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INTRODUCTION

T. S. ErLi0T, in secking to express his admiration for Wilkie
Collins’s The Woman in White, together with Armadale and The
Moonstone, regretted that there was no aesthetic of melodrama,
a genuine art form.! There has been some progress since then in
anatomizing melodrama,? but the critic at large continues to be-
tray aversion and confusion; indeed, although we have ceased
ostensibly to demand an absolute naturalism from even the novel,
melodrama in respect of the novel is still censured. as being un-
true to life in its emphasis on the physical, its simplification of
character and of moral issues, and its pursuit of violent sensation
and particularly sensational crime.?

This is perhaps strange in a world which during 1939-45 wit-
nessed an emphasis upon the physical, a simple moral issue, and
sensational and violent crime beyond the scope of any novelist:
the greatest melodrama ever staged in the history of man. In view
of this curious obtuseness and of the real issue, which, as Aristotle
saw long ago, is not a naturalistic truth but what is convincing, it
seems all the more important to stress that The Woman in White
is based squarely upon real events and that Collins strives through-
out the novel, with remarkable success, for verisimilitude. The
source of the plot, for example, as Clyde K. Hyder has con-
vincingly deduced, was the account of the sensational Douhault
lawsuit in Maurice Mé&jan’s Recueil des causes célébres which offers
a striking parallel to every major incident in Fosco and Sir Percival
Glyde’s conspiracy and provides a cast who play similar roles to

' ‘Wilkie Collins and Dickens' -[1927), Selected Essays 1917-1932, 1945,
PP 43:i-32.

2 See, for example, M. W. Disher, Blood and Thunder . Mid-Victorian Melodrama
and Its Ongins, 1949 James L Rosenberg, The Context and Craft of Drama, od
R W Corngan and J L. Rosenberg, 1964, pp. 168-85, Eric Bentley, The Life of
the Drama, 1965, pp. 105~218; Frank Rahill, The World of Melodrama, 1967; David
Grimsted, Mclodrama Unveiled, 1968 ; B. Heilman, Tragedy and Meclodrama, 1968.

3 See, for example, the cases cited in Bentley, pp. 195-6,and cf. Albert J. Guerard,
Conrad the Novelsst, 1966, pp 272-3.
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the characters in Collins’s novel.! Furthermore, the most thrilling
event in the book, the sudden numinous appearance of the mysteri-
ous woman in white to Walter Hartright on the lonely road from
Hampstead to London, which Dickens considered one of the two
most dramatic episodes in English Literature,? actually occurred
in Collins’s life; and we now know that the original of Anne
Catherick was Caroline Elizabeth Graves who most probably be-
came one of Collins’s iwo mistresses.’

Wilkie Collins confirms in a letter to a friend* that he found the
plot for The Woman in White in the book of French crimes, picked
up from an old bookstall in Paris, which Hyder has identified as
Méjan’s Recuesl des causes célébres; but, even more fortunately,
Collins twice put on record an account of the way he composed
the novel. These two accounts, an interview given to Edmund
Yates and published in The World5 and an article entitled ‘How
I Write My Books’ which appeared in The Globe (26 November
1887), correspond in many important details and there seems no
reason to doubt them. They show once more that Collins’s starting-
point, ‘my first proceeding’, was ‘my central idea—the pivot on
which the story turns . . . the idea of a conspiracy in private life,
in which circumstances are so handled as to rob a woman of her
identity by confounding her with another woman, sufficiently like
her in personal appearance to answer the wicked purpose. The
destruction of her identity represents a first division of the story:
the recovery of her identity marks a second division.” Collins goes
on to make it clear that he proceeded from plot to character:

My central idea also suggests some of my chief characters. A clever devil
must conduct the censpiracy. Male devil? or female devil? The sort of
wickedness wanted seems to be 2 man's wickedness. Perhaps s foreign
man. Count Fosco faintly shows himself to me before I know his name.
I let him wait, and begin to think about the two women. They must both
be innocent and both interesting. Lady Glyde dawns on me as one of the

* C. K. Hyder, ‘Wilkie Collins and The Womax n Wiste’, PMLA, liv (1939),
298-9; Robert Ashley, Wilkie Collins, 1952, pp. 67~8.

t The Recollections of Ssr Henry Dickens, K.C., 1934, p. 54.

