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ARMADALE

WILKIE COLLINS was born in London in 1824, the eldest son of the landscape painter William Collins. In 1846, having spent five years in the tea business, he was entered to read for the bar at Lincoln’s Inn, where he gained the legal knowledge that was to give him much material for his writing. From the early 1850s, he was a friend of Charles Dickens, acting with him, contributing to Household Words, travelling with him on the Continent. Dickens produced and acted in two melodramas written by Collins, The Lighthouse (1855) and The Frozen Deep (1857). Of his novels, Collins is best remembered for The Woman in White (1860), No Name (1862), Armadale (1866) and The Moonstone (1868), which T. S. Eliot called ‘the first, the longest, and the best of modern English detective novels’. Wilkie Collins, who braved Victorian morals by living with one mistress and maintaining another in a separate establishment, died in 1889.

JOHN SUTHERLAND, who has edited Anthony Trollope’s The Eustace Diamonds, Phineas Finn and Rachel Ray, and William Thackeray’s The History of Henry Esmond, all for Penguin Classics, is currently Northcliffe Professor of English Literature at University College London. His other publications include Fiction and the Fiction Industry, Best Sellers: Popular Fiction of the 1970s, The Longman Companion to English Literature, Mrs Humphry Ward and Is Heathcliffa Murderer?, a collection of essays.
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INTRODUCTION

‘Like most of Collins’ novels, Armadale has the immense – and nowadays more and more rare – merit of never being dull’ – T. S. Eliot

‘Nothing Boring about the Sensation Novel’ – D. A. Miller

‘Action! action! action!’ – Quarterly Review, April 1863

Few novelists have made a reputation as suddenly and as spectacularly as did Wilkie Collins with The Woman in White in 1859–60. With its high-impact reportage style and new-fangled detective plot the novel took the Victorian reading public by the throat. Thackeray sat up all night reading it. Edward Fitzgerald (of Omar Khayyám fame) devoured it three times, and named a herring-lugger he owned Marian Halcombe ‘after the brave girl in the story.’1 The Prince Consort sent a copy to Baron Stockmar. Readers took bets among themselves as to what could be Sir Percival Glyde’s dreadful secret (illegitimacy, as it turned out). Manufacturers took the opportunity to bring out The Woman in White perfume, cloaks and bonnets. Music-shops displayed The Woman in White waltzes and quadrilles and (most improbably) a ‘Fosco Galop’.2 According to Nuel Davis, ‘The Woman in White was probably the most popular novel written in England during the nineteenth century.’3

Popular in itself, The Woman in White popularized a new form of novel – variously called the newspaper novel, ‘matter-of-fact romance’, the bigamy novel and, most enduringly, the sensation novel. The term was double-edged: it denoted ‘sensation’ as in cause célèbre but also in the narrower psychological application of ‘violent stimulation of the senses’. Sensation fiction was felt as much as read – ‘electrifying the nerves of the reader’ as one (indignant) commentator of the period put it. Its practitioners exploited the same shock-horror stories as the penny press of the day. Sensationalists specialized in a jagged style of narration that impacted on the reader’s sensibility like bullets. In the manuscript of Armadale, Collins paid minute attention to details of interruptive typography: the italics, white and black lines (i.e. line spaces and rules) and dynamic paragraphing which break up the narrative flow are all of Collins’s own devising. At times the narrative whispers, at others it shouts; volume, tempo and intensity are all controlled by narrative device and typographic effect. As a genre, sensation fiction works against the idea of the organic ‘book’ – preferring to fragment its narrative into segments (sometimes, as in Armadale, perversely called ‘books’). The manuscript of Armadale also shows Collins revising his text to sharpen ‘curtain lines’ – instalment endings designed to keep the reader in suspense for a month. D. A. Miller (who has done much to bring sensation fiction back into critical fashion) claims plausibly that ‘the genre offers us one of the first instances of modern literature to address itself primarily to the sympathetic nervous system, where it grounds its characteristic adrenalin effects: accelerated heart rate and respiration, increased blood pressure, the pallor resulting from vasoconstriction, and so on.’4

It is a feature of the sensation novel that it wholeheartedly embraced the century’s new-fangled communications, its transport systems and its technological inventions (displayed to a wondering world at the Great Exhibition of 1851 – an event on the edge of Armadale’s narrative). The telegraph figures centrally in sensation fiction, and the terseness of the still-expensive medium (it costs five shillings to use the ‘electrical fluids’, a character notes in Armadale) conditions the writers’ prose. So does the ‘agony column’ advertisement in the daily newspaper (another form of communication that cost by the word) – a precursor of today’s computer bulletin board. In several sections of Armadale, characters exchange letters by the incredibly quick penny post, which from 1839 allowed same-day reply at near-fax speed. They routinely exploit the new transport and communications systems in ingenious ways. Take, for instance, the following passage from Lydia Gwilt’s journal (7 o’clock, 8 August 1851):

I have just come back from a long round in a cab. First, to the cloak-room of the Great Western, to get the luggage which I sent there from All Saints’ Terrace. Next, to the cloak-room of the South Eastern, to leave my luggage (labelled in Midwinter’s name), to wait for me till the starting of the tidal train on Monday. Next, to the General Post Office, to post a letter to Midwinter at the rectory, which he will receive to-morrow morning. Lastly, back again to this house – from which I shall move no more till Monday comes. (p. 508)

Lydia Gwilt uses the machinery of the modern metropolis with the expertise of a Victorian James Bond (she also anticipates the secret agent’s ‘dead drop’ routine). On another occasion, as she goes off to be fitted for her wedding dress (part of a diabolic personation scheme) Lydia senses that something is wrong. Someone is tailing her:

I drove straight to the milliner’s shop – which I had observed, when I was there yesterday, had a back entrance into a mews, for the apprentices to go in and out by. I went in at once, leaving the cab waiting for me at the door. ‘A man is following me,’ I said; ‘and I want to get rid of him. Here is my cab-fare; wait ten minutes before you give it to the driver, and let me out at once by the back way!’ In a moment I was out in the mews – in another, I was in the next street – in a third, I hailed a passing omnibus, and was a free woman again. (p. 502)

If Collins had taken out a patent on this ‘throwing the tail’ gimmick, his heirs would be millionaires. It has become a cliché with thriller writers. Also interesting is the emancipatory ‘I… was a free woman again’. Lydia is liberated from the traditional constraints on nineteenth-century women by the technologies of modern civilization which allow her to melt invisibly into the London crowd. (It is significant that in the country – where no escape into anonymity is possible – she feels caged and can find release only in suicidally excessive draughts of laudanum.)

Lydia loves new mid-century technology for its own complicated sake. When, at the grisly climax of the story, she plots to kill Allan Armadale, she spurns arsenic (the poison of choice for lesser women) as too primitive. With her ominous purple flask of carbonic acid (a chemical whose toxic applications were first explored in 1858) she generates a subtle poison gas which she elaborately wafts into her victim’s room via a ‘fumigation system’ (i.e. air-conditioning vents). It is high-tech homicide, 1860-style, and far more complex than strictly required for the purposes of extermination. But Lydia wants a modish murder to crown her career – poisoning with style.

