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:P A R T I I I 

T H E M A I N W I T N E S S E S 

F 0 R T H E 

D E F E N C E 

.; The Woman in ·white 

In the pr e ceding chapter I have tried to tra ce the 

way in which Collins acquired skills which were to make 

the vvr i ting of The \!loman in \ln1.i te poss i ble . Hard work 

is, however , not a l wa ys a popular rec i pe; prospective 

writers prefer to i ma g ine t hat all comes with a flash 

of inspiration. There were events in Collins ' s life 

which l ent support to this second view. 

In The Life of John Everett Milla i s (London,l899 ), 

his son, J . G. Millais, wrote: 

11 0ne n ight in the '50' s Millais wws returning home 
to 83 Gower Street from one of the ma ny parties held 
under Mrs Collins ' s hospitable roof in Hanover Terrace , 
a nd, i n accordance with the usual pra ctice of the two 
brother s , Wilki e and Cha rles , they accompa nie d him on 
his home ward walk through the dimly-lit , a nd in those 
days semi-rural , roa ds and l a nes of North London •.••. 
It wa,s a bea utiful moonlight n i ght in the smmner time 
and a s the three fri ends walked along cha tt i ng ga ily 
tog eth er , they we re suddenly a rreste d b y a pierc ing 

.scre am c oming from the ga rden of a villa close at hand . 
It was evidently the cry of a woma n in d i stress ; and 
while pausing to consider wha t t hey should do, the iron 
gate leading to the garden was da shed open , and from it 
came the fi gure of a young a nd very b eautiful woman 
dressed. in flowing whit e robe s tha t shone in the moon­
light . She seemed to flaat rather than run in the ir 
direct i on , a nd , on coming up to the three young men , 
she paused fo r a moment in an attitude of supplicat i on 
and terror . Then, suddenly seeming to r e collect her ­
self , she suddenly moved on a nd va nished in the shadows 
cast upon the roa d . 

'What a love ly woman ~' was a ll ~'lillais coul d say. 
1 I must see •:rho she i s , a nd what is the matter , 1 said 

("Wilkie 



127 

Wilkie Collins , as, without a word, he dashed off after 
her. . His two companions waited in vain for his return, 
and next day , when they met again, he seemed indisposed 
to talk of his adventur e . They gathered from him, 
however, that he had come u p with the lovely fugit ive 
and had hea rd from her own lips the history of her life 
and the cause of her sudden flight. She was a young 
lady of good birth and position, who had acc identa lly 
fallen i nto the h a nds of a ma n living i n a villa in 
Regent 's Park . The r e for ma ny months he kept her prison­
er under threa ts and mesmer i c influence of so a l a r ming 
a character that she dared not attempt to escap e , until, 
in sheer despera tion, she fled from the brute, who, with 
.q poker in his hand, threatene d to dash her b r a ins out. 
Her subsequent history , i nterest i ng as it is, is not 
f or these pages." • 

Truth is i nde ed stranger than fiction. But i f we 

stop to consider that the .passage quoted above certainly 

loses nothing in the telling; that it was written more 

than fort y years after the i ncident; that it i s 11vr i tten 

on second-ha nd i nformation ; tha t John Eve r ett Mill a is 

h a d died three years previous to the publ icat i on of the 

b iog r aphy conta i n i ng the pa ssage a bove and that it 

was written a ft e r the publica tion of The Woman in White~ 

then it would se em likely that a house of cards has been 

built upon a v e ry sli ght founda tion. Charle s Allston 
' 

Collins die d i n 1873, twenty - s i x y ears b efor e the pub -

l icat ion of this anecdote . Wha t, at first s ight , ·m~y 

appear to be corroboratory evidence , upon examinat ion 

adds litt l e : Kate Dickens , who ha d married Cha rles, 

Wilki e 's brothe r, and who ha d liv e d to a great a go , 

says: " Wilk i e Coll ins ha d a mi stre ss called Ca roline, 

a y oung woma n of gen t le b i rth a nd t h e origir1:-'l l of The 

W . wl · t 2 . oman 1n n l e . She make s this comment, howe ver, 

after quoting the passage from Milla is. Hor r eminiscences 

were publishe d in 193 9 which wa s e i ghty ye a rs, a t the very 

l east , afte r the incident took pl a c e . 

(Davis 

l. Vol. I, p ~ 281. 
2. Storey G. : Dickens and Daughte r ( London, 1939 ): The 

reminisc enc e s of Kate Pe rugini (Dickens's da ughter, 
Kate). 



Davi s places the time of Collins's meet i ng with 

Caroline Gra ves as the summe r of 1854. This, if 

acceptable , clears away many difficult ies~ El izabeth 

Harri e t Graves , who wa s b orn i n the early ' 50 's, could 

be Collins's child a nd this would expla i n why he loved 

he r so, took her into his home (wh~ch he did not do for 

. his other children ) and saw to it that she made a goo d 

match. It mi ght also expla in how s he ~ame to have the 
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n a me of Ha rriet, t h e christia n n ame of Coll i n s ' s mother . 

It would expla in Ca roline ' s liv i ng in Collins 's house , 

her travelling a broa d with h i m, h e r leaving him to marry 

Clow when he took up with Ma rtha Rudd ; i t would explain 

her being bur i ed in h is gra v e at l ast . 

Davis comes to his conclusions on the following 

evidebc e : 

" r,1i lla i s i n dicates only that the i ncident occurred 
on a summer night i n the '50 ' s . Fixing the date is not 
impossible . Millais says tha t he was walking home to 
his studio in Gower Street. A letter to h i m from 
Hunt , Novembe r 10, 1854, shows t ha t 1-'Iilla i s moved out 
of Gower Street a t the time of h i s de parture for Scot­
l a nd i n the f a l l of 1854. Sinc e h e n ever r e turned ~. 
Gower Street , the incident cou l d not ha v e occurre d i n 
a ny summe r a ft e r 1 8 54. In June of 185 3 l''Iilla i s went to 
Scotl a nd while Wilkie was s t i ll s i ck , a nd h e remained 
the re until t he l a t e fall . The smJ::Ene r of 1 8 52, while 
theoretica lly poss i ble , is ext reme ly unl i kely . One 
reason is tha t IVlil1ais spent t h e summer of tha t year 
painting like a h e rmit at the r emote village of Hayes 
with his brother, William . Wilk i e ' s depa r t ure f or 
Boulogne wi th Dickens on July 24 , 1854 fixe s the l a st 
possible da t e ; !:he a dventure probably occu:rr e d a week 
or so earlie r ." • 

I n a cc e pting this date , Da vis comes to some 

interesting conclusions . He finds passage s in Th e 

Dream Woman ( 1855 ) 2 • whi ch we r e inspired by the meet ing 

wi th the woma n i n white . Para dox ically enough , h e 

a l s o comes to tho conc l u s i on tha t this meeting was r e -

spons i ble fo r Collins ' s switch from novels dealing with 

(a 
l. Davis ~ op.cit., p .321 . 
2 . The Ostle r ' s Story . se e Da vis , op. cit., p . 17 9 , for 

an ama zin g fli ght of critica l f a ncy . 
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a father - son relationship to novels of another type ; 

thi s i n spite of Hide and Seek (1854) and A Rogue ' s Li f e 

(1856). On r ather fl i msy evidence 1 • Davi s states that 

Collins went to live wi t h Caroline before his trip to 

Paris with Dickens , that he r eturned to her when he was 

i ll , and that the re are disguised references to her i n 

Laid up in Lodg ings, Nrs Bull winkle and r.'Irs Badgery . 

He f i nds that The Di a r y of Anne Rodway " reflects some­

thing of Caroline ' s history" • . If this is straining at 

a gnat:he , at l east , does not hesitate to swall ow the 

camel . 

He ignores The Bachelor Bed- room , r1y Spinsters , 

Bold Words by a Bachelor and , taking A Journey i n 

Se~ch of Nothing and Sea Breezes with a Lond on Smack 

at their f ac e v a lue , reads into them referenc es to 

Carol i ne ' s living with him . 2 • Da v i s also holds that 

after living in lodgings for a f e w 1nonths in Howland 

Street with Ca ro l ine , Collins took her with h i m when 

he vvent to live in his mothe r ' s tovm hous e in Ha rle y 

Street; his mother at this pe r iod spent most of her t i me 

living in the country . 

I t i s time we came down to earth. Even if J . G. 

r!fillai s ' s story is not t he product of his i magi nation , 

there i s a g reat deal of evidence to show t hat Collins , 

e v e n if h e had met Caroline before 1859 , was living the 
' 

life of a ba che lor . His trip with Dickens to Paris 

i n Februa r y , 1855 and the adventures they indulge d i n 

there cann ot b e considered as cons istent with the be-

haviour of a man who has just become inf atua t e d with 

a n ew mistre s s . In June we find h im on a yachting 

(trip 

l . Davi s : op . cit . , pp . 182 , 183 , 186 , 187 , 189 , 199 . 
2 . ib i d . : pp . 199, 209 , 325 , 326 . 
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trip to Cherbourg; early in 1856 he is with Dickens again 

in Paris~ and much of his time was spent on amateur 

theatricals. In July, l856.we find Collins in Boulogne 

with the Dickens fa1nily, and he returns only in Septem-

ber. He retdrns to a new post with Household Words; 

and in May, 1857 Dickens is still able to write~ "any 

mad proposal you please will find a wildly insane 

response in Yours ever, C.D." 1 • 

Then in 1857 came the trip to i1anchester, followed 

by the Cumberland tour. In 1859 Collins set up house 

for himself at 124, Alba ny Street. From 1859 onwards 

there are references to Caroline in the letters which 

Dickens wrot e to Collins . Collins also mentions her 

2 in a letter to Charles Ward. • 

stage financially well off. 

Collins was at this 

After only one year on 

the staff of Household words he had been given a rise 

of fifty pounds per annum because thE;re was a danger 

f 1 . h" 3. o oslng lnl. Perhaps the most im}Jortant evidence 

to be adduced in favour of taking circa 1859 as the date 

on which Collins took t o living with Caroline, :.is. :pffle-

vided by his changed way of li:fe. VJhen he goes to 

Paris on a short visit in October, 1860, Caroline and 

her daughter accompany h im. In 1863 we find him in 

Aix-la-Chapelle - and on ce again he is accompanied by 

Caroline a n d Harriet. He moves on to Wildbad, returns 

to England, but in October, 1864 he is off with Caroline 

and. Harriet on a three months' Grand Tour of' the Con-

tinent. The pattern of his living has changed; and it 

has changed :from 1859 or thereabouts. For these reasons 

I am inclined to discount Davis's interpr etation of the 

(position 

l. Robinson~ op. cit., p. 110. 
2. ibid.~ pp 132-133. 
3. ibid. p. 117. 
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pos ition , and accept Robinson ' s opinion as 1859 as being 

the year in which Collins took up with Caroline. It is 

not i mposs i ble that he knew her before this time; nor 

i s it i mposs i ble that Harriet was i n deed his child . 

