkinsons, the wealthy family, make their 

fortune and establish their power base beside the same 

river. When Helen Atkinson marries Henry Crick, the 

marriage links the families together inextricably. Their 

son, Tom, is the confused narrator in crisis. His wife, 

Mary, is at the heart of the crisis, and this situation 

provides the catalyst for Tom's story-telling in his 

classroom. Mary is recognizable as the tragic female 

character. She is a beloved only daughter, who becomes 

pregnant. Her father, who placed her on a pedestal, is 

sorely disappointed and ashamed. Dick is Tom's mentally 

retarded older brother. These three characters, along with 

the secondary characters, are all relatively harmless and 
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ordinary people. There may be some eccentricities and some 

character weaknesses, but none of them are evil or of poor 

character. They have no control over circumstances that 

become very coirplicated. These characters make some foolish 

decisions; they tell lies; they cover up; they allow their 

curiosity to get the better of them, and they are in denial. 

Banks' characters are very different from those of the 

sensation novelists. The circumstances of their lives are 

unusual and strange, but then the characters are also 

unusual and strange. It is not a stretch of the imagination 

to believe that such events could occur in such a peculiar 

and dysfunctional family. The community at large seems 

harmless enough, but the Cauldhame family is definitely 

unconventional. All three characters seem to have a streak 

of madness. Judging by their actions, it is safe to assume 

they have warped personalities. The father's secret is 

enough to make one believe he is more than just a little 

eccentric. Both sons take great enjoyment in killing 

animals, and the narrator, Frank, feels no remorse for 

killing his brother or his cousins. Banks uses some unusual 

situations that are sometimes out of the control of his 

characters, but his characters are also astounding. Banks' 

narrator, Frank, does resemble the male protagonists of the 

sensation novel in his confusion and his trying to come to 

terms with the world. Like Swift's Tom Crick, Hardy's Angel 

Clare and Collins' Walter Hartright, Banks' Frank Cauldhame 
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is trying to make sense of the world in which he is living. 

Frank, like many young men, struggles with his place in the 

larger scheme of things. What he was led to believe about 

himself is completely wrong and has changed. He must create 

a new life for himself. The clearly sensational twist here 

is that Banks' male narrator turns out to be female. 

Swift includes crime, mystery and insanity in his plot. 

The story is partly a murder mystery although Tom knows who 

committed the murder. As he tells the story, he 

deliberately misleads his audience of students into 

believing the murder is unsolved. He does this because he 

is not quite ready to reveal his role in the murder. The 

third crime is the result of the second. The illegal 

abortion that Mary had when she was fifteen psychologically 

traumatized her, but neither she nor Tom realizes how 

severely. She kidnaps a baby to replace the baby she 

aborted. These crimes resemble the serious crimes of the 

sensation novel because the so-called criminals are the last 

people to be suspected of committing them. Once again, the 

most ordinary people are capable of committing criminal acts 

when given enough motive and desperation. Another skeleton 

in the closet is the incest between Helen Atkinson Crick and 

her father, Ernest. The progeny of that incest is Dick, who 

turns out to be the murderer. Dick, who cannot feel any 

true remorse over killing Freddie Parr, is so upset when he 

finds out who he really is that he commits suicide. 
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The insanity in Waterland is tragic. Mary, the child 

kidnapper, claims God told her to take the baby. Insanity 

may run in the Atkinson family. Tom's great-great-

grandmother, Sarah, was rumored to be insane. Her children 

may not have inherited the problem, but her grandson, Ernest 

may very well have. After all, he had the incestuous 

relationship with his daughter, Helen. 

Banks makes significant use of crime, mystery and 

insanity also. He combines all three conventions to create 

quite a chilling effect. The narrator describes the murders 

he committed when he was younger. Although Frank is a 

peculiar young man, no one really suspects him of killing 

three children. In addition, Frank's machines wreak havoc 

on the island and destroy various animals and insects. None 

of these crimes harms any human beings per se, but it is 

illegal for a sixteen-year old to be working with explosives 

and destroying property. The other scandalous act is Angus 

Cauldhame's deception of his son. He told his son that the 

family dog maimed him when he was three. For the last 

thirteen years, Angus has been giving Frank male hormones 

and raising him as a son although he is really a she. 