It is one of the characterizing features of the ‘sensationalists’ that they came as close as libel permitted to headline stories of the day. No moderately wide-awake reader of Armadale during its serial run, for instance, would have failed to make the connection between Lydia Gwilt’s foster-mother, Maria Oldershaw (‘Mother Jezebel’), and ‘Madame Rachel’ – i.e. Rachel Leverson. This lady, proprietor of a New Bond Street beauty salon (which opened in 1863, as Collins was laying the groundwork for Armadale), was accused of fraud in December 1865 and was, while Collins wrote, one of the most notorious and criminally glamorous figures in the country.5 Shortly after the novel’s publication she was to be sent to prison. Collins anticipates the jury’s verdict and comes as near as he (or his publisher George Smith) dares to contempt of court. Behind her beautician’s front Mother Jezebel is a blackmailer, a procuress and an abortionist. So was Madame Rachel Leverson. Collins broadly hinted as much to his readers, before they had juridical confirmation in the newspapers of 1867. Another headline item which hovers over the narrative of Armadale is the ‘sensational’ Yelverton bigamy case (Lydia Gwilt is – among her other criminalities – a skilled bigamist; see Book the Fourth, Chapter X, note 11). There is also multiple allusion in Armadale to the spectacular domestic poisoning trials of the 1850s which had all the country agog (Lydia poisons one husband and tries to poison the two other men in her life; there are hints that she may have had other victims over the years). The other chic crime of the day, ‘personation’, also figures centrally in the novel (Collins, I suspect, had caught wind of the Tichborne affair as it was brewing up; see Book the Third, Chapter XI, note 2). Armadale, in short, is a novel which reverberates to the headlines of the popular press in the 1850s and early 1860s.6

Sensationalists were sometimes called ‘the school of Dickens’ (in the 1850s and 1860s many of them worked on Household Words or All the Year Round, the 2d. weekly newspapers both edited by Dickens).7 Collins was the Inimitable’s favourite protégé. Although Dickens did not entirely approve of the over-engineered quality of Wilkie’s plots (and took the maestro’s privilege of telling him so) he had fostered his young friend’s career. The Woman in White had been first serialized to huge effect in Dickens’s new weekly paper, All the Year Round. But Dickens, for all his literary grandeur, did not have the financial resources of the mid-Victorian publishing giants. In the wake of The Woman in White’s success, Collins was approached in July 1861 by George Smith, founder of the Cornhill Magazine (edited by Dickens’s great rival, Thackeray). Smith – legendary for the lavishness of his bids to writers – offered Collins £5,000 for a new serial (subject unspecified) to run in his monthly magazine. Collins accepted, with the proviso that he clear an outstanding commitment to Dickens (No Name, as it was to be).

Collins fairly crowed about the size of Smith’s offer in a letter to his mother: ‘Five thousand pounds for nine months or at most a year’s work – nobody but Dickens has made as much.’8 It was not quite true. At around the same time, Smith offered no less than £10,000 to George Eliot for Romola (serialized in the Cornhill Magazine, 1862–3). But George Eliot was no journalist happy to toss a novel off in a few months. Her tale of fifteenth-century Florence would be a Herculean labour of historical research – one which, as she later recorded, she would embark on as a young woman and emerge from as an old woman.

Armadale did, in the event, need much more than nine months to come to birth. For one thing, Collins resolved to make it something supremely good; his masterpiece. He wanted, in a word, to out-Dickens Dickens. This involved lengthy fore-planning. He undertook a wealth of primary research in exotic locations for what was to be – by comparison with The Woman in White – an extraordinarily far-flung narrative (the action starts in the Black Forest, jumps parenthetically to the Caribbean, returns to the English West Country, makes a gloomy excursion to the Isle of Man, plays out the main romantic plot among the flat waters of the Norfolk Broads, and climaxes bloodily in Naples and London’s newest suburb, Hampstead). Collins also authenticated the medical, nautical and legal subplots in which the narrative abounds. While not as fetishistic about such research as his fellow sensationalist Charles Reade, Collins was very careful about eyewitness confirmation and getting technical details right.

Research was not, however, the main retardant to Armadale’s completion. Collins suffered a collapse of health before and during composition. His doctors (particularly his and Dickens’s close friend, Frank Beard) had prescribed in early 1863 a total sabbatical from writing which put back the eventual publication of Armadale almost two years. George Smith, always the best-natured of employers, was patient. No one knows exactly what ailed Collins, and if he himself knew he was deliberately vague on the subject. He was not an old man (he turned forty during the composition of Armadale). His sexual athleticism might have been envied by men half his age. The term used to describe his chronic complaint – rheumatic gout – disguises more than it reveals. Like other gout sufferers Wilkie had excruciating pain in his joints (specifically he had a bad ankle and foot, which he alludes to in the characterization of Mr Neal in the first chapter). But when feeling well, he could go sailing with his journalist friend Edward Pigott. It was a sport which he loved, and which he projects on to the yacht-mad Allan Armadale the younger. Wilkie’s most disabling symptoms seem to have been nervous. Light and sound were intolerably painful to him during his bad times. He was also prone to crippling bouts of depression. Writing exacerbated his symptoms (something he projects on to Ozias in the Naples episode of Armadale). He had what seems to be a major nervous collapse just before the publication of the novel’s first number. During the subsequent composition of Armadale,  he persuaded his physician Beard to refer him to a nerve and brain specialist. As is well known, Wilkie was intermittently (and while writing Armadale) addicted to opium – in the form of laudanum. In the short term, the narcotic soothed him; but in the long term he suffered the extra burdens of toxic overdose and withdrawal.

Wilkie’s father had died prematurely (aged fifty-eight) of an unspecified disease. His brother Charley (who had married Dickens’s daughter Kate) was slowly dying of cancer in the 1860s (he had also proved impotent after marriage – something that concerned his super-potent father-in-law). Armadale is a novel obsessed with fate, congenital doom and inherited blight. The sins of the novel’s fathers (Ozias’s mark of Cain and his ‘negro blood’, for instance) are relentlessly visited on their sons. It is significant, as Catherine Peters points out, that in the first episode the patriarchal Allan Armadale is clearly dying of tertiary syphilis. Put all this together and the hypothesis that Collins feared that he had inherited some venereal affliction (euphemistically called ‘rheumatic gout’) suggests itself irresistibly.