Nothing seems to be knovm of George Robert Graves, 

her husband; but Caroline Gr aves , nee Courtenay, was 

about twenty-five years of age i n 1859 . It was i n 

August, 1860, tha t Collins publishe d The Woman in vfui t e . 

Whatever the truth of Il[illais ' s story , the dramat ic 

appearance of Anne Cather ick to Walter Hartright do es 

not explain the excellences of the novel . We have al -

r eady come across several references to ' a white woman' 

in earlie r work. At the time of his death Collins had 

in his possession La Dame Blanche by Scribe , 1 • and 

the case of the JVIarquise de Drouhalt, taken from 

Maurice Hejan ' s Re cueil des Causes Celebres, provided 

Collins wi th the germ of h i s story . 

In 1784 the brother of the Marqu ise de Drouha lt 

wrmngfully seized the gr eat e r portion of t he ir father 's 

estate . On her way to :Pa r i s to attempt to recover her 

property , the Marquise was drugged and , upon vJaking , 

found herself in the Sal tpetr i ere in :Par i s . She tried 

without success to es cape or communicate with her friends. 

It was only after six months that she obta ine d her 

her release , when tho whit e dTess t ha t she had worn when 

sho arrived at the Saltpetriere was returned to her. 

Her brother used e v e ry tr ick of the law to prevent her 

from recover ing her proporty and she died a poor woman . 

Coll ins dr ow on his k n owledge of Hampstead Heath , 

whe re he had once lived , and on the tour of Cumberland 

to provide his s ett ing fo r the novel. He was not a t 

a l l retice nt about the i nsp i rat i on which culmi nated in 

(The 

l. :Putt i ck & Si mpson ' s Cat~logue: Library of the Late Wilkie 
Coll_~J?.S '-~-~ ' Item 190 . (vide Davis, op . cit . pp. 76 & 313) 
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The Woman i n White . In How I Write -my Books (1887) 

he t old of how he start ed wi th the central t heme of a 

person wrongly held in an asylum . The v illain woul d 

have to be a for e i gner , as he would be too inge nious 

for an Englishman. He was given eccentricities so that 

he would not appear to be comrnonpla c e . A second v illa i n , 

as somethi ng of a foil to Fosco , was required . The 

heroin e must be a lady of gentle birth and her double 

of poor parentage . Then , say Coll i ns , he begins a t 

t he begi nni ng , pays no attention t o the requirements of 

seri al publica tion and decides on the nature of the olos-

ing chapters . 

The t i tle , said Collins, came to h i m while he was 

at Broadstai rs gazing at the North Foreland lighthouse ~ 

" You a re ugly and stiff and awkward; you know you 
are as stiff a n d as weird a s my white woman villi te 
Woman • . . . . Woman in Whit E"; •.••• the t i tle , by Jove !' 1

• 

Collins also referred to a visit by a stra nge r 

who a s ked for advi ce about obta ining t he release of a 

friend who was being wrongfully h e ld i n an asylum~ thi s , 

he s a id , was h i s start i ng point . But not once do es he 

mention l'1auric e Me jan ' s v olumes wi th reference to 

The Woman in 1/'!hite. 

No one could possibly c riticise Collins on the 

score tha t the plot of 1:he Woman in vfh.i te i s not compl ex 

e nough . No summary can do t h is story j us t ice , as the 

most minor de tails t urn out to b e h inges upon whi ch 

depend i mportant event s; the merest fo i b l e of c har acter 

resul ts in the turning of the course of the story ; even 

the weather plays a n i mportant pa rt . If a summary is 

to be justifie d , it must be on two scores~ the plot i s 

so intricate tha t i t r.3 details mus t escape anyone who 

(has 

1. Robinson ~ op . cit . , p . 141 . 
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has n ot just read the novel, and such a summary will 

spare the reader many references to details of plot wluch 

have been copied by hosts of later writers of sensation 

novels, thrillers and detective stories. 

Walter Hartwright accepts an appointment as drawing 

master at Limmeridge House in Cumberland, to Laura Fair­

lie and Marian Halcombe, who are half-sisters. He and 

Laura fall in love vd th each other, but she will not 

break her promise to her dying father that she would 

marry Sir Perceval Glyde. Hartright tells l\farian of 

a strange adventure he had had one night in London when 

he assisted a woman_ drussed all j_n vrhi te vvho had been 

pursued by two men. This young woman bore a strangely 

close resemblance to Laur a, and had mentioned that as 

a child she had known great happiness in Limmeridge 

Village. I'1aTian identifi es the woman as Anne Catherick, 

whom her mother had taught in the village school. Laura 

has received an anonymous letter warning her against 

marrying Glyde, stating that he is an evil man. Hart­

right meets Anne Cather i ck, who has come in person to 

warn Laura against the n1-:::trriago, and who confesses that 

she was responsible for the anonymous letter. She is 

alway·s dressed in white as , in her simple-minded fashion, 

she remembers that Laura's mother had once said that she, 

Anne, looked best in white. 

rvir Gilmore, tho JJiairlio ' s solicitor, now takes 

over tho narrative and relates how Glydo becomes agitated 

out of all reason 'Jvher;_ he hears of Anne Catherick 1 s 

visj_t and seeks to find her - but without success. 

Gilmore is not impressed with Glyde. Mai:ian has 

sought information from Anne's mother but tho reply is 

(cur-t~ 
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curt: her daughter had been placed in the asylum with 

the mother's approval. Laura is unhappy at the prospect 

of a marriage which only her sense of duty to her father 

can make her accept, and insists that l\1arian be allowed 

to stay with her. Glyde agrees readily to this. Gil­

more then explains that Laura is her uncle's heir. He 

is a bachelor and not likely to marry. Upon his death 

she will inherit a life interest in the estate, worth 

three thousand pounds a year. Her first-born son would 

icl~erit the estate. If she married with a properly­

drawn-up marriage settlement, upon her death, in the 

absence of a son, her husband would inherit a life interest 

in the estate. Laura would also inherit at the age of 

t·wenty-one a sum of £20,000 and a life interest in 

£10,000. UlJOn Laura's decease, this last sum would 

go to her Aunt Eleanor~ who had married an Italian, 

Count Fosco. 

In the settlement drawn up by Gilmore, the sum of 

£20,000 vms to be disposed of upon Laura's death, in 

default of issue, accor ding to her will. Glyde, 

through his la>Hyer, insists that he inherit thi s sum 

outright. Gilmor ,J 's protests are overridden by Laura's 

uncle vJho chooses alvr0ys :the easiest path. Gl yde 's 

stipulations are acceded to. 

Harman Halcombe learns from Hartright that he is 

being followed in London, and believes tha t Glyde is 

under the impror:Osion that Hart r ight can guide him to 

Ahne Cathe:rick. In the meantime, Harian has been 

inst:rumon.tal in finding a position fo:r Hartright. He 

is to accompapy'.a private expedition to· South .America 

to mako excavations in the ruined cities. He goes 

(in 
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in the capacity of draughtsman. 

Six months lat-er, Marian arrives at Blackwater 

:Park. Glyde and Laura are expected back from Italy 

where they have spent the winter. Laura's letters have 

be en non-committal, except that Marian has learned that 

Laura does not like Count Fosco, Glyde's friend. 

Blackwater :Park, which is "st ifled by trees 11
, has a 

disused wing v'rhich is damp, dark, and rat-infested. 

Harian learns that Anne Catherick has been seen in the 

district. 

vfuen Laura arrives she is reticent and will say 

nothing against Glyde, but she cries out , "0 I\1arian, 

promise you will never marry and leave me. It is 

selfish to say so, but you are so much better off as a 

single woman - unless - unless you. are very fond of your 

husband.a 1 • Harian, who hesitates at nothing vvhen 

Laura's har;piness is at stake, listens at a keyhole 

and learns that Glyde is facing financial ruin and that 

with Fosco's help he plans to persuade Laura to sign 

a certain document. In the meantime, Glyde has learned 

of Anne Catherick's pr esence in the district a nd rushes 

of£ in haste. Upon his return he tries to persuade 

Laura to sign the document, but she refuses to do so 

unless she is permitted to examine it first. Glyde in 

a passion turns first on IVJ:arian and then on ;[La ura. 

In his desperate plight~ he shows himself for what he is. 

Harian writes to the family solicitors and i s certain 

tb.at :B'osco tampers with the letter before it is posted. 

lllarian and Laura see the woE;.an in white dov'lil near the 

lake, and ]'osco suspects that they are hiding something. 

A letter arrives from Kyrle, the solicitor who has take:d 

(ove r 

1. The Second Epoch, Section II. 



ov e r from Gi lmore . The only construction h e c a n place 

on the stra n ge behaviour of Glyde , is t hat La ura i s to 

be inve i gle d i n to a misappropria t ion of t rust mone y s , 

probabl y part of the £20 , 000 . He adv i ses her n ot to 
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s i gn unt il s h e has been a l lowed to consult h i m. Fosc9 , 

however, ha s b e en ful l y a war e of what has happene d a n d 

p e rsuade s Gl yde to drop this sche me . 

Dovm a t the l a ke Laura sees and s peaks t o Anne 

Cat herick . Ann e t e l l s he r t hat she i s dy i ng a nd t hat 

she must t ell La ura t h e s e cre t wh i ch Glyde f ears to hav e 

exposed . He r mind wande r s , however , ( most e x a spe ra ­

tingly f or the r eade r) and all t ha t Laura l earns i s 

t hat Anne ' s mothe r knows of t he sec r e t too . La u r a ' s 

ma i d , wh om s he ha s 'tlrought wi th he r from Limme r i dge , 

i s d i s mi sse d, a nd Jlilar i an i s den i e d a ccess to La ura by the 

n e w ma i d , t he a wkwar d , slatte r n l y a nd obs t i na t e Ha r gar e t 

P orcher who i s loyal to Gl ydo ~ IVla rian confr ont s Glyde 

who i s pe r s uade d by .Fosco to a llow he r to s ee IJa ura . 

Fr om La ura s he lear ns tlli~t Fos co ha d been awar e of 

La ura ' s meet i ng wi t11 An ne Cather ick and that Glyde ha d 

brut ally f orc ed he r to t e ll h i m wha t she had l earned 

from Anne . I n a w~ld r age h e h a d refus ed t o b elie v e 

that s he had l earne d n othing mor e t han s he ha d to l d h i m. 

l'1ar i a n wi ll not trust t ho post aga i n and g ive s 

l e tt er s to Fanny , the ma i d who has been d i smi ssed . 