Again, no one would ever imagine Angus of being capable of 

this shocking deception. Angus may be eccentric, but no one 

would believe he deliberately lied about his child's gender 

identity. 
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The secrets in The Wasp Factory are the crimes 

themselves. Frank discovers his father's secret and 

confronts him. His life will change, but he will gain from 

the truth being revealed. Frank reveals his three murders 

to the audience only--he admits he committed them, but the 

audience can only guess if he ever gets caught. His 

"confession" of the murders is not a request for 

forgiveness. Frank merely describes the murders in a very 

matter-of-fact tone. He explains why and how he murdered 

his brother and two cousins, but he feels no remorse and 

does not turn himself in. Insanity is obvious in all three 

Cauldhames. The only one who has been committed is Eric, 

the older brother, who suffered a nervous breakdown in 

medical school after discovering maggots eating away at a 

young patient's brain. The audience learns of Frank's 

madness from Frank himself. As he tells his story, it is 

obvious that he suffers some degree of madness. Most five-

year olds do not murder other children. Angus must be mad 

for deliberately deceiving his own child about who he/she 

really is. The unique twist for this use of insanity in The 

Wasp Factory is the question of cause and effect. Frank 

decides he is not really a man because of his maiming; 

therefore, he must compensate and be more of a man than 

other men. From television, movies and books, he imitates 

the soldier-hero and constructs his own kingdom, his own 

mythology and his own kind of manhood. He "outmans" all 
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other men. Frank's penchant for violence stems from his 

belief that he is not a complete man. He is not a complete 

man because of his father's manipulation, but he was never a 

man in the first place. Banks has certainly taken the 

sensation novel conventions and created something 

innovative. 

Waterland has its share of fatalism. Tom's 

story-telling is his way of explaining to himself what went 

wrong in his life. It is true that he is telling stories to 

his students, but what is more important is that he is 

experiencing catharsis. His entire life is in crisis, and 

he must come to terms with it in order to survive it and 

move beyond it. The difference between the fatalism in 

Waterland and the fatalism in the sensation novels is that 

Tom understands that he holds some responsibility for what 

has happened in his life. The Victorians seem to be 

struggling with the idea that Providence or divine 

intervention or a higher power dealing harsh blows or even 

coincidence controlled their fates. The Wasp Factory does 

not deal with fatalism. The characters manipulate each 

other and the events in their lives. 

Like the sensation novelists. Swift and Banks have 

subtle social agendas in their novels. Swift, by way of his 

narrator, questions the value of history. History 

constantly leaves its mark on the present. It can teach, 

but it can also harm. Banks also places value on self-
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knowledge. However in The Wasp Facfnry. a young man who 

does not literally know himself creates his own little world 

where he is the ultimate authority and power. Because his 

father leads him to believe he is someone else, he regards 

himself as being on the fringes of society. When he finally 

learns the truth about himself, he recognizes that he is 

still himself or herself. His personality has not changed, 

and his actions are still his. And he recognizes he must 

accept who he is. 

The sensation novel may not have been the most 

successful or the most intellectually important novel genre, 

but it affirmed one important concept; give the readers a 

story that they will want to read. During an interview in 

1997, Graham Swift, in discussing the importance of 

storymaking, sounds very much like his protagonist, Tom 

Crick. Swift says, 

it [the story] is this ultimately magical, 
marvelous, mysterious, wonderful thing, . . . 
it's the story that remains, . . . in life 
generally we're constantly telling stories, 
constantly comforting ourselves, each other, 
entertaining ourselves and each other, 
strengthening ourselves and each other through 
telling narratives of one kind or another . . . . 
(Bernard 7) 

The schema for the sensation novel has remained intact 

long after the success of Collins, Braddon and Reade in the 

1860's. Hardy and Gissing adopted and revised it in the 

1890's. Swift and Banks appropriated the originals again in 

the 1980's and created a version referred to as the neo-
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sensation novel. The sensation roots are recognizable in 

the contemporary versions. The sensation novel schema 

remains an effective technique for story-telling in the 

contemporary world. 
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