Whatever the reasons, Armadale is a novel obsessed with illness. It begins at a German Kurort, with the mayor of the place welcoming ‘the first sick people of the season’ (p. 10). There are many sick people to come in Armadale. The action ends in a sanatorium where Dr Downward (alias Le Doux) specializes in making well women unwell by his sinister regime of ‘rest’. The plot opens with two invalids – one of them making his dying confession which the other less terminally sick man records. The bedridden and twisted Mrs Milroy is one of the finest side-studies in the book. Nor are principal characters immune. Ozias Midwinter is given Collins’s nervous symptoms. Lydia Gwilt is given Collins’s drug addiction (at one point in the action she blesses the sainted man who invented laudanum). The Reverend Brock dies of the English cholera (that was indeed rampant in England in 1851). The eerie Jacobean figure of Mrs Oldershaw (‘Mother Jezebel’) enamels over the marks of sickness in the general population with her cosmetics. (In the case in which Madame Rachel was indicted in December 1865 she had undertaken to remove the ravages of smallpox from the face of an American woman, in return for all that woman’s jewellery.) There is disease everywhere in the world of Armadale.

Collins has his primary fame in literary history as the ‘inventor’ of detective fiction, particularly on the strength of his next work, The Moonstone (1868) – the first fully formed roman-policier in English. Fiction’s love-affair with detection can be traced back to Oedipus and his fatally rigorous investigations into who murdered Laius. But as a genre with its well-defined rules and conventions, the detective novel pioneered by Wilkie Collins was formed by three main influences: the memoirs of the French detective E. F. Vidocq (and the imitations produced by bandwagon-following Scotland Yard detectives); the 1857 Matrimonial Causes Act which legitimized divorce on the production of the necessary ‘evidence’ (for which an army of private detectives was recruited); and the growing sophistication of criminals which in turn demanded a cleverer police force. Criminals, as Collins declared through the grandiose conception of Count Fosco in The Woman in White, were becoming very clever indeed – so clever that the old Dogberries and flatfoots of the traditional British law had no hope of catching them. What was needed was a new brand of criminal investigator – as resourceful and intelligent as the new artists in crime.

There are three kinds of detective encountered in Collins’s fiction. First (and most prominent in the novels from The Woman in White to Armadale) are the amateur sleuths – intrepid individuals like Walter Hartright, Marian Halcombe, or the Reverend Decimus Brock who dedicate themselves to uncovering crime (Brock, even at death’s door, is prepared to risk his professional reputation by trailing beautiful women round the streets of London). A second category – which only makes its appearance with Sergeant Cuff in The Moonstone – is the CID officer, the professional detective (oddly, not a single police officer, of any kind, appears at any point in Armadale). The last category is the private investigator (or ‘confidential agent’). These ‘spies’ nauseated Collins, particularly at the time of writing Armadale – where the ‘private eye’ is represented by the obnoxious James Bashwood, with his army of hired snoopers. In the seventeenth number there is a denunciation of the private detective, whose rhetoric casts the genus into an even deeper pit of moral distaste than husband-poisoners like Miss Gwilt:

No ordinary observation, applying the ordinary rules of analysis, would have detected the character of Bashwood the younger in his face. His youthful look, aided by his light hair, and his plump beardless cheeks; his easy manner, and his ever ready smile; his eyes which met unshrinkingly the eyes of every one whom he addressed, all combined to make the impression of him a favourable impression in the general mind. No eye for reading character, but such an eye as belongs to one person, perhaps, in ten thousand, could have penetrated the smoothly-deceptive surface of this man, and have seen him for what he really was – the vile creature whom the viler need of Society has fashioned for its own use. There he sat – the Confidential Spy of modern times, whose business is steadily enlarging, whose Private Inquiry Offices are steadily on the increase. There he sat – the necessary Detective attendant on the progress of our national civilization; a man who was in this instance at least, the legitimate and intelligible product of the vocation that employed him; a man professionally ready on the merest suspicion (if the merest suspicion paid him) to get under our beds, and to look through gimlet-holes in our doors, (pp. 516–17)

So much for Sherlock Holmes, Sam Spade, Philip Marlowe and Magnum PI. Why is Collins so angry? Because he despised the divorce work which had brought these professional Peeping Toms into being after 1857. Collins’s distaste was not impersonal: his own sexual life was highly irregular (he had two live-in mistresses in the 1860s, one of whom had a husband in the background). He was a fornicator, an adulterer and (probably) a consorter with ladies of the night. He was certainly sympathetic with Dickens who, in his fifties, had abandoned his wife and taken up with a young actress in her twenties, Ellen Ternan. Both novelists were probably targets of gimlet-boring peepers like James Bashwood – or feared they might be with all the hideous publicity that would ensue. In the event, Collins covered his tracks remarkably efficiently (as did Dickens) and – despite a huge expenditure of biographical effort – little is known of his secret life. But there certainly was an area of his life that he was determined to keep out of the public gaze.

Armadale depicts a world saturated in espionage. During the central section of the narrative Allan has set a man to spy on Lydia, who on her part is eavesdropping on Allan’s love conversations with Miss Milroy in Thorpe-Ambrose Park. Meanwhile, bedridden Mrs Milroy has bribed her nurse to steam open her governess’s letters. Lydia, on another front, has persuaded the love-besotted Felix Bashwood to spy on his employer, Allan, and report back to her. Bashwood has his son, James, investigate Miss Gwilt and report back to him (he feebly hopes to blackmail her into marriage). Bashwood has stationed men and women all round the capital. Pedgift is elsewhere investigating the mysterious Maria Older-shaw and her London aliases. Even Brock (the most easily deluded of these spies) is following suspicious women round the streets of London. It is, as Catherine Peters puts it, ‘a nightmare world, in which even thoughts cease to be private, a picture of English society as a claustrophobic prison’.9

It is sometimes claimed that Collins is at his best with minor characters. Armadale certainly has a full cast of memorable ficelles and vignettes: the eccentric clockmaker Major Milroy (a variation on Dickens’s maniac hobbyist Monsieur Manette); the ‘no fool like an old fool’, Felix Bashwood, parading like some seedy peacock in his finery to catch the eye of the deadly woman he loves (it is hard not to think that aspects of the Dickens–Ternan affair did not cross Collins’s mind in this subplot); the garrulous gardener Abel Sage, who briefly and hilariously lightens the gloomy world of Thorpe-Ambrose, as does the ineffably wet Reverend Pentecost, who proves himself capable of getting seasick on a Norfolk Broad. The Pedgifts, father and son, are among Collins’s finest lawyer creations – men so thoroughly conditioned by their profession that one suspects they have ink not blood in their veins.

For all this wealth of incidental characterization (it is a very populous novel), Armadale is dominated by its three Napoleons of crime: Dr Downward – the ladies’ doctor who specializes in sinister anti-hysteria treatments; the painter of women, Maria Oldershaw (Collins has a misogynistic hatred of cosmetic art, associating it with moral corruption); and the Luciferian Lydia Gwilt. Each is a powerful creation, but as he tinkered with the plot in later life for stage adaptations, Wilkie distilled his creation down to a single portrait – ‘Miss Gwilt’. The apotheosis of Lydia was logical. She is an extraordinarily complex creation. As allusions suggest, Lady Macbeth was in Collins’s mind. Lydia’s closer literary pedigree is easily traced. The good and bad governess had been stock types in the English novel for a quarter of a century. The dualism was set up by Vanity Fair’s Becky Sharp (gold-digger seductress, adulteress, adventuress, whore, poisoner) and – on the other side – plucky little Jane Eyre and her virtuous Brontean colleagues, Agnes Grey and Lucy Snowe.