One i s to be delivere d t o t he ir un c l e , ask i ng h i m to 

r e c e ive Laura : a nd tho othe r posted to Ky r l e . Fosco 

has his wi f t? vi,s i t Fanny b e f ore s h e l oaves. Fa nny i s 

drugge d a nd the l e tt e rs t amp e r e d wi th . The l e tt e r 

which Kyrlo r e c e i ve s i s addr es s ed i n Har i a n ' s ha nd­

\vr i t i n g , but c onta i n s only a blanl~ shoot of pa per . 

( Fre derick 
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Frederick Fairlie receives his letter, but replies that 

he will do nothing unt]_l he has seen Harian. 

Once again l'f[arian, at great personal danger, 

eavesdrops and hears Fosco and Glyde discussing how they 

are to prevent their 11 going to the dogs". To their 

credit they reject any plan for getting rid of Frederick 

Fairlie. Glyde is desperate at not finding Anne Cath-

erick and, at this juncture, F·osco learns of linne 's 

strong resemblance to Laura. The plan is born: as 

Anne is dying, she must be found, her death accelerated 

and she must be buried as Laura. Laura will then be 

placed in the asylum as Anne Catherick •. In t h is way 

£20,000 will become available to them. 

JVIarian' s ordeEll rE;sul ts in her cox1tracting a fever, 

and Fosco takes advantage of her illness to examine her 

diary. He has the effronte r y to add a note congratu­

lating her on what she has done to protect Laura, and 

expressing his greD.t a dmiration for her. 

Fosco novv sets a bout putting his plan is1to oper-

at ion. He visits IT'rederick Fairlie and informs him 

that Laura must come to Li:rmneridge for her health. 

I"larian cannot accompany her as she is too ill. Fosco 

has taken a house in London and will meet the train, 

take Laura to his house and then send her on to Limmer­

idge. All the se::cvants at Blackwater :Park, with the 

exception of the housekeeper, :Porcher and the gardener, 

are dismissed. The housekee1Jer is sent off on a wild 

goose chase. On her return she is told that JYiarian has 

gone to London 1/li th Fosco and his wife, but she later 

finds that Marian has been hidden in the disused wing. 

Anne Catherick has been run to ground and is taken to 

Fosco's house. She dies there, and her body is taken 

(to 



to Lirmneridge, where she is buried as Laura Fairlie. 

Laura is met in London at Fosco's instigation, is 

certified insane by two doctors and sent to a n asylum. 

After passing through many dangers, Hartright re-

turns to England, only to learn from his mother of 

Laura's death. He makes a pilgrirnEtge to her grave at 
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Lim:meridge. He sees two women anproaching and recognises 

them as rviarian and r,aura. They are in great danger and 

he takes them to London where the three of them go into 

hiding. rviarian tells him how, after learning that 

Fosco had told Frederick Fairlie that Anne Catherick was 

once again i n the asylum and was suffering from the 

delusion that she was IJaura, JVIarian had gained access 

to the asylum and had recognised Laura. She had effect-

ed L'lura 's escape by offering the nurse a handsome 

bribe and had taken Laura to her uncle. He had denied 

that she was Laura and in desp::tir they had gone to the 

grave where they had met HCLrtright. 

Hartright tells the family solicitor the story, 
• ' ,';, 

but Kyrle saya' there i s not the shadow of a case unless 

it can be proved that there is a discrepancy between 

the date on the death certificate and the d.'1te on 

Laura's arrival in London. H·1r'cright is determined 

that Fosco and Glyde shall not go free. From l'1rs Todd 

of Limmeridge, with whom Anne had stayed before Laura's 

marriage, he learns the :1ddress of Anne's fri~nd. 

Through her he finds out where Mrs Catherick lives. 

JVIrs Catherick will tell him nothing directly, but in­

directly he leo.rns tho.t Glyde did hCLve a secret to 

hide and that somehow the vestry at Old Welmington 

was involved. He goes there, discovers something 

suspicious in the entry in the m·lrri.'lge register 

(concerning 
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concerning Glyde's parents. He learns that a copy o:f 

the original exists and sets out to col1Sult it. By this 

time Glyde has set thugs on his trail; but, in spite o:f 

their efforts, he succeeds in establishing that the entry 

is a false one: Glyde is illegitimate and not heir to 

Blackwater :Park. On 1-Ilrtright Is return to Old vvel-

mington he is again attacked, but he manages to deal 

with his assailants. Upon arrival he learns that the 

parish clerk cannot find the keys. They go to the 

vestry and :find that it is on :fire. Glyde is inside 

but cannot escape, as the lock has ja:m_rned. vf11en his 

body is recovered, Hartright sees him :for the first 

time. Anne's likeness to Laura is explained when 

Hartright learns that Anne is Laura's illegitimate 

half-sister. 

Hart r ight novv marries Ijaura and sets about bring­

ing Fosco to boolc. He decides that Fosco is a :foreign 

spy and calls ,in :Pesca to identi:fy him. This :Pesca 

fails to do, but it is obvious that Fosco fears :Pesca. 

This is explained by Pesca, lrvho says that he is a member 

of a secret Italian 1Jrotherhood and had been secretary 

to this body while in Italy. In this way members 

might know him though he vJOuld be unaware of their 

identity. Any member who has acted falsely is in 

mortal danger. Hartright writes a letter to :Pesca 

with instructions that it is to be opened i:f not re­

claimed be:fore nine o'clock the next morning. It 

contains a denunci ion of JI'osco. Hartright now calls 

on Fosco who is only deterred from blowing out Hartright's 

·""'B rains because of the letter. They come to terms~ 

Fosco supplies a confession and proof of the date of 

Laura's arrival in London.· In return he is allowed 

(to 



to leave without interference, and the letter to :Pesca 

is recovered. 

Laura 1 s position is novv made regular and her name 

erased from the tombstone. Har t right has to go to 
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:Paris on bu~ness and takes :Pesca with him. There :Pesca 

is approached by a member of his brotherhood and he 

identifies Fosco. Later, v-rhile they are visiting the 

cathedral at No't::;re Dame, Hartright hears of a corpse in 

the morgue vvhich is arousing great excitement 9 the 

description seems to fit Fosco. He enters the morgue 

and sees Fosco's body. There is the secret mark of 

the brotherhood on his arm and a wound over his heart. 

Over the secret mark -vvero tltJO slashes in the shape of 

a 'T', which :Pesca said stood for 'Traditore', or 

traitor. 

Frederick B'airlie dies soon after and Hartright 's 

son is heir to Lj_l11i'1':::ridge. 

We look for and find in The Woman in Whit~ many 

features employed in earlier work, yet in such w~rk we 

find nothing which can :remotely compa:re with this 

novel. It is the vmrk of a man -vvho has found himself. 

He knows his strength a:nd his weakness 9 he has elim­

inated many of those weaknesses and has even made a 

vi:rtue of some. The :result is an assured piece of 

workmanship, compact of many excellences, so much so 

that, in its way, in SJJite of hosts of imitators, it 

has neve:r been surpassed in its ovm gen:re. In one or 

mo:re of its qualities i t may have been equalled or 

even excelled - but not in all. 

The :framewo:rk of The vvoman in White is based 

(upon 
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upon the multiple narrative, possibly suggested by the 

evidence in the cases in his "French Newgate Calendars 11
• 

Iri Collins's hands, this method is used vvith the greatest 

skill. The fumbling of earlier days is absent. He 

draws from the method all the possible advantages, 

while avoiding skilfully the weaknesses of the technique. 

The e}Jistolary mode has olJvious advantages which Hich­

ardson used to good effect in his novc:ls 9 but it is 

not easy to keep a story moving while using this tech­

nique. Collins uses letters sparingly, and they are 

short and to the IJoint. Often we aJ::'e informed of the 

gist of the letters only. His use of the diary form 

for IVJ:arian Halcombe provides a change from the series 

of narratives by other characters, and is especially 

effective in revealing the character of this unusual 

and adrnirable young woman. 

Collins · acquired skill ln writigg dialogue by 

dint of arduous practico, but in this novc::l his charac­

ters write in a self-revolatory fashion and speak accord­

ing to their social positiou. and individual nature -

soiJJething now in Collins. The' dialogue flows smoothly, 

naturally and convincingly? his croations say what they 

have to say without literary conventions. 

Collins uses the multiplo method as a device for 

making possible the fair-play technique. vfuen he 

wis1les to withhold from us the secret, ho stops the 

narrative befo:re the point of a fu:rther :revolation and, 

quite justifiably, switchos us to tho testimony of 

anotho:r witness to this st:range sto:ry; and this witness 

holds a fascination for us becauso wo soe events through 

othor eyos, and forget for a momont that wo are not much 

(noarer 
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nearer the solution. }\![any of the narratives are kept 

down to a few lines or a few pages; and we experience, 

a sensation of beiDg present at a court case where 

evidence is being tabled. Characters are filled in 

by this method. We see a character through the eyes of 

friend a nd foe, and we judge him by his impact upon others, 

as well as by his deeds. This action and react i on of 

one character upon another, combined with suggestion, 

the creation of suspense and an atmosphere of foreboding, 

r esults in a novel of great dramatic power which we read 

with a ready suspens ~ of disbelief - that suspens ~ of 

disbelief for the moment vJhi ch constitutes poetic faith .,.. 

essential in a melodramatic novel of sensation. In this 

respect, there is nothing to equal The Woman in ~~'hite., 

It is not altogethe r correct to say that Th~ 

Woman in White possesses a complicated plot: there a re 

really a series of plots which unfold in rapid succession, 

one growing out of the other in such a vJay that the 

unravelling le :1ves us dissatisfied because, like the 

climbing of a mountain, the rt-::aching of one point only 

:r- eveals another to be striven after. There is one anti-

climax only~ if only the novel had ended with Fosco 

brought to his knees, agTeeing to Hartright's terms and 

fleeing the country. 1'his would have made for a stTong 

ending in which wartTight was finally dominant. This 

would have been aesthetically satisfactory, as this novel 

of sensation possesses a quality which we haTdly dare 

require of any novel of action~ development of characteT. 

We usually find that chaTacteT portrayal in a novel of' 

this type is sacrificed to action. In The Woman in 

Whit~, vve have a number of' imi)Ortant characters done in 
I 

the round and a number of minor characters who live the 

(small 
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small roles allotte d t o them~ and we h a ve Walter Hart -

right. He opens the story as a timid drawi ng- master 

tie d to his mother ' s home . He loves Laur a , but makes 

no attempt to win he r . It is only a ft er his r eturn 

from South America , where he has faced dea th from disease 

and death at t he ha nds of attacking I n dians, a nd aft er 

he has s uffered shipwreck, t hat his heart hardens . vJhen 

he learns of the wrongs t hat IJiar i a n a nd Laura ha v e suf-

f e red, he changes i n s t ature . Ther e is about him a 

conf idence , a s elf-r eliance , and an unremitting relent ­

l essness of purpose which drives Gl yde to his own de ­

struction . And h e prove s to be a match for Fosco. 