3 Hyder, 297- 8 Kenneth Robinson, Wilkse Cclluu Angnphy. 1951, Pp. 129~
36.

« Wybert Recve. ‘Recollections of Wilkie Callins’, Chamber's Journal, ix (June
1906), 458.

5 Reprinted in Edmund Yates, Celebrities at Flome, 3rd serres, Werld Ofhce,
1879, pp. 145-56.
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innocent victims. I try to discover the other—and fail . .. The next morning,
before I have been awake in my bed for more than ten minutes, my per-~
verse brains set to work without consulting me. Poor Anne Catherick
comes into the room and says, ‘Try me.’

This account does not contradict what was said earlier about
Collins’s source, since what he found in Méjan was the role the
characters would play in his story and not their traits. Of the
creation of Fosco, Collins said that the Count owed his birth to
theingenuity of the crime which required a foreigner and that the
‘making of him fat was an afterthought’: ‘I had begun to write my
story, when it struck me that my villain would be commonplace,
and I made him fat in opposition to the recognised type of villain.
His theories concerning the vulgar clap-trap, that murder will out,
are my own.” The canaries and white mice were added after his
obesity: ‘I thought the mice running about Fosco while he medi-
tated on his schemes would have a fine effect’ and ‘the most valu-
able discovery of all, his admiration of Miss Halcombe, took its
rise in a conviction that he would not be true to nature unless there
was some weak point somewhere in his character’. Sir Percival
Glyde was invented as a contrast to Fosco and as his tool, ‘a weak
shabby villain’. Oddly enough, Collins had much trouble with his
title—Charles Dickens almost alone showing faith in “The Woman
in White’ which was declared by others to be ‘a vile melodramatic
title that would ruin the book’. Even more curiously, Collins seems
to have had most trouble with deciding on an opening, originally
intending to begin at Limmeridge House with Laura, Marian,
and Mr. Fairlie awaiting Walter Hartright’s arrival. The author
then realized he must begin with Anne Catherick but claims that
it was only when he read of a lunatic who had escaped from an
asylum that the present opening seized his enthusiastic imagina-
tion; and from that moment he never looked back. This would
not, of course, contradict the autobiographical element in Collins’s
opening but develop it further. Though he does not at any time
say so, it seems obvious that the news item fused with the episode
in his own life.! '
It is interesting to see that, in composing the novel, Collins
¢ Perhaps Collins’s difficulty was how to objectify a personal experience, and, if
this was 5o, he found the solution in a chance reading of a newspaper as he relates.

Naturally, Collins would not refer to one of what were later described as his
‘intimacies’.
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worked from plot to character, the usual method not only of the
mystery-story writer but of all writers who found their tale upon
a striking incident or series of incidents. It must not be supposed
that such an author necessarily neglects his characterization.
Collins, in fact, insisted in his preface of 1861 that he was not
guilty of such a neglect. And, indeed, it might be contended that
it is more difficult to invent characters to fit a given line of action
than to derive a line of action from certain characters, since the
limits inevitably placed upon invention and the demands made
upon the novelist’s range, experience, and insight into character
could, in such a case, be extremely severe.

Fortunately, it is becoming less fashionable to decry plot, which
(as fable) Aristotle once called the soul of a work, and it has be-
come very fashionable to value structure highly. And in the con-
struction of a mystery plot, and as a master of suspense, Collins
is almost certainly unequalled. He undoubtedly learned much
from Dickens in the handling of structure and characterization,
but that Dickens also learned something from Collins can be seen
in the masterly structure of Great Expectations, as compared with
A Tale of Two Cities, and perhaps also in Edwin Drood so far as
we can judge from a fragment. Collins, like Dickens, faced the
twofold problem of producing a narrative of distinction which
satisfied the demands made by both serialization and publication
as a book. Concerning this, no praise of that time could have been
higher than that of Dickens:

I have read this book with great care and attention. There cannot be

4 doubt that it is 3 very great advance on all your former writing, and most
especially in respect of tenderness. In character it is excellent . . . / know '
that this is an admirable book, and that it grips the difficultics of the
weekly portion and throws them in a masterly style. No one else could do
it half so well. I have stopped in every chapter to notice some instance of
ingenuity, or some happy turn of writing; and I am absolutely ceruin
that you never did half so well yourself'
In his use of the serial ‘curtain’, Collins is superb. The episode
concluding the twenty-sixth number, in which Hartright reads
the epitaph to Lady Glyde on the tomb to discover Lady Glyde
standing beside him, comes instantly to mind. But there are many
others. The conclusion of the eighteenth number, for example:

Towards midnight, the summer silence was broken by the shuddering

1 Letter to Collins (7 Jan. 1860), Letters of Charles Dickens 1833- 70, 1903, p. 492.
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of a low, melancholy wind among the trees. We all felt the sudden chill in

the atmosphere; but the Count was the first to notice the stealthy rising

of the wind. He stopped while he was lighting my candle for me, and held

up his hand warningly: ’
‘Listen! he said. “There will be a change to-morrow.’