The governess type changed melodramatically in the 1860s with three highly successful novels that twisted the characterization in start-lingly new ways, blending good and bad inextricably. In Mrs Henry Wood’s East Lynne (1861) the guilty wife, Isabel Vane (vain by nature as well as name), pays the price of her adulteries by losing her beauty in a catastrophic train crash. She returns – a shattered but chastened woman – to become the unrecognized governess (‘Madame Vine’) to the children she earlier abandoned. (One dies without knowing who she is, provoking the immortal ‘dead! dead! and never called me mother!’) In Mary Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) the governess Lucy Graham – a stunning Pre-Raphaelite beauty – catches the eye of rich old Sir Michael Audley of Audley Court. He marries and ennobles her. But there is a secret in Lucy’s past. A husband returns; she murderously pushes him down a well. Tracked down by a resourceful private detective (whom she attempts to kill by arson) Lady Audley is finally unmasked as the uxoricidal bigamist she is. She goes mad, and dies. In Joseph Le Fanu’s intricately plotted Uncle Silas (1864), the horrific French governess Madame de la Rougierre specializes in killing her sleeping victims (a spiked hammer figures in the bloody climax). Wilkie Collins had himself complicated the stereotype with his sexually ambiguous Marian Halcombe – the resolute and ‘manly’ young governess who takes and vanquishes Count Fosco (winning his corrupt Italianate heart in the process).

This was fiction. Real life (as reflected in the newspapers) was dominated by another sexually ambiguous image – that of the domestic poisoner: the woman (bound by oath to love, honour, cherish and obey) who slips packets of arsenic into her unsuspecting husband’s food and drink. ‘There is probably no form of guilt’, the Annual Register wrote in 1862, ‘that strikes the mind of society with a deeper sense of disgust than that of secret poisoning’.10 Poisoning by women, it principally meant. There was an epidemic of such crimes in the middle of the nineteenth century, as Mary Hartman records in Victorian Murderesses.11 And there was the ineradicable suspicion (bolstered by the acquittal of clearly guilty women like Madeleine Smith in 1857) that innumerable other cases were never detected by the authorities.

There had been a whole series of highly publicized spousal poisonings in the 1850s. Sarah Chesham in 1851 (the year in which Armadale is set) was tried for no fewer than three murders before the law caught up with her. On being sentenced to hang she betrayed no emotion to watching eyes and ‘walked with a firm step from the dock’ to execution – a fate she met with equal impassivity. Constance Wilson, another career poisoner who was executed in 1862, was similarly inscrutable. She heard her sentence with ‘an air of callous indifference’ and was hanged at Newgate on 20 October 1862, before a crowd of 20,000 onlookers. What, most of them must have wondered, motivated this fiend in woman’s shape? Many of those 20,000 spectators must have brought the same question to Armadale a few months later. Collins set out to give them an answer in his depiction of Lydia Gwilt, a mass poisoner seen from the inside.12

As Collins portrays her (and as she portrays herself in her journal) Miss Gwilt is an enigmatic figure. Her career has to be assembled from indirect (and occasionally deceptive) comments in the narrative, corroborated against James Bashwood’s detective testimony (but even he, indefatigable though he is, cannot penetrate all her mysteries). It seems that Lydia Gwilt (strange name) came from nowhere. The first record we have is of her being the foster-child of Mrs Oldershaw (Mother Jezebel), in the early days when she and her apothecary husband sold potions from a horse and cart. The Oldershaws claim – wholly unconvincingly – to be Lydia’s uncle and aunt. Until the age of eight Lydia was supported by payments, which then mysteriously stopped. She may be the daughter of a count, or a streetwalker, or both. She has a magnificent head of red hair (as Richard Altick reminds us, this colour of hair was profoundly disturbing to Victorians, see Book the Third, Chapter X, note 3). At twelve, Lydia catches the eye of rich young Jane Blanchard, who captiously decides she wants the flame-haired child as her maid. In the easygoing and morally lax Thorpe-Ambrose household Lydia is ‘petted and made a plaything’. In an ingenious but unconvincing turn of plot, the pre-pubescent Lydia (‘barely twelve years old’) is persuaded by the most amoral of the novel’s Allan Armadales (alias Ingleby) to forge a letter. The pretext is that he does not have Lydia’s ‘wicked dexterity’ with the pen – but the real reason must be that forgery in 1832 is a capital offence, and Armadale-Ingleby is no fool. Reading between the lines, we assume that he sexually seduced the young maid. How else explain the curses heaped on her by the paternal Allan Armadale, as he lies dying. She is a more than leprous thing: ‘I saw the girl afterwards – and my blood curdled at the sight of her. If she is alive now, woe to the people who trust her! No creature more innately deceitful and more innately pitiless ever walked this earth’ (p. 34–5). (This, remind ourselves, is a twelve-year-old girl who did nothing more than imitate one adult’s handwriting at the instigation of another adult.)

After the bloody consequence of her forgery, Lydia is bundled off to France. She is pensioned on condition that she never return to England. ‘Unpleasantness’ follows wherever she goes. A respectably married music teacher attempts suicide and goes mad. The still under-age Lydia has, apparently, seduced and ruined him. To protect the male sex, the young she-devil is confined to a religious establishment. Extreme in all things, she decides to take the veil. Better for the male sex had Lydia Gwilt been mewed up, as in earlier days. The nineteenth-century convent cannot reform or hold her, and Lydia Gwilt – now a dangerous woman – is loosed on the world to do her mischief. Already she has had an eventful enough life to fill several novels (some of them unpublishable in nineteenth-century England).

Lydia has only her red hair, her beauty, her musical talent and her unscrupulosity with which to make her way. Ever resourceful, she becomes a pianist in a ‘low concert room in Brussels’ where she is taken up by a Baroness who needs a beautiful young woman as bait for her card-sharping business. Five years pass. In Naples, Lydia entraps one of the Baroness’s dupes, a rich young Englishman, into marriage. She returns to his home on the Yorkshire moors as a respectable lady, Mrs Waldron. But, corrupt to the core, she takes a Cuban lover – the magnificently disreputable Captain Manuel. Her cuckolded husband beats her with a horse whip; in return she poisons him. At this stage still inexpert in the murderer’s skills she is apprehended, convicted, and – after furious (and sentimentally wrong-headed) protest from the papers – pardoned by the Home Secretary (for Collins’s allusions to current events here, see Book the Fourth, Chapter XV, note 6). Spared the rope, Lydia is none the less obliged to serve two years in prison for theft. On her release, she makes an irregular ‘Scotch marriage’ with Manuel. But since he is already married, as she later discovers, the union is void. She blackmails her old employer, Mrs Armadale née Blanchard, and is in turn robbed and abandoned by the faithless Manuel. At this low point in her life she attempts a very public suicide, and in so doing sets off the series of deaths (but not her own) that lead to blue-eyed Allan Armadale inheriting Thorpe-Ambrose. The stage is set for the events of May to December 1851 which make up the body of the narrative.