Up to the end Fosco has had t he mastery . He was always 

one step ahead9 he could always anticipa te t he steps 

wh ich his opponent s would take , a nd he c ould always 

che ckmo.te them . Now Hartright has t he advantage ; 

without any of Fosco ' s va i nglory he foils h i m at each 

turn . Fosco places the blame on the whim of f a te 

which brought ab out the death of Anne Catherick a da y 

before h e , Fosco , had orda ined it 9 but h i s collaps e a nd 

his acceptanc e of Hartright ' s terms i s an acknowledgement 

of his having met his master . 

Other writers have attempt ed a novel i n which 

character and event a re b a lanc e d, and t heir efforts are 

witness to their lack of succ e s s . Robert Louis Steven­

son att empted it i n Ebb - Tide and The Wrecker - a nd f e ll 

between two stools. The v~Toman i n ltfhi te i s an exampl e 

of such an attempt and achievement . 

Everything turns u pon the terms of the wills by 

which IJaur a i s to ga i n her i nher i tance . Collins did 

not trust to his OVJJ.J. ra ther shaky l ega l training . In 

his pr eface he writes: 

( A 
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"A solicitor of great experience i n his profess ion 
most kindly and ca refully guided my steps wheneve r the 
course of the narrative l e d me into the labyr i nth of 
the Law ••.. .... The 'law ' i n these books has been 
discussed , s i nce its publ i cation , by more than one 
competent tribunal , O. ' J.~,::t has been decided to be sound ." 

Baker c:riticises the c onstruction of The Woman i n 

White on two scoresg 1 • He cannot accept Glyde ' s wi ld 

spendi ng when on tht? verge of bankruptcy ~ and he cannot 

accept Frede rick Fairlie ' s r efusal to acknowl edge h i s 

n i ece . 

These objections do not seem to me to be va lid . 

Glyde ' s wi ld tempestuous behaviour i s cons i stent with 

that of a man on the v e rge of bankruptcy. I ndeed , I 

feel t hat Colli ns has brought it out clearly that i t was 

because of his ,,,astefulness that he was on the verge 

of bankruptcy . A careful spender would not have found 

himself in such a predi cament , certainly not wi th 

Glyde ' s asset s ; and I feel that it i s c onsistent "IPJi th 

the characte r of such a man t hat he should spend even 

more rashly when i n financial d iff iculties . In the 

newspapers we read r epeatedly of b u s iness men who have 

become insolvent~ we seldom r ead of the i r attempting 

to l i v e wi thin their means . 

On the second score , I think he i s at much at 

f a ult . Collins is a good psychologist . When a hypo-

chondriac and ego c entric so arranges his life t hat his 

comfort a nd his privacy become all - i mportant , h e has 

chosen a path from v1hich there is no turni ng back . 

The achi evement of his selfish a i m bec omes all-import a nt, 

a nd the duties and responsibilities from whi ch he shri nks , 

gather like a snowball unti l h o is no l onge r a rationa l 

being . We saw earl y signs of thi s i n Fairlie . He 

(provi ded 

l . Baker E . ~ 1'he History of the Bngl i sb Nava l , Vol. VIII, 
p . 197. 
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provided shelter f'or his wards, he provided for them in 

other respects which did not interfere with his life; 

but he shrank from his duty to Laura before her marriage 

to Glyde, and again and again after that. 1/le can 

imagine his horror at the thought of his being implicated 

in the toils of legal nroceedings , all necessary before 

Laura's position could be made regular. 

There is, the anti-·climax of the ending excepted, 

one small weakness in thi s novel; and it is not so much 

Collins whm is to blc:n:ne, but the inadequacy of medical 

knovvledge at that time. I am referring to r1arian' s 

fever which, we are told, turned to typhus because of 

neglect. 

UJJOE first consideration it might seem that Collins 

has failed in his portrayal of his I Woman in vlhi te I ; 

but upon second thought, it will be clear that her mental 

deficiency is in keeping vJi th the role she had to play. 

A girl with a lively intellect would have acted differ­

ently, and the whole course of tho novel would have been 

changed, to our great loss. Her ineffectuality and 

obtuseness serve another purpose. Had she been so por-

trayed as to win our sympatlly to the fullest possible 

extent~ our antagonisms against her ill-treatment at 

the hands of Glyde, :E'osco and her mother would have 

interfered with our enjoyment of the unravelling of the 

mystery" Collins drew Anne Catherick with a keen sense 

of the part she was requ i red to play i n his novel and 

of the im1Jression he desired her to make upon his readers. 

Laura is a puppet. Throughout the novel she does 

nothing in the least constructive, does not learn anything 

material to her welfare or offer any sensible suggestion. 

(Without 
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Without Marian and Hartright, she would have suffered 

much and would have almost merited it. If she has a 

virtue it is honesty: she explained to Glyde before 

the marriage that she could not love him and she remained 

constant to Hartright~ she is a paragon of Victorian 

virtue- Collins's tribute to his reading public. 

Yet ~he Woman in m~ite does not fail. Ivlarian 

Halcombe makes up admirabl e· for Laura's deficiencies. 

She is one of Collins's triumphs~ forthright, resolute, 

able to love and hate, resourceful, intelligent and 

scrupulous, she is far above the conventional Victorian 

heroine and Arnold 13ennett possibly owes so:rrl'ething to 

her for Hilda Les S1days. Collins endows Marian with a 

shapely figure and a plain face, yet in our estimation 

she stands ineffably higher than Laura with her feminine 

attractiveness. There are hosts of Laura 1s, but there 

is only one Marian Halcombe. Her looks do not matter 

once we have seen her match her wits against Fosco. 

VIe are not surprised to learn that Collins was inundated 

with letters from eligible bachelors begging him to 

divulge her real name and identity. 1 · 

"Her figure was tall, yet not too tall; comely 
and well-developed, yet not fat; her head sat on her 
shoulders with an easy pliant firmness; her waist, 
perfection in the eyes of a man, for it occupied its 
natural place, it filled out its natural circle, it 
\lias visibly and delightfully m1.doformed by stays .•.•• 
The easy elegance of every movement of her limbs and body, 
as soon as she began to advance from the far end of the 
room, set me in a flutter of expectation to see her 
face clearly. She left the window; and I said to 
myself, The lady is dark. She moved forward a few 
steps~ and I said to myself, The lady is young. She 
approached nearer; and I said to myself (with a sense 
of surprise which words fail me to express), The lady 
is ugly! ....... The lady's complexion was almost 
swarthy, and the dark clo\m on her upper lip was almost 
a moustache . She had a large, firm, masculine mouth 
and jaw; prominent, piercing, resolute brown eyes; and 
thick, coal-black1hair, growing unusually low do\1\ffi on 
her forehead," • · _: 

(Collins 

1. The First Epoch, Section VI. 
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Collins has laid down a challenge~ that he will 

make us admire this woman so devo id of what is usually 

understood to be feminine charm Upon our introduction 

to Marian i t i s d i ff icult to believe that our interes t in 

her can be won, unless she is to t urn out to be some 

sort of Jezebel . Yet, v-Ii thin a few pages we are victims 

to the charm of her p@rsonality and are soon to admire 

her. 

l\1annion, in Bas il., suffered from not having an 

opponent worthy of his mettle~ Fosco has two opponents , 

.f/[arian and Ha rtright, who are a match for him; and yet 

he is a villain to win respect. His qualities are 

throvm into r e lief by Glyde ' s impetuous , wild a nd uncon-

sidered actions. We understand Glyde ' s frustrat ions 

and his hasty indiscret ions? but we cannot trust or 

fathom Fosco. Hi s open a dmira tion for and support of 

r1Iar ian make us trust him all the l ess . He is pre -

occupied with the fortunes of his mice and canaries 

while he considers the advisab ility of doing away with 

La ura ; h e i s mov ed to r a ptures by music, i n a Te utonic 

rather than a Jjatin fashion~ 

"There was something horribl e - something fi e rce 
and devilish - in the outburst of his delight at his 
own singing a n d ·playing, and in the triumph with which 
he watched i ts effect1 upon me as I shrank n earer and 
nearer to the door." · 

He puts i nto practice his t heory of the powe r of a know-

ledge of chemi s try and drugs~ 

" JYlind, they say , rules the world . But what rules 
the mind? The body (follow me closely h ere) lies a t 
the mercy of tb.e most omni lJotcm.t of all potent ates -
the chemis t . Gi ve me - ]1 osco - chmnistry! and when 
Shakespear e has conceived Haml e t, and sits down to execute 
the conc ept ion, with a f e w gra i ns of powde r droppe d into 
his daily food, I will reduc e h i s mind , by the action of 
his body , t ill h i s p en pours out 2the most ab j ect drivel 
that has ever de g r a ded pape r." · 

(The 

1 . The Second Epoch , Section VIII. 
2 . The Count's Narrative in Section VIII of the Third Epoch . 

This attitude foreshadows Aldous Huxley's theme in 
Heaven a nd Hell (19561. · .. 
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The suave Fosco has great personal charm , a con-

f idenc e in himself , an admiration for Ivtarian, a disda in-

contempt for Glyde; and these win from us a g rudg ing 

respect . It is interesting to not e that , though we 

cannot forget Fosco, Collins has g iven us no pen-portrait 

of him . We are told of his si ze and his corpulence , 

but h i s character emerges from his subjugation of his 

wife , his treatment of Glyde , ~~rian 1 s reactions to h im, 

and h i s o-wn exuberant self - revelation , for he loves to 

explain just hovv astute he i s being . Had he been more 

ret icent, lV[ar i an would have profit ed less from her eqves -

dropping. 

Sir Perceval Glyde owe s something to the Bronte 

s isters: he i s the stock vi llain. But in The Woman 

in \1hi te Col l ins has used him as a foil to Fosc o • 
....,._----·~ 

Fosco gains by showing up t l1e folly of Glyde 1 s desperate 

dashing hithe r and thither i n search of Anne Catherick , 

while :E1os co quietly arranges his plans in comfort at 

Blackvmter Park . 

Freder ick Fairlie i s the effete dilettante , 

egocentr ic and a hypochondria c. A clever study , a 

descendant of rrr Phippen of The ~ead Secret , he rings 

true . 