Or the conclusion of the twentieth with its blend of sinister
suggestiveness and masterly control:

It was dark and quict. Neither moon nor swurs were visible. There was
a smell like rain in the still, heavy air; and I put my hand out of window.
No. The rain was only threatening; it had not come yet.

Yet we wrong Collins as much as Dickens if we believe that his
_narrative art is directed towards the manipulation of sensation at
all costs. Collins is not entirely incorrect when he claims, in his
preface of 1860, that his effort was to ‘keep the story always ad-
vancing, without paying the smallest attention to the series division
in parts, or to the book publication in parts’. In a lesser sensation
‘novelist the temptation would have proved irresistible to conclude
a number with the incident in which Marian Halcombe collapses,
as she struggles to record in her diary the terrifying threat to Laura
hinted at in the interview between Sir Percival and Fosco, where-
upon a postscript is added to Marian’s increasingly illegible scrawl

#and is signed by Fosco. Yet Collins—and here, he particularly
resembles Dickens—resists the temptation and lodges the Count’s
sinister power in an even more effective, realistic order of events,
being set off by contrast with.the humdrum comedy of Mr.
Fairlie’s narrative.

It is, of course, the thrills and suspense of The Woman in White
which, at a first reading, compel our attention, together with the
skilful structure on which this suspense most obviously depends.
Only perhaps at a second reading do we become aware of the
completely convincing nature of the events, characters, and world
of the novel. A certain degree of verisimilitude is an aim of all
serious novelists but it is all the more crucial, as a literary strategy,
in works which narrate a series of unusual, extraordinary, or sensa-
tional events. We can see this strategy reflected rather crudely in
the theatrical melodramas of Collins’s day which went in for
meticulously realistic sets' and in the more sophisticated tech-
niques of science fiction (H. G. Wells, for example), of ghost

' Digher, pp. 175-6.
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stories (Le Fanu and M. R. James), and of the mystery tale and
the tale of terror and sensational crime. Here Collins is invariably
a master, for the events and characters of The Woman in White
are not only based on real occurrences and people, they seem to
be real. And for two reasons. First, the author can achieve that
‘willing suspension of disbelief’ with regard to himself in his
creation of an imaginary world, because he can assume a poetic
faith in its existence; while he can express this faith with an infec-
tious confidence precisely because he is confident of its similarity
to the real world and to his own experience. Secondly, ‘the willing
suspension of disbelief” on the part of a novel’s readers is pro~
duced -through a steady accumulation of particulars, of circum-
stantial detail derived from the real world; and this detail is all
the more apparent in The Woman in White as we become aware
of the Victorian background reflected in the novel. This auto-
biographical and social context is, therefore, mrcfully recorded in
the explanatory notes to this edition.

Collins’s clalm. in his preface of 1860, that thé method of narra-’
tion he uses in The Woman in White is entirely new is not com-
pletely accurate. True, Collins’s novel antedates Browning’s use
of a similar method in The Ring and the Book (1868-9) by almost
a decade yet, just over a decade earlier, a similar narrative method
was used by Emily Bronté in Wuthering Heights (1847) and, as
we shall see, for a reason not unconnected with melodrama.

In the preamble to The Woman in White, Collins himself
declared:

As the Judge might once have heard it, so the Reader shall hear it now
No circumstance of importance, from the beginning to the end of the dis-
closure, shall be related on hearsay evidence . . . the story here presented
will be told by more than one pen, as the story of an offence against the
laws is told in Court by more than one witness— with the same object, in
both cases, to present the truth always in its most direct and most intel-

ligible aspect.

Perhaps this method reflects the inspiration Collins received from
his source, the old eighteenth-century court case,' but it almost
certainly reveals, also, the influence of the sensational trials of
mid-Victorian England, all the more dramatic in that they were
reported verbatim in the newspapers and frequently illustrated

* As Hyder, 301, suggests.