However carefully we read Armadale, there remain tantalizing gaps in Lydia’s history. Who were her parents? Did Collins keep this in reserve, and never get round to filling in the missing information? When – veiled, and with her distinctive red Paisley shawl flying – she threw herself from the first-class deck of the Thames steamer did she know that Arthur Blanchard, heir to Thorpe-Ambrose, was on board the vessel? Was it an attempt to lure him into a marriage trap, as she had other men? Or was she genuinely bent on self-destruction? At many points in the novel Lydia is baffling to the reader. She is also baffling to herself. Why, she wonders (as the reader might well wonder), does she keep a journal – something that may send her to the gallows:

Why do I keep a diary at all? Why did the clever thief the other day (in the English newspapers) keep the very thing to convict him, in the shape of a record of every thing he stole? Why are we not perfectly reasonable in all that we do? Why am I not always on my guard and never inconsistent with myself, like a wicked character in a novel? Why? why? why? (p. 559)

Lydia is similarly perplexed by her uncontrollable love for her victim, Midwinter. At other points in the narrative, she actually fears herself and wishes that – to spare the human race – she might be locked up. Why, she wonders, does she so hate Allan? Or does she hate him? Is it love gone wrong that makes her so vindictive? Do women love the men they poison? The ‘Why? why? why?’ is never satisfactorily answered.

Lydia’s inability to fathom her own motives, her irrationalism and her fatal inability to control her temper (the typical weakness of redheads) leads her to commit a string of blunders – leaving her employment at Thorpe-Ambrose in a tantrum of rage against Neelie, for instance. Banished from the household, she has no hope of entrapping Allan in marriage. Steeping herself in laudanum is another inexplicable stupidity in one so calculating. Her strange refusal to shed her name for the purpose of disguise, which leads her into the absurdity of pretending to be ‘the other Miss Gwilt’, is bizarre. One of the most interesting and experimental sections of the novel is that in which Collins offers us a double perspective on the same crucial days in late July 1851: in the form of Lydia’s confidential (but actually very guarded) letters to Mother Jezebel, and in the form of her more candid journal entries for the same days. But even with this binocular insight, Lydia remains invincibly mysterious.

The reviewers of Armadale hated Lydia Gwilt, and she was probably one of the reasons for the novel selling badly when it came out in volume form in May 1866. Mrs Oliphant (an inveterate foe to sensation fiction) had complained that in Gollins’s previous novel, No Name, the criminal heroine had been allowed to live. Collins would not make that mistake in Armadale (and his epigraph on the title page made it clear that Miss Gwilt was not to profit from her wrongdoing). None the less, his critics were unmollified. The Spectator foamed with rage at a novel which ‘gives us for its heroine a woman fouler than the refuse of the streets’. Collins had overstepped the limits of decency and ‘revolted every human sentiment’. This reviewer and others were particularly indignant that Lydia remained beautiful to the end – despite her evil ways. She would have been acceptable if, like Isabel Vane in East Lynne, she had been providentially disfigured (perhaps a rotted nose, or loss of teeth, or premature whitening of her red hair would have sufficed). In the Athenaeum, Collins’s erstwhile friend Henry Chorley was, if anything, even more apoplectic in his denunciation of Lydia: ‘one of the most hardened female villains whose devices and desires have ever blackened literature’. Wilkie, one suspects, was unrepentant (although he would doubtless have liked good sales). And most modern readers will have a more generous and thoughtful reaction to the fascinating Miss Gwilt than the affronted moral guardians of 1866.

If Lydia is the most interesting creation in the novel, Ozias Midwinter runs her close. He seems to have been initially conceived as a deliberate contradiction to elements in Thackeray’s novel Philip, which ran in the Cornhill Magazine a couple of years before (1861–2). Philip sets up a tendentious opposition between the manly, Anglo-Saxon, blue-eyed, hearty hero of the title and his odious rival, the mulatto, Captain Grenville Woolcomb. Woolcomb (who is West Indian by origin) is sexually lascivious, rich, degenerate and corrupt. He steals the hero’s intended wife and (black devil that he is) abuses her unspeakably. In the last chapters he stands for Parliament, under the slogan ‘Am I not a man and a brudder?’ The opposition between Philip and Woolcomb is virulently racist and politically weighted in the context of the civil war raging in America in the early 1860s. Thackeray’s position on black Americans (whom he had seen in his 1852 and 1858 trips) was unequivocal and obnoxious: ‘Sambo is not my man and brother’, he frankly declared. His allusion, of course, is to the abolitionists’ slogan, ‘Am I not a man and a brother?’ In his political sympathies Thackeray was strongly and virulently pro-South and anti-abolitionist. His prejudices were prominently expressed in the Cornhill Magazine, which he edited until March 1862 and to which he was the star contributor until his death at Christmas 1863.13

Ozias Midwinter has a Creole mother (whose first question, on learning that her husband loved someone before herself, is ‘Was she a fair woman – or dark, like me?’ (p. 31)). By setting the prelude in 1832 (the year before the emancipation of West Indian blacks), Collins ostentatiously stressed the point that Ozias is a child of slavery. On a number of occasions, the reader is reminded of Ozias’s ‘negro’ appearance – particularly when he is aroused and the blood rushes to his face. His ‘tawny’ complexion is also the mark of Cain – Ozias is the son of a murderer and if he has racially tainted blood on one side of his parentage he has criminally tainted blood on the other. There is a telling episode, shortly after Ozias’s first appearance in the novel, in which the Reverend Brock looks at him and is consumed with pathological disgust:

His shaven head, tied up roughly in an old yellow silk handkerchief; his tawny, haggard cheeks; his bright brown eyes, preter-naturally large and wild; his tangled black beard; his long supple, sinewy fingers, wasted by suffering, till they looked like claws… If this man was honest, his eyes showed a singular perversity in looking away and denying it. Possibly they were affected in some degree by a nervous restlessness in his organization, which appeared to pervade every fibre in his lean, lithe body. The rector’s healthy Anglo-Saxon flesh crept responsively at every casual movement of the usher’s supple brown fingers, and every passing distortion of the usher’s haggard yellow face. (p. 64)

Brock’s first inclination is to cast out this unclean, degenerate, mixed-breed thing. But eventually he comes to love, admire and trust Ozias. When the clergyman dies, it is to the mulatto’s care that he leaves Allan. On his part, the fair-haired, blue-eyed Allan comes to see Ozias as his brother. There is a telling moment when the Creole and the Anglo-Saxon clasp hands on board the ominous ship (La Grace de Dieu) where the primal murder of one father by another took place, eighteen years before. ‘The cruel time is coming,’ Ozias warns Allan, ‘when we shall rue the day we ever met. Shake hands, brother, on the edge of the precipice – shake hands while we are brothers still’ (p. 126).