We have alr::::ady noticc: d. Col l i ns 1 s gift for creating 

characte r with a few skilful words; he uses this g i ft 

to good effect i n t h i s novelo Mrs Catherick appears 

i n a few pages only, but tho picture of tho woman who 

has struggled thro~gh the years to live down the whi spers 

against her character, and who prides herself ·on the 

fact that the parson must greet her when he passes , 

lives in our memor y . There are c l ear p i ctures of 

lVJr Gilmore, the family solicitor who upholds the dignity 

(of 
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of h i s pr·ofess i on; of Fanny , Laura ' s ma i d; of Pesca , 

Hart r ight ' s volatile f riend possessed of a strange i d iom; 

of the ve r ger at Wemmer i dge; of J'1rs IVlichel s on, the 

housekeeper at Blackwater Park ; of Mr Dawson , the b l u ff 

doctor; and of Porcher , the s l atternly and i nsens i t ive 

ma i d whi i s put in charge of Laura . Even such mi n or 

chara cters as the owner of the asylum , the nurse t here, 

Rube l le , the servants i n :F'osco ' s London House , and J!Ir s 

Clements , Anne ' s friend , a l l ac t in character as they 

make the i r exits and the i r entrances . 

The Woma n i n Whi te i s remarkable for havi ng no 

Jezeb el ; for not having characters i n which phys i cal 

deformi ty i s stressed; and for the way in whi ch t he 

mot i fs of Dead- a live and double identity are subjugated 

to the major concern of the un ravell i ng of the sec r et . 

Even Blackwater Park as a sin i ster house is done wi th 

artis t i c reticence. 

Iii ~ I-I6w .o:L;. Wni.tE;_J'v_1y_~Books Coll i.ns says that he pa i d 

no attention to the requirements of the serial instal-

ments . Thi.s sta t ement may be d i scredited . It i s not 

necessary to quote~ a cursory g l dnce at the ends of 

sec t i ons wi ll show h i. s mastery in the art of arous i ng 

the c uriosity of the reader . 

Hi s skill i.n creating suspense g oes far beyond 

thi.s forma 1 t r i ck . We have alr eady seen how Coll i ns 

make s use of scenic deseription a nd atmosphere for the 

creat i on of suspense . To thi s h e adds suggestion and 

a r efl ect ion of the situat i on in the a ctions of h i s 

char a c ters . 

Section VI of the Second Epoch ends~ 

( " We 



~'We separated that ~vening later than, usual. 
Towards midnight the sun@er silence was broken by the 
shuddering of a low, melancholy vvind among the trees . 
We all felt the sudden chil l in the a tmosphe re, but the 
Count was t he first to notice the stealthy rising of 
the wi nd . He stopped vJhi l e he was light ing my candl e 
for me , and held up his hand warningly , -

'Listen !' he sa id. 'There will be a change 
tomorro'I'J. '" 
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Collins ' s choice of words rich in emotional colour , 

indicates an extra ordinary capacity in a writer unEcquainted 

with modern semant mcs. Mar i an sees the lake at Black -

water :Park, the l ake near which Laura i s to meet Anne 

Catherick~ 

"As I walked dovm to the lake , I saw t ha t the 
ground on i ts farther side was damp and marshy, overgrov~ 
with rank grass and dismal wi llows . The water , which 
was clear enough on the open sandy s i de, where the sun 
shone, looked black a nd poisonous oppos ite me , where it 
lay deeper under the shade of the spongy banks , and the 
r ank overhanging thickets and tangl ed trees. The frogs 
vvere croaking , and the rats were sl i pp ing in and out of 
the shadowy water, like live shadows themselves , as I 
got nearer to the marshy side of the lake. I saw here , 
lying half in and h a lf out of t he water , the rotten 
wreck of an old ove rturned boat , with a sickly spot of 
sunlight gliii1ll1ering through a gap in the trees on i ts dry 
surface, and a snake basking in the mic1st of the spot, 
fantastically coiled , and t reache r ously stil1 . Far and 
near, the view suggested the same dreary i mpressions of 
solitude and decay 9 and the glorious br i ghtness of 
of the sumrner sky overhead , seemed only to deepen and 
harden the gloom1and barrenness of t he wildness on 
which it shone ." • 

This quota tion indica tes the increas i ng use Collins 

makes not only of sceni c descript ion to stress atmosphere 

and to foreshadow event, but the use of contras t to 

he ighten these same effectso Collins does not limit 

his use of sceni c description for the augury of t ense 

or trag ic moments . On the morning of Hartright ' s 

meeting with l\1arian for the first time , 

" the sea ope ned before me joyously under t he broad 
August sunlight , and the distant coa st of Scotl a n d fringed 
t he horizor1 -vvj _th its lines of melting blue ." 

Vfuen Hartright has learned of Laura ' s death and goes to 

(Lin@eridge 

1. The Second Epoch, Section I. 

I 
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Lirmneridge, we understand that matters have taken a turn 

for the good, and this is because of the descr i ption of 

the day~ 

"It was a quiet autumn afternoon when I ,stopped at the 
solitary station, and set forth alone of foot by the 
well-remembered road. The waning sun was shining 
faintly through the thin white clouds - the air was warm 
and still - the peacefulness of the lonely country was 
overshad9wed and saddened by the influence of the falling 
year." J~ • 

And then he sees Laura in the flesh~ 

"The sunset was near at hand. The clouds had 
parted - the slanting light fell mellow over the hills." 1 • 

Though Collins realised the value of this device 

in melodrama, he does not fall into the error of thinking 

that Nature is concerned with the fortunes of man. 

These are the words he puts into Hartright's mouth: 

"We go to Nat·v1re for comfort in trouble, and sym-
pathy in joy only in books. Admiration of those 
beauties of the., inanimate. world 'vvhich modern poetry s.o J 

largely and so eloquently describes is not, even in the 
best of; us;·-- one of the ;Original instil'u3t? of our nai;nJ_re ~­
As children, we none of us possess it. No uninstructed 
man or woman possesses it. . T~'lOSe whose' lives are .. most 
exclusively passod amid the ever-changing wonders of' sea 
and land are also those who are most universally insen­
sible to every aspect of Nature not directly associated 
with the human interest of their calling. Our capacity 
of appreciating the beauties of the earth we live on is, 
in truth, one of the civilised accomplishments which we 
all learn as an Art; and more, that very capacity is 
rarely pmactised by any of us except when our minds are 
mcilst indolent and most unoccupied. How much share have 
the attractions of Natu1oe over had in the pleasurable 
or painful interests and emotions of ourselves or our 
f'riends? \IJ1lat sp<:J;co do they ever occupy in the thousands 
of little narratives of personal expF)rience which pass 
every day by word of mouth from one of us to tho other? 
All that our minds can compass, all that our hearts can 
learn 9 can be accomplished \!Vi th equal certainty, equal 
profit, and equal satisfaction to ourselves, in the 
poorest as in tho richest prospect that the face of the 
earth can show. There is surely a reason for this want 
of' inborn sympathy between the creature and the creation 
around it - a reason which may perhaps_:be found in the 
widely differing destinic:s of man and his Garthly sphere. 
The grandest mountain prospect that the eye can range 
over is appointed to annihilation~ the smallest human 
interest that the pure hc.::art can f'eel is appointed to 
immortality." 

(The 

l. From the last three pages of the Second Epoch. 
2. The First Epoch, Section VIII. 
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The Woman in White was an im:.rnediate success and 

vms the making of All t_he Year _Bound. Crowds thronged 

the street outside the offices waiting for the first 

copies of a new issue. The novel ran into five editions 

in two months, and a seventh was brought out within 

six months. Some critics failed to realise that it 

was a r.rvJ.sterpiece of its kind, but the public made up 

for that. 1 • There was a vogue f'or merchandise labelled 

"Woman in \JVl'li te" ;, white J:uecame a popular colour for 

women's dresses. Quilter informs us that Thackeray 

sat up all nllight to read The Woman In White. 
2

• 

Collins was famous almost o\Qernight, and he reaped 

a rich harvest. He achieved financial security and 

lived hap1Jily with his unorthodox family. This was a 

happy time for him. He did not overwork, was lionised, 

travelled with Caroline and Harriet, and enjoyed reason-

ably good health. Be collaborated with Dickens on 

!_~_§ __ H~~l.!rted .f!?_~?~ for t-'1e Christmas Number of 1 85 9; 

and published nothing during 1860 until he gga i n col-

laborated with Dickens in the production of A Message 

fr~n the __ ~~~ for the Christmas Number of All the Year 

Round for 1860. He had a share in Tom Tiddler's Ground, 

the Chrj_stmas Ntunber of All tb.e Year Round for 1861. 
------>·--~--- ~~ 

These efforts excepted, and also two articles for 

All _ _!he_!ear J:~ound, he published nothing more until 

the ap]Jearance of No Name in lV[arch, 1862. 

(But 

1~ For instance the review in The Times(30th Oct., 1860~ 
appeared only after the third edition had been pub­
lished and the reviewer thought it not worth a second 
readj_ng. He thought that too little attention had 
been devoted to character (vide Robinson, op. cit., 
p, JAB) c 

2. Preferences in Art, Life and Literature, p. 275. 
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But now the pattern of his vvork had changed. In 

January, 1861, he resigned from the staff of All the Year 

Round and after that date the only non-fiction he was to 

write consisted of a few arti~les on himself and his 

work? an odd article or so on the theatre, the question 

of copyright 1 · and some reminiscences. His main 

efforts were to be directed to the writing of novels, 

and the adaptation of these as plays • .de also wrote many 

short stories, and these fall into two categories~ 

slight, and more worthy. It would seem that he felt 

that a story intcmded for consumption by readers of 

popular magazines which were gaining hold of the public, 

should be written dovm. to this public - a lJOint of view 

which Dr Johns::n vmuld have cmm110ndod. 

His success brought with it several problems 

which were to u:t.usc him grE~at e::casperation~ the un-

authorised adaptation of his novels for the theatre, 

the unEmthorisad transl:1tion of his work without payment 

of copyright, and tho pirated editions of anything he 

published which flooded America, a country where he was 

irill11ensoly popular. He was to undertake many skirmishes 

against these "plunderers of other men's brains", and 

succeeded as far as the theatre was concerned by regis-

tering drl:n1Ettic versions of his novels oven when he had 

no intention of having them produced. He coped with the 

American :pirr:1tes to some ext mt by arrahging that Harper's, 

his American publishers, should have instalments published 

concurrently vJi th, or s omutimas earlier than publication 

in London. Some of the Continental publishing houses 

(made 

1. Collins took up the cudgels on this question where 
Thomas Hood had left of~f in Copyright and Co:pywrong, 
(The Works of Thomas ,Hood, Comic and Serious, in 
prose ana verso, edi=fed vvffh notes, by his son.) 
(Edward JVIoxon; London, 1862), Vol. VI, p:p. 91-103. 
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ma de him voluntary pa yments . 