It is inconceivable that a novelist as aware as Collins would not know how this fraternal embrace of black and white as equals would be read in Civil War America – more particularly in the North (where Armadale was serialized in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine).14 In fact, the novel went down very well in the States – better than in Britain, where it was something of a sales flop. In dramatic versions of Armadale, Collins removed the negroid characteristics of Ozias, evidently feeling that the racial plot was not to English tastes.

There are interesting things happening on the edges of Armadale. Not least, Collins’s own vexed private life was in turmoil as he assembled the novel’s intricate plot. As one of his latest biographers (William M. Clarke) assumes, it was in 1864 that Collins complicated his irregular sexual affairs to an extraordinary degree. For the better part of a decade he had been living with Caroline Graves (the original woman in white). In 1864 she was just under thirty-five years old, and a widow. Caroline was a woman of the world who may, as a common-law wife, have lived for some periods ‘bigamously’ with Collins (her marital status has never been entirely clear). They moved house in 1864 and, after his bohemian fashion, Wilkie played the part of paterfamilias (Caroline had a young daughter, Harriet, by her first husband). Caroline was a sophisticated, cultivated woman who could evidently discourse to Wilkie on his work and hold her own socially with his literary friends.

Wilkie Collins was not, however, a man to be satisfied with one woman. In 1864 (as Clarke reckons) he met the simple Norfolk girl Martha Rudd (the meeting may be recalled in the Hurle Mere passage of Armadale, Book the Third, Chapters VIII–IX). Martha was just nineteen and very unworldly. Eventually (probably in 1867, a year after completing Armadale), Wilkie persuaded her to come to London. In a second household where he reigned as another paterfamilias, she bore him three children. He never made her an honest woman. As Clarke records, Collins contrived to live over the years with both women (apart from a brief and mysterious period during which Caroline was married to a third party). He was buried with Caroline – but Martha evidently had the greater claim to be his common-law wife.

For all the ingenious investigations and speculations of recent biography, we know tantalizingly little about Collins’s private life. As Clarke observes: ‘How he kept in touch with Martha [after 1864] and why he eventually persuaded her to move to London – and when – is shrouded in mystery. But that she was in the background during Caroline’s continued efforts to persuade Wilkie to marry her is hardly in doubt. One can only marvel at his stamina in keeping his two women reasonably content’.15 Some of the strains on his stamina can be deduced from Armadale. Much of Lydia’s journal, in the central section of the narrative, is obsessed by her fury, as a 35-year-old woman of the world, against the little Norfolk chit, sixteen-year-old Neelie Milroy. Allan Armadale – the great male sexual prize in the novel – is attracted to both women, and at different times proposes marriage to both. Neelie, however, wins him. We have no records whatsoever of Collins’s domestic life, what recriminations were exchanged in the sexual triangle set up after 1864. But it is hard not to think that Lydia’s woman-of-the-world sarcasm at Neelie’s schoolgirlish sexual immaturity and provincial gaucheness do not echo what was said (or what Collins feared would be said) by an enraged Caroline in their parlour at Melcombe Place. ‘Am I handsome enough, to-day?’ Lydia asks her journal. ‘Well, yes’, she answers, ‘handsome enough to be a match for a little dowdy, awkward, freckled creature, who ought to be perched on a form at school, and strapped to a back-board to straighten her crooked shoulders’ (p. 428).

For all the author’s high hopes, Armadale never achieved very great things. Perhaps Collins tried too hard. But the novel was also damaged by the delay in publishing it. During the interval (1863–4) a massive anti-sensation-novel campaign was whipped up. Leading the charge was the Quarterly Review, with a broadside denunciation (taking in no less than twenty-four novels) in April 1863, alleging that the country was being debauched by the avalanche of trashy sensation novels loosed on it.16 In exactly the same period, Dickens’s All the Year Round lost readers in droves with Charles Reade’s Hard Cash (3,000 as the author recorded) – a novel inevitably partnered in the public mind with Armadale. Dickens was impelled to publish a statement with Reade’s last number, dissociating his journal from Hard Cash.17 Circulation figures recorded by Smith show that, after a lift in November 1864, Armadale lost during its serial run about the same number of subscribers to the Cornhill Magazine as Hard Cash had lost Dickens.

George Smith, who was not a courageous publisher (even if he had published Jane Eyre fifteen years before), capitulated by serializing alongside Armadale two ‘domestic’ novels – Trollope’s The Claverings and Mrs Gaskell’s idyll Wives and Daughters. In Latin, as Reade pointed out, domestic meant ‘tame’, and these were excessively innocuous works that studiously avoided what Reade (in Hard Cash) called ‘the dark places of England’. Collins himself was affected by the furore, and despite brave talk in his preface about ‘Clap trap morality’ took care to emphasize the ‘Christian morality’ of the book. In the body of the narrative, Collins ceded the moral centre to the excruciatingly preachy Decimus Brock. The novel ends with an invocation of the saintly Brock by Ozias as he addresses Allan in the happy-ever-after of his marriage to Neelie: – ‘God is all-merciful, God is all-Wise. In those words, your dear old friend once wrote to me. In that faith, I can look back without murmuring at the years that are past, and can look on without doubting to the years that are to come’ (p.677). This priggishness (out of character in both Ozias and Wilkie) was a sop to the moral critics yapping at Collins’s heels. They were not mollified: Armadale was mauled by the critics. Smith did not use Collins again (nor did he ever earn as much for any one novel again). In his next major piece of writing Collins avoided moral provocation and perfected the machinery of the detective novel, with his brilliant (and morally inoffensive) whodunnit, The Moonstone.

The main flaw in Armadale for many readers is its obtrusive ‘theme’. George Eliot had made ‘determinism’ a fashionable topic for novelists in Adam Bede (1859), where in Chapter Sixteen Arthur Donnithorne and the Reverend Irwine debate whether a man has freedom of choice in his moral decisions, or whether he is nothing more than an automaton. This concern was, in part, a function of the growing sophistication of fiction as an explanatory tool for human behaviour. Novelists like Eliot and Collins could explain so much of motive and the influence of circumstance that their characters no longer seemed free agents – at least to the reader privileged with the narrator’s god-like insight.

There are, however, deeper and less clear-cut aspects to the fatality theme in Armadale. The novel communicates a primitive sense of doom which one is tempted to connect with the sabbatarianism and religious austerity of Wilkie’s father – a dominant influence on his sons’ lives. William Collins exuded an atmosphere of imminent damnation for sinners. He was, for instance, ‘convinced that both the outbreak of cholera and the Reform Bill riots of 1831 were God’s judgement’.18 Kenneth Robinson plausibly suggests that Wilkie’s character (and lifelong bohemianism) was largely formed in opposition to his father’s religiosity. One suspects he may have been haunted by William Collins’s posthumous condemnation. Wilkie embarked on an elaborate depiction of Ozias’s Calvinist stepfather in the character of Alexander Neal which he subsequently deleted (see Book the First, Chapter II, note 5). It might have made the novel’s moral design clearer had he kept it in.

When we encounter Ozias Midwinter for the first time he carries with him in his knapsack two volumes: the plays of Sophocles and Goethe’s Faust. They are emblems of the free will–determinism conundrum that obsesses him. At one pole is Oedipus Rex, the man who cannot escape his fate, run as he will. At the other pole is Faust, who damns himself by clear-headed choice. Both tragic heroes are doomed, but the machineries by which they meet their doom are opposite. The ‘Dream’ (which Collins altered significantly in the manuscript) overlays the narrative as prophecy, its fulfilment as inevitable as the Delphic oracle’s. But Ozias is not entirely convinced. His uncertainty as to whether his destiny is to be that of Oedipus or Faust, automaton or free agent, feeds into what is the most striking scene in the novel, when Major Milroy’s elaborate clock goes wrong. As the hour chimes and the little figures crash into each other (the Major is meanwhile buried in the entrails of his machine) Ozias is seized with uncontrollable hysteria at the ‘catastrophe of the puppets’:

His paroxysms of laughter followed each other with such convulsive violence, that Miss Milroy started back from him in alarm, and even the patient major turned on him with a look which said plainly, Leave the room! Allan, wisely impulsive for once in his life, seized Midwinter by the arm, and dragged him out by main force into the garden, and thence into the park beyond.

‘Good heavens! What has come to you!’ he exclaimed, shrinking back from the tortured face before him, as he stopped and looked close at it for the first time.

For the moment, Midwinter was incapable of answering. The hysterical paroxysm was passing from one extreme to the other. He leaned against a tree, sobbing and gasping for breath, and stretched out his hand in mute entreaty to Allan to give him time. (p. 225)

It is a surreal episode, more so given Ozias’s heroic self-control later in the novel. The reason that he reacts as he does at the débâcle of the Major’s horological automaton can, however, be guessed at. It is a spontaneous and uncontrollable surge of relief that clockwork can actually go wrong. It is a hopeful catastrophe. Life’s outcome is not necessarily ordained.

As T. S. Eliot (an unlikely admirer of the novel) said, Armadale has the great virtue of melodrama – that of ‘delaying longer than one could conceive it possible to delay, a conclusion which is inevitable and wholly foreordained’.19 In general this is true (we know that Allan must live happily with Neelie and that Lydia must come to an appropriately bad end). But Armadale none the less retains its ability to surprise us with regard to Ozias. To the very last page, Collins keeps us in suspense as to whether the narrative will climax with the deterministic vision of the dream (the fatal woman killing Ozias) or whether, like the Major’s clock, the machine will break down, allowing Ozias to live. The manuscript suggests that Collins himself – for all his talk of foreplanning – was not entirely certain in his mind as to what Ozias Midwinter’s end should be. It is one of the many features that make Armadale one of the most gripping of Victorian page-turners.
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FURTHER READING

For many years the standard critical lives of Collins were Kenneth Robinson’s Wilkie Collins (London, 1951, reprinted 1974) and Nuel P. Davis’s The Life of Wilkie Collins (Urbana: Illinois, 1956). These have been supplanted by two meticulously researched recent biographies: William M. Clarke, The Secret Life of Wilkie Collins (London, 1988) and Catherine Peters, The King of Inventors: Wilkie Collins (London, 1991). Clarke (a descendant of Collins by marriage) has dug up more than anyone thought possible about Wilkie’s ‘secret lives’ (particularly his irregular sexual arrangements). Working independently, Peters has brought to light much new material on Collins’s early home life and family background. Her book is particularly relevant to Armadale in its illuminating discussion of Collins’s obsession with doubles, doppelgängers, stolen and recovered identity.

The traditional (and still informative) critical study of sensation fiction is Walter C. Phillips, Dickens, Reade, and Collins: Sensation Novelists (New York, 1919). Good summaries of the accumulated scholarship on Collins will be found in W. H. Marshall, Wilkie Collins (Boston, 1970) and Ira B. Nadel and William E. Fredeman, eds., Victorian Novelists after 1885, Dictionary of Literary Biography 18 (Detroit, 1983). A good selection of contemporary and later-nineteenth-century commentary is given in Norman Page, Wilkie Collins: The Critical Heritage (London 1974).

Coming closer to the present, the 1980s and 1990s have seen an explosion of interest in this school of fiction. Most useful to the editor of Collins are works which fill in the socio-historical-literary background. R. D. Altick’s three books – The Presence of the Present (Columbus: Ohio, 1991); Deadly Encounters (Philadelphia, 1986); and Victorian Studies in Scarlet (New York, 1970) – supply an invaluable context to Armadale. So too does Mary S. Hartman’s Victorian Murderesses (New York, 1976). The complex medical background to Armadale is illuminatingly dealt with by Jenny Bourne Taylor, In the Secret Theatre of Home (London, 1988). Nicholas Ranee, Wilkie Collins and Other Sensation Novelists (London, 1991), is instructive on the political subtexts to the novel as is Philip O’Neill’s Wilkie Collins: Women, Property, Propriety (London, 1988). As its title suggests, Winfred Hughes’s The Maniac in the Cellar: Sensation Novels of the 1860s (Princeton, 1980) directs its attention at the literary context; so does Sue Lonoff’s informative Wilkie Collins and his Victorian Readers (New York, 1982).

Interviewers at the MLA conventions in the early 1990s noted a large number of Ph.D. theses in progress or just completed on Wilkie Collins. The inspiration for this fashionability is largely attributable to D. A. Miller’s influential, Foucauldian The Novel and the Police (Berkeley: California, 1988) and Peter Brooks’s Reading for the Plot (New York, 1985), both of which reappraise Collins in the light of ‘theory’. A good example of the new wave of Collins criticism is Jonathan Loesberg, ‘The Ideology of Narrative Form in Sensation Fiction’, Representations, 13, Winter 1986. Feminist critics have also begun to examine the genre thoughtfully. See, for example, Elaine Showalter, ‘Desperate Remedies: Sensation Novels of the 1860s’, Victorian Newsletter, 49, September 1976. This line has been followed up by Tamar Heller, Dead Secrets: Wilkie Collins and the Female Gothic (New Haven: Connecticut, 1992).