The Ha unte d House (De c emb er, 1859) r e v e r ted to the 

pat t ern for the earlie r Christr~s Numb ers of Household 

\!lords. The g e ne r a l f:ramework , f o:r which Dickens vms 

responsible , i s writ t e n in the f i r s t pe rson . The w:rite:r 

t a kes a house wh ich is :repute d to b e haunted; a n d it proves 

tha t rumour h a s not lied . An owl hoots, bells ting in 

t he night a nd t he r e a re r eports of a hooded ghost . \!men 

the servants l eave , the writer a n d hi s sis t e r decide to 

ask s ome fri e n ds to c ome and s t ay with t hem . The 

g u ests agree t ha t on Twelfth Ni ght the y will t e l l of 

the ir exp eri ences . Seven ghost stor i es foll ow . They 

a r e unrela t ed t o one a nother , and , a part f rom a connect i ng 

pa r agr a ph fo r eac h , a r e unre l a t e d t o the ghost of t he 

hooded woman, t h e ba r k i ng hound , the h ooting owl or the 

ring ing b e l ls . 

Dicke n s wr otG the fir s t pa rt , _The_Mortals in the 

Ho use a nd -Th e Ghost in the Co r n e r Room . Co l l i ns was 

r espons i b l e for The Gh os t i n t he Cupboa rd Room whi c h 

oc cup i e s s i x pages i n Al l the Yea r Round . The other 

storie s are by ot her writers . 1 • Collins ' s c ontr i bution 

i s best known as Blow u~ with t h e Brig! , the titl e 

under which i t was published i n Mi s s or Ivir s ? ( 1871) , 

a nd where i t o c cup i e s twe l v e page s . 

Nat Beav er, a nava l offi c e r , r e l a t es how h e i s 

h a unt e d by the ghos t of a b edroom candl e - st ick . It a ll 

came about whe n h e j oined a shi p with a carg o of gun-

p owder for Boliva r during t h o t~mo of the r e v olut ions 

( i n 

1 . De t a i l s of a u t h orshi p ar e g ive n in The Nine Christma s 
Number s of " All t he YeaT Round", c on du cted by Charles 
Dickens ( Cha pman & Hal l , Lon don , n . d .). 
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i n South Amer i ca. When the ship heaves to at a point 

off the coast which has been pre - arranged , the mate has 

a difference with the pilot , an i ll-looking vagabond , 

" a skinny , cowardly, qual"relsome mongrel" • He wakes 

during the night to find hmmself bound and gagged . The 

captain had been killed and the crew throvm overboard; 

only the mate is left alive . The p i lot takes the cap-

tain's candle:-stick, some yarn and an awl . He drills 

a hole in a ba:rrel of gunpowder , makes a slow match 

with some of the gtn.1}_)"Qi)vvder a nd the yarn, and inserts thi s 

fuse into the b 'urel. The other end is t i ed to the 

candle a bout one -third of th,:: ~.,ray down . The pilot 

whispers into the mate's ear " Blow up with the br ig ~", 

and he and his confederates leave the shi p to its fate . 

The mate calculates that it will take about two hours 

for the flame to bu:tn do1..vn.. to the slow match . 

Here fol t o•,,TS one of Collins ' s best exercises i n 

the creation of suspense. The sufferings of the mate 

are detailed. In his frantic efforts to free his hands 

he succeeds CJl~-Y in torturi:ng himself unt i l the blood 

flows from his fr'J.ntic wrists. Then ensue futile and 

febrile efforts to blow out tbe flame . The mate tr i es 

to pray - but the p~ayors, like those of Claudius or 

the Ancient JVIa:tiner , will not come. In his frenzy he 

is in danger of losing his mind; and then he realises 

that he i s on th<::l br i nk of oblivion . 

He wakes to learn that he has been rescue d in the 

n i ck of time by the crow of an American shi p becalmed 

no arby . 

This ], c• 
-"' the most powerful short story over written 

by Collins and compar e s well with the best of roe ' s 

(In 
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In November, 1860, Collins accompanied Dickens on 

a short trip to the West Country in search Gf local 

colour. The result was A r1essage from the Sea, the 

Christmas Number for All the Year Round for 1860. This 

number seems to have caused Collins's biographers a great 
l 

deal of trouble. Parrish ~· says that parts of Chapter 

III (The Club Night) and Chapter IV (The Sea-Faring lYlan) 

are by Collins. Davis 2 • contends that "he (Collins) 

whipped out an opening chapter for A l\1essage from the Sea. 

In it he contrived to stamp the trademark of his unique 

ne'rv style unmistakably on the whole number." 

writes 3 ·~ 

Robinson 

"Their collaboration in this story {s more closely 
knit that usual, and it is hard to detect the precise 
division of labour. The opening chapter seems unr.o.is­
takably Dickens, and Chapter IV 'The Seafaring lYlan', 
can be attributed livrith reasonable certainty to Wilkie; 
both writers shared in the remaining chapters. It 
would be a bold critic who asserted the authorship of 
any particular paragraph, since they deliberately (1ttemp­
ted~ f:rom time to time, to imitate each other's style. 
'It is amus:ing,' declared Wilkie on one occasiom, 'to 
see reviewers point out a passage of mine as an example 
of Dickens's peculiar vein, and in the next sentence 
comment on a paragraph of Dickens's as ,g_ sample of 
Wilkie Collins's sensational style.'" 

The difficulty is resolved by reference to The Nine 

Christmas Numbers o:f __ ~]:l the Year Round' , conducted 

by Charles Dickens. This volume was published by 

Chapman and Hall, Dickens's publishers, and consists 

of rep:rints from tho original mats with the addition 

of a contents page wi tJ:1 details of the contributors. 

This information must be taken as reliable because 

Chapman and Hall would have available the account books 

which would record payments for contributors to the 

number. 

(This 

l. Parrish: op. cit., p. 45. 
2. Davis~ op. cit., p. 223. 
3. Robinson~ op. cit., p. 158. 
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as follows~ 

157 

Chapter I, The Village, fourc· pages , is by Di ckens . 

Chapter II, The Mone y , five pages , i s the resul t of 

collabor ati on bet ween Dickens and Co l l i ns . Wilki e 

Collins had no part in Chapter III , The Club Ni ght , 

whi ch is twenty-two pages in length . 

were ~ 

Section I Charles Dickens 

Sect ion II Char l es Allston 

Section III Harriet Parr 

Section IV I-LA . Chorley 

The contributors 

Coll i ns 

Section v Amelia B . Edwards 

Chapter IV, The Sea - Fari ng IVJ:an , is by Wilkie Coll i ns . 

This is thi rteen pages in l ength . Chapter V, The 

Restitution , fou r pages , i s by Dickens and Wilki e Collins 

in collaboration. 

A Hessage frmn_ the _ Sea i s not put togethe r with 

Dickens's customary care . There are a number of lo ose 

threads . Neverthe l ess , this proved to be one of the 

most popular Christmas Numbers , ove r a quarter of a 

million copies being sold . This was probably because 

of Dickens ' s charming openi ng chapter , and h i s contrib­

ution to 'fhe Club Ni ght which remi nds us of P i ckwick days . 

The number is much c loser to the original conc e ption 

of the Chr i stmas story than The Lazy Tour of T11m Idle 

Apprentices or The Perils o~ Certain English Pr i soners . 

Dickens opens the story with a picture of St ee p­

ways, which is r oJ.dily recognisable as Clovelly . 

Jorgan , an American sea - capta i n , meets Alfred 

Raybrock , a young fisherman wh6 i s soon to be marr i ed . 

(Alfred ' s 



Alfred's brother, Hugh~ is presumed lost at sea, as he 

has not been heard of for three years. The mother was 

left five hundred pounds at the death of the~Lfa ther. 

This money is to bo uso~ to buy Alfred a share in a 

neighbouring fishery. 

In Chapter II, The Money, Jorgan tells of how he 

had found, on a desert island in the Pacific, a bottle 

containing a message for Alfred. Alfred opens the 

letter, which is from his brother Hugh, and learns that 

the five humdred pounds which his father had l eft vJas 

stolen money. Part of the writing is indecipherable, 

but further information is only to be gained from the 

old
1
men of Lanrean, a nearby vill age. Alfred finds i't 

difficult to believe that his father was a thief, but 
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he is determined to repay the money to clear his father's 

name, even though it means that he will now not be able 

to marry. 

Chapter III, in which Collins has no part, is 

The Club Night. J organ and Alfred, on their vvay to the 

not:uby village of Lanrean, take shelter at an inn and 

find the strangest club, Tho Gontlumen of King Arthur, 

in session. Bach member has to tell a story. Upon their 

retiring, Alfred learns that he has to share a double-

bedded room with a 'sea-faring man'. The important 

link in the story, Alfred's recognition of his brother, 

Hugh, is strangely om~tted. 

Chapter IV, The ~ea-J~'aring 11an, is by Collins. 

Hugh Haybrock tells of how he h.::td found himself on a 

desert island with the only other survivor from their 

ship which h::::1.d gone do"l!m in a storm. T11is man, Clissold, 

tells Hugh that he had borrowod money from Hugh's father 

(which 



which he had not been able to repay on the due date. 

lie had stolen the money from tlw shipping firm for 

which both workedoto repay Hugh's father. Tregarthen, 

Alfred Raybrock's prospective father-in-law, who had 

worked for the same firm, had buen dismissed for the 
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theft. Clissold die~ d. on the island, but Hugh was saved 

by savages who held him captive until a ship put in for 

fresh wate:r and he was :rescued. Collins's savages 

regularly behave in this strange way~ they save their 

victims from death, hold them till their loved ones 

believe them to be lost, and then permit them to escape 

and return to England. 

Chapter V, The Restitution, by Dickens and Collins 

in collaboration, contains what must be one of tho most 

amazing exa~ples of coincidence in the whole of Nnglish 

literatureo Clissold had explained to Hugh that he had 

not had an opportunity of destroying the incriminating 

leaf torn from the ledger and so had slipped it into 

a crack in one . of the office desks. It would seem that 

the allowance of forty-eight pages, "containing the 

amount of two ordinary numbers" , did not permit of the 

proper rounding off of this story. The denouement is 

cramped into four pages. 

1rvhile J·organ D.nd the Raybrocks are wondering how 

they will ever be able to trace thj_s desk after all 

these years, Captain Jorgan idly picks up the hat of 

Tom Pettifer, his ste,ilard. The hat is lined with paper, 

as Pettifer suffers :from an exagger,J.ted eccentric fear 

of sunstroke. Pettifer now informs them that when he 

had been in 'the broking buaness' in former days, he had 

bought some old office furnj_ture from the very shipping 

firm for which Raybrock, Clissold and Tregarthen had 

(worked. 
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worked . Iri . .repairing the desk he had removed a sheet of 

paper from it and used this paper t o serve as a lining 

for his hat of course, it is the missing page from 

the ledger, 

Dickens now takes over i n the best Dickensian 

SDirit. The money is r eturned to Tregarthen who gives 

it to his daughter as h e r dowry , and the share in the 

fishery is bought after all . Hugh returns to his 

mother and wife and child - and everyone is happy . 

While we can r e cognise Collins ' s hand i n the details 

of the plot and the systematic working out of these 

deta ils, this story contributes nothing to raiaing his 

stature as a writer . It is likely that h e was resting 

on his l a urel s after The Woman in vfui to , and that he de ­

vot ed but little time to this piece . We know that he 

was tiring of his a;3sociation with All the Year Round , 

that hi:::; contribution of articles had almost dr i e d up, 

and that in just over a month (January , 1861 ) he was 

to resign as a member of Dickens's staff . Furthermore , 

the circulation of All the Year Round had dropped con­

siderably and Dickens was looking to Collins for a new 

nove l . Both knew t hat Coll i ns could not turn out any-

thing worth while in a hurry , so he was left free to 

devote his attentions to No Name (1862) . 

To the Christmas Number of All the Year Round 

for 1861, ~om Tidd~?r 's Ground, Collins contributed 

ono short story only. This comprised Chapter IV , 

Pickj.::ng U:Jl Waifs at Sea , a nd occupied eight pages . 

In IVJ:iss !?._r Ivl~s?, and Othe r Stories in Outline ( 1873 ), 

it appeared as Tho Fatal Cradle~ Otherwi se, The Heart ­

r ending :?tory of r1[r Heavisi des . It is of intere st to 

not e that this is Collins ' s last contr i bution to a 

Christmas Number, except for No Thoroughfare (1867 ). 

(Di ckens 
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Dickens was responsibl e , in Tom Ti ddler ' s Ground , 

for Chapters I~ VI, and VII . Chapters II, III a nd V 

are by other contributors. The Christmas Numbe r follows 

a familiar pattern~ Tom Tiddler is an eccentric who has 

a habit of scattering halfpence 'to tramps and suchlike '. 

Mr Mopes, the hermit, i s a loca l curios i ty , whom many 

people throng to see. It i s s u ggested that each visitor 

s hould t e l l a story to c heer h im up . lVIr Heavisd.des is 

introduced by Dickens~ 

nThere sauntered in slowly a light-haired melancholy 
man9 very t all and very stout; mis e rably d:ressed i n cast ­
off ga:rments~ ca:rry ing a carpent e :r ' s basket , a nd looking 
as if he n ever expected any such windfall of luck as a 
chance of us ing the tools ins ide it. " 

M:r He avi s i des looks at the he:rmi t and thinks " Wha t -

ever his gr i e vance , I could match i t , I think ." Without 

delay and wit hout encou:ragement he proceeds with h i s sad 

t a le. 

In Miss OT r1rs? and Othe :r Sto:ries i n Outline ( 1873 )' 

Collins r e-writes the first par ag:ra ph so a s to p:rovi de 

the necessa ry i n t roduction fo:r Mr Heavisides . This 

introduction is competent, but lacks the Dickens i a n 

charm of the original i ntroductiom . 

This story is of interes t because of Col l ins ' s 

light humo:rous touch which h e manages to sustain through-

out. There is full exploitati on of the possibilities 

inhe:rent i n the p:redicament and h i s sto:ry prog r esses 

smoothly , with ec onomy , and to the delight of the :reader . 

The dialogue i s natural a nd r e veals character . Of i n -
• 

t e r e st i s the evidence of Coll ins ' s new- found fami l i a rity 

with sea -faring matters . He has not wasted h i s exper-

i e nce gaine d while on yachting trips or crossing to the 

Continent. 

(The 
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The merchant ship, " Adventure" , of " f .i ve hundred 

tons burden , coppered , and carrying an experienced surgeon", 

is crowded with i n1L1igrants bound for Austral i a . 

r1r Jolly 5 the surgeon, gleefully i nforms the harassed 

captai n that h e is to have another passenger: Mr and Mr s 

Smallchild, people of some account , a r e about to become 

parents. Before the captain has had time to reconcile 

himself to this new d i ff i culty , Mr Jolly i s back again. 

lVIrs Heavisides, a steerage passenger , i s " taken bad". 

The Captain deEla nds to see IvJ:r Smallchild , but can obtain 

no sat i s fact i on from h im as he i s completely dazed a t 

the news. Simon Het::J.v i side s , a ca rpent e r who already 

has seven childre n and is ex~ecting the e i ghth , affords 

him as lit t l e satisfaction . In desperation the Capta i n 

falls i n with the suggestion ma.de by Ivlr Jolly that the 

two vmmen be moved to t wo adj a cent cabins i n the only 

part of the ship which i s not overcrowded . Th i s p l a.n 

is soon put into effect and Hrs Dra bble , the stewardess , 

is enlisted a s midwife . The babies arr i ve almost sim-

ultaneously and, in the confusion, Mr Jolly and Mrs 

Dr abble are unable to say whi ch i s vvhich . 

They cannot ident i fy tho babies ~ there are n o 

d i stinguishing marks ; both are boys ; ne i ther i s defo r med 

i n any way; both take :: aft e r the f a thers i n that both 

have fair hair a nd light eyes . A reconstruction of 

-mcact l y what occurred does not ass i st them : 

" 'Listen to me , ' s.:::l.id Mr Jolly c oax i ngly (t o Mr s 
Drabb l e). 'I ' ll put the whole case to you over again , 
in a few pla in question s . You ' l l f i nd i t a l l come 
back to your me mory , if you ' ll only follovJ me at t ent i vely , 
and i f you take time to think and colle ct yourself 
before you atte mpt to answer. ' 

Mrs Drabble Bowed her h ead i n speechless s u bmi ss i on 
- and listened ··~ ······ 

( ' Now , 



' Now , ma 1 am ~ 1 said the doctor . 1 Our troubles 
began i n r1rs Heavis ides 1 c a bin whi ch is situa ted on t he 
sta rboard side of the shi p? ' 

' They d i d, s i r ,' r eplied Mrs Drabbl e . 
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' Good~ we went baclnrards and forwa rds, a n i nfi n i te 
numbe r of times , between Mrs Heavisides (starboard ) and 
Mrs Small child (la rboard ) - but we found that lVJ:r s Hea v i­
s i des, having got the sta rt , kept it - and when I call ed 
out , 11 l\1rs Drabble ~ here ' s a chopping boy for you~ come 
a nd take him ~ " - I c a l l ed out starboard , didn ' t I? ' 

'Starboard, sir - I 1 11 take my oath of i t , ' s a i d 
Mrs Drabble. 

' Good , again ~ "Her e ' s a chopping boy , t.f i s a id. 
" Take h i m, ma ' am , a nd make him comforta ble i n the cra d l e ." 
An d you took h i m, and made h i m comfortab l e i n the cra dl e , 
accordingly? Now, where was the cradle? ' 

' In the main ca b i n , s i r ' r eplied Mrs Dra bb l e . 
' Just s o~ I n t h e main cab i n , because we hadn ' t 

got r oom fo r it in e ither of the s l ee p i ng c a bins . 
You put the starb oa rd baby (otherwis e Heavi s i de s ) i n 
t h e clothes -ba sket cra dl e i n the ma i n cab i n . Good , 
onc e more . How was the cradle pla c e d? ' 

' Crosswise to the ship,sir , I aaid r1rs Drabble . 

;Crosswise to the s h i p? That is to s a y , wi th one 
s i de longwise towa rds the ste rn of the vess e l , a n d ono 
side longwi se t o the b ows . Bear tha t in mi nd - and 
follow me a little further . No ~ No ! don ' t say 
you ca n't , a nd your head ' s in a whirl. lVIy next question 
wi l l steady it. Carry your mind on hal f a n hour, 
Mr s Drabble . At the end of half a n hour , you ho a rd my 
v o i ce again; a nd my vo ic e ca lled out - " Mrs Drabble ! 
h e r e ' s another chopp i ng boy for you: come and take him!" -
and you c ame and took h i m l a rboa rd, didn ' t you? ' 

'Larboar d , s i r, I don't deny it ,' answe r e d 
Mrs Drabble . 

' Better a n d better~ "Here i s a nother c h oppi ng 
boy ," I s a i d , t ! tqke h i m, ma'am, and make him comfortabl e 
i n the c radle , along wit h number one ." And you took 
the larboa rd baby (otherwi s e Smal lchild), and made h i m 
c omfor t ab l e i n the cra dl e a l ong wi th the sta rboar d baby 
( otherwi s e HeB.vi side s ), accordingly? Now what happened 
after t hB.t?' 

' Don ' t ask me , s i r !' exclai med Mrs Dr abble , l os ing 
her self- control , and wringing h e r hands desperate l y .'" 

Next they r esort t o " the vo i c e of nature ". The 

bab i es are plac ed f i rst with one mother and then the 

other , i n the hope that t he mother will i nstinctive ly 

know wh ich clnld is he rs. Unfortuna te l y tho mot hers 

s eem to b e pe rfectly happy with e ithe r c hild . 

When thD husbands are consulted , r1r Heav i s i des , 

who .is i n a position to b e g enerous, suggests that i t 

i s most i mpoTtant tha t Mr Smallchild be ce rta in t ha t 

he has his fi rs t - bor n : so he had bette r t a k e both 

(ba bie s. :_'-. 
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babies. Upon being persuaded that his wife will in 

all probability not agree to this plan, Mr Heavisides 

agrees to abide by the Captain's decision. Upon care-

ful examination of the babies, the Captain ascertains 

that one is two-and-a-half ounces heavier than the other: 

this baby is awarded to Mrs Heavisffides. But after all 

this, the mothers will not hear of parting with the babies 

in their possession. 

r1r Heavisides increased his family and died in the 

workhouse; Mr Smallchild increased his fortune, but not 

his family. 

11 'Yes! I was the bald baby of that memorable 
period. My excess in vmight settled my destiny in 
life .•...... Hake what you c.an of that! You will 
find it come in the end to the same thing. Smallchild, 
junior, prospers in the world, because he weighed six 
pounds fourteen ounces, and three-quarters. Heavisides,, 
junior, fails in the worla, because he weighed seven 
pounds, one ounce, and a quarter.'" 

This was the work of a man who had found himself 

and who had full confidence in his skill at the craft of 

writing. 

Collins took seriously the matter of the novel 

which was to succeed The Woman in White. 

"I think I can hold thE3 public fast with an interest 
quite as strong as in The Woman in \N-hite, and with a 1 • 
totally different story", he wrote in July, 1861. 

To his well-known formula he now added "Make 'em 

think", and so No Name; his first and most successful 

thesis novel, made its appearance in All the Year Round 

in lVIarch, 1862. 

ii No Name 

Why the Woman in White should be the novel above 

others by which Collins is remembered, remains to some 

(extent 

l. Robinson: op. cit., p. 160. 
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extent a puzzle. The :Moons tone is still acclai rrB d as 

his best story of detection; and with these two titles 

most modern readers come to the end of their knowledge 

of Collins 1 s work. Yet N~_l.Jame (1862) is in many 

respects superior . to The_ \rVO_EJan in vn'li te. It is different 

in that j_t is not nE9arly as melodrama tic. It is differ-

ent in that it does not depend on a secret for maintain-

ing interest: such f?ecret as there is, is soon revealed. 

This does not mean that l\fo Name is to be placed on a 

par with The Dead Secret. In The Dead Secret Collins 

failed because l;ve knevv of the S<C:>cret long before it was 

officj .. ally revealed, and we knew that it was not material 

to those concerned. This is not so in No Name. 

The secret merely sets the stage: the story moves on 

from there. In The Dead Secret there are no real an-

tagonists; in The Woman in White there are, and it is 

because they ar(:? well··matched that vve follow their fortunes 

so closely. 

matched against J'!Irs Le count that the outcome of their 

encounters remains in doubt till the very last chapters. 

Superficially examined, the plot of No Name may 

seem to be simple compared with that of The Woman in 

White, but upon closeT acquaintance it becomes clear 

that there is much more to the plot than the setting to 

rights of an in,justice to an illegitimate child. 

JVlagdalen' s fortune s pass through many vicissitudes; she 

acts, first on her own, in conjunction with Wragge, 

and then on her ovm again. Her adventures depend, not 

upon the disentangling of tho ter ms of one will, but 

of three wills. 

As far as Mrs Lecount 5 on t he one hand, and Wragge 

and lVIagdalen on the other, are concerned, the story is 

(a 
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a series of moves and count ermoves , plot and counterplot, 

each unsuspected , audacious and effectively executed. 

No effect is wasted~ there is nothing of the tempera-

mental and often pur pose l ess dashing about the countrycJ 

of Perceval Glyde in The Woman i n White. Each action, 

particularly on the part of Lecount or Wragge, is made 

with the deliberation and purpose typical of a move in 

a game of chess. In some ways this novel is not so much 

a novel of action as a cont est of wits. No hand is 

raised in anger , no poisons are employed (though Hag­

dalen is accused by Lecount of having intended to 

resort to poison to rid herself of Noel Vanstone), 

no one is locked up in a sinisteT house :,and, when Ivlag-

dalen is quite justifiabl y held prisoneT by Mazey , he 

relents and lets heT go . The playeTs know when a move 

has gone against them and do not wait foT the redi~t of 
~- -' I 

that move to affect them before taking the initiative 

into their ovm hands . Indeed, their acts aTe often 

determined by what they anticipate the opposing party 

is go i ng to do. 

r1aTian Hale ombe in The Woman in White had charm, 

and she wins our admiration for her foTthrightness , 

individual characteT, her loyalty and couTage - but, 

in spite of her figuTe, she is not truly feminine. The 

critics who have praised her ha v e all been men. She 

had no lovers , unless we accept Fosco in this role. 

Dorothy L. Sayers has this to say of Collins's women 

characters~ 

"The women of Collins are strong , r esolute , 
intellectual ; t hey move active ly towaras a purpose, Which 

. is not always, nor indeed usually , conditioned by their 
attitude to a husband or a love T. ·:rhey are not un­
feminine; yet they a re capab l e , like men , of desiring 
knowledge or act ion for i ts own sake , ratheT than for 

(its 



its personal implications. Marian Halcombe in~ 
Woman in Vvhi te, lvlagdalen Vanstone in No Name, JY1adame 
J?ratolungo -fnJ?oor Miss Finch cannot be classed as 
'female characters'; they are simply characters, 1for 
whom other things than passion guide the plot. 11 

• 

'nh. . ,., 
~ 1s 1s, OI course, a generalisation, but it con-

tains an important truth. JVIarian Hale ombe is a man's 

woman. In IV1agdalen Vanstone we find resolution, hard-

ness, a ruthlessness even, but she is a womanly woman 

for all that. She evinces feminine qualities which 

we seek for in vain in Harian Halcombe. The early 

scenes with Clare show I··1agdalen as a lively and impet-

uous young girl blindly and irrespon~bly in love. It 

is the injustice of her position after her father's 

death which makes her harden her heart, but even then, 

when succese is within her grasp, she wavers weakly and 

lets chance decide the issue. 

Q~_~ame has been adversely criticised because of 

the weakness of its ending - and this criticism is 

justified. But paradoxically - it is an indication 

of the greatness of this novel. No Name is not to be 

judged merely as a story in which characters play out 

their parts to an appointed end. Many good authors 

have found themselves faced with a similar problem. 2 • 

When their characters come to life and act like people 

in real life, these characters become stubborn and will 

not allow themselves to be moved according to the original 

intentions of the author. Because we come to know 

Hagdalen, ·wragge and Lecount so well, we cannot believe 

in their retiring prettily from the stage. It is sig-

nificant that we do not object when Frank Clare, Norah 

Vanstone and George Barton are manipulatGd at Collins's 

pleasure. 
(Wragge 

l. Dorothy I1 o Sayers: Int roduction to The Hooristorie ' :t 
(Dent, IJOJ)don y 1944) . _ 

2. cf. J ~.J3,,. Pl'iestley' s The . Good: t:ompanions ·and. ' several 
of Thomas Hardy's nove s. 
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Wragge and Lecount, villains both, are superior to 

anything in ~he Woman in W1ite. Lecount has an 

eccentricity, as has Fosco; but Fosco's quaintness is 

superimposed while in Lecount we sympathise with her in 

her love for the reptiles which symbolise the status and 

meaning to life lost the day she became a widow. Wragge 

is a complex of eccentricities, but these are essential 

in the make-up of a 111..an who is to work with Hagdalen to 

a com~on end in her strange aim, a nd yet be a match for 

Lecount" Not a single foible or characteristic is 

introduced needlessly. Even Wragge's treatment of his 

dull-witted wife establishes her position, so that she 

may be as clay in Lecount's hands. 

Noel Vanstone may b e thought to be a renetition of 

characters such as r11r Phippen in The Dead Secret or 

Frederick Fairlie, but in fact he plays a much subtler 
I 

part. His weakness makes him compliant with Lecount's 

will and so he becomes a worthy ally. He aids her in 

this way as Glyde certainly did not aid Fosco. Then too, 

this weakling makes a formida ble opponent as he will 

not face an issue, but adopts evasive action. It is 

only because Wragge see s Noel's v a lue to Lecount that 

he plays her at her own game, and wins Noel Vanstone 

to his side. It is part of the charm of the novel that thi 

ally i s so e a sily persuaded to cross ove r to the enemy 

again. 

No Name is Collins's most successful thesis novel 

because tho purpose is subordinate to the story. His 

protest L ; secondary to his main purpose and emerges 

n a turally from the situation in which Norah and rv.Iagdalen 

find themselves. Collins was much criticised for 

(pleading 
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pleading t h e c a use of illegi t i mates. Mrs Olipha nt took 

hj_m to task f or wx i ting of ." the a c c ident of the ir :father 

h aving b e en ma r r i e d whe n he :f i rs t me t their mother" and 

had this t o say ~ 

11 \Ne have o:ften h e ard of a n i l legal connexion a nd 
i t s result e uphemistica lly d e s i gn a t e d as ' mi s fortune '? 
b ut this i s t he first time , so :fa r as we are awar e , in , 1 vThich a lcrarw:ful marriage has been denominated an ' accident til 

It is p o s sible that t h i s adverse criticism had 

somet h ing t o do with t he min or p os i t ion to lilhich No Name 

has b een r e l ega t ed by the cr i t ics, but Col l ins 's p ublish-

ers and r e ade r s did not r ea c t a dversely to this work . 

Nearly :four thousand copies were sold on the da y o:f 

pub lication . Sampson Low pa i d Collins three thousand 

pounds fo r the :fi rs t e dition . Serial rights in Ame r-

ica netted h i m over :fi:fteen hundr e d p ounds . His 

r eputation certa i n ly d id not s u:ffer L : om the writ i ng 

o:f No Name: Smith Elder and Sons pa id Collins :five 

thousand guineas for his n ext n ovel be:fore h e had 

wr itten one wor d. 

If the plot were a s s i mple a s some critics would 

h a v e us b elie v e , we could suwnar i se the s t ory by s a ying 

that it r e l a t es t he efforts of Ma gdalBn to r e cove r the 

fortune deni ·2d h e r because she wa s not legitima te. But 

t h is would not a t a ll r e :flect ~ :t,he ·~ conteilt a.rld ~ : · b.harnamter 

of No Name . 

Andrew Va nstone c ontrac t s a m8s a lliance with a 

woman in Ca nada from whom h e cannot obtain a d i vorc e . 

On h is return to England he c a nnot pick up the threads 

of his wre cke d life until His s Blake and he :fall in love. 

With full knowle dge of the p osition, she live s wi th h im 

(as 

l . Mrs Olipha n t i n an article , S.ensat ion Nove ls, con­
tributed to The QuarterlyRevie w,vide Robinson, op~ 
cit., p. 170'-,. _ , ___ . 
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as his wife. The only person who knows of the true posi-

tion is f!I:::- Wragge, a r<:::lativ e by marriage, who regularly 

obtains money from J\1rs Vanstone on this score. Mr Van-

stone had inherited from his father to the exclusion of-

hi.s elder brother, of whom h is father hadL disapproved. 

He had generously offered to share his inheritance with 

his brother, but the offer had been ungraciously received 

and had then been withdra\vn. Andrew Vanstone's children 

were adequately provided for in his will. Then he 

learns of hir; wife 1 s doath in Canada, and tries to 

protect his daugnters by marrying their mother in secret. 

Magdalen falls in love with Frank Clare and, while trying 

to arrange a marriage settlement, her father lea'rns ..:that 

his will, drmvn up before his marriage, is now invalid. 

He sets about drawing up a new will, but is killed in 

a railway accident before this is effected. His \vife 

is taken seriously ill in childbirth, and is too ill 

to make a will. She dies, and her new-born son outlives 

her by a few hours. As this son is the legitimate heir, 

and has died intestate., his fortiime reverts to his next 

of kin. So I1agdalen and Norah are entitled to nothing; 

and the estate, worth eighty thousand pounds, goes to 

Michae l Vanstone. His hatred of his brother is reflected 

in his offer of a hundred p ounds to each girl to start 

them off in lifo. Norah is at hc::r wits' end9 but 

Magdalen adopts a different attitude~ 

nTell him on my part, to think again, before he 
starts me in life vvith a h undred pounds." 1 · 

J\1agdalen leaves home) to bucome an actress in a 

touring co mpa.ny and plans to avenge herself on her uncle. 

At this point I1r Wr.s.gge comes into her life. He has 

(seen 

l. The First Scene, Chap.l 5 . 