On another front, it is noticeable that many of Collins’s novels have been returned to print in the 1980s. There are two other editions of Armadale currently available: Catherine Peters’s ‘World’s Classics’ edition (Oxford, 1989) which has extremely valuable annotation and reproduces the 1869, one-volume text; and the ‘Dover’ edition (New York, 1977) which reproduces the Cornhill text – it has no annotation but offers the full range of George Thomas’s illustrations.

The standard bibliographies of Collins’s works are: M. C. Parrish and Elizabeth V. Miller, Wilkie Collins and Charles Reade: First Editions described with Notes (New York, 1940, reprinted 1968) and Kirk H. Beetz, Wilkie Collins: An Annotated Bibliography (Methuen: New Jersey, 1978).




A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The publisher George Smith offered Collins the large sum of £5,000 for the rights to a new novel (Armadale as it was to be) in July 1861. The letter in which he communicated the news to his mother records Wilkie’s glee: ‘Nobody but Dickens has made as much… if I live and keep my brains in good working order, I shall have got to the top of the tree, after all, before forty’.1 As was common with writers at the top of the tree, no subject was specified at this stage. Wilkie Collins’s name was sufficient. Smith’s bid was evidently for the serial and first volume rights (the contract has not, apparently, survived). The proposed work was to be serialized in twenty monthly numbers of Smith’s Cornhill Magazine, which had been launched in January 1860 with great fanfare. Smith was legendarily open-handed in his payments, and had recruited Thackeray as editor (he retired in March 1862) and all the great novelists of the day as contributors (less Dickens, who had started his own magazine, All the Year Round, in 1859). Collins’s payment was more than the £3,500 Trollope received for The Small House at Allington, the novel which immediately preceded Armadale, but considerably less than the £10,000 George Eliot was offered for Romola (which none the less proved to be a failure as a serial for Cornhill, (January 1862–August 1863).

In July 1861 the expectation was that Collins would provide his new story for Smith to begin serialization in January 1863 or soon after. He had first to provide a new full-length work for Dickens (No Name). This, in fact, took somewhat longer than expected, running in All the Year Round from March 1862 to January 1863. Armadale was put back – initially a few weeks (Collins was quite capable of composing his story just ahead of the printer, although he liked to have time in hand at the beginning of the serial run). But Collins’s health deteriorated badly in early 1863 and he was advised by his physicians to give up writing altogether until he recovered. On 19 March 1863 he recorded that the Cornhill novel was ‘put off again… [Smith, Elder] have behaved most kindly and considerately about it’.2 On 18 June 1863 he wrote with more precise dates: ‘I have had a most kind and friendly letter from Mr Smith… allowing me until the 1st. of December next [1863] to send in the 1st. number of the new story for Cornhill.’3 He was in Strasbourg at the time and mysteriously declared ‘I have Got an Ideal’ (Major Milroy’s clock may have been a small part of the idea.) He seems to have clarified this idea in Wildbad, where he went to take the curative waters in summer 1863. In July – August he visited the Isle of Man and in November he recorded: ‘I am getting ideas as thick as blackberries’. By December he was convinced he had invented (but not yet started to write) ‘an extraordinary story – something entirely different from anything I have done yet’. By January 1864 he was ‘constructing my story’ and again insisting that it was something ‘entirely new’.4

Collins’s delay must have been vexatious for Smith. Dickens began serializing Charles Reade’s Hard Cash in All the Year Round in March 1863. Reade’s novel would conclude in December 1863. Reade – who was another leading sensationalist – would thus overshadow Collins. It was a further vexation that Reade’s novel (which features abominations perpetrated on patients in private lunatic asylums) went down very badly with the reading public, and lost Dickens 3,000 subscribers (as Reade calculated). Its failure cast a blight over Collins’s forthcoming work (which also climaxes in a private lunatic asylum). While he was waiting for Armadale, Smith filled the gap in Cornhill Magazine’s, pages with a hastily devised serial by his new editor, Frederick Greenwood, Margaret Denzil’s History (November 1863–October 1864).

During the early part of 1864 Collins travelled on the Continent to recuperate his health. He thought out the plot for his new story in Rome, in February 1864. By March, when he returned to England, ‘most of the important preliminary work was done’. After eighteen months’ ‘literary abstinence’ he now felt well enough to write. On 20 April 1864 he told his mother: ‘After much pondering over the construction of the story I positively sat down with a clean sheet before me, and began to write it on Monday last. So far my progress is slow and hesitating enough – not for want of knowing what I have to do, but for want of practice.’ He instructed Smith that the new (and still unnamed) novel could be announced to start its serial run ‘almost two years after the date first proposed’.5 The first sections were delivered to the printers (who approved of the story) in June 1864. Smith was very pleased. Dickens was sent an early set of proofs of the first number, and gave his approval.6 On 24 September 1864, however, just one week before publication of the opening number, Collins wrote in near panic to his friend Edward Pigott to report that ‘The gout has affected my brain. My mind is perfectly clear – but the nervous misery I suffer is indescribable. Beard [his doctor] cannot yet decide when I can work again, or what is to be done about the Gornhill. With Smith away, and the first number made up on the first of the month, the disaster is complete’.7 Evidently Collins somehow rode out this disaster. Keeping a month or so ahead of deadlines, and despite recurrent poor health, he finished writing on 12 April 1866, some six weeks before the last instalment was published. ‘Miss Gwilt’s death quite upset me’, he recorded.8

The serial divisions of the novel in Cornhill are as follows: 1 (November 1864) Book the First, Chapter One; 2 (December 1864) Book the Second, Chapter One; 3 (January 1865) Book the Second, Chapter Two; 4 (February 1865) Book the Second, Chapter Four; 5 (March 1865) Book the Third, Chapter One; 6 (April 1865) Book the Third, Chapter Three; 7 (May 1865) Book the Third, Chapter Five; 8 (June 1865) Book the Third, Chapter Eight; 9 (July 1865) Book the Third, Chapter Ten; 10 (August 1865) Book the Third, Chapter Thirteen; 11 (September 1865) Book the Fourth, Chapter Three; 12 (October 1865) Book the Fourth, Chapter Five (up to this point in the run, Armadale was the first item in the magazine; after this point it was relegated to an inferior position); 13 (November 1865) Book the Fourth, Chapter Eight; 14 (December 1865) Book the Fourth, Chapter Ten; 15 (January 1866) Book the Fourth, Chapter Eleven; 16 (February 1866) Book the Fourth, Chapter Fourteen; 17 (March 1866) Book the Fourth, Chapter Fifteen; 18 (April 1866) Book the Fifth, Chapter One; 19 (May 1866) Book the Fifth, Chapter Three continued; 20 (June 1866) Book the Last, Chapter Three.

Collins had originally wanted Armadale to be illustrated by his close friend John Millais. But the artist was too busy (or perhaps too expensive), and Smith recruited the inferior George Thomas, who supplied one full-page and one vignette woodcut (to accompany the first paragraph) for each of the twenty numbers. It seems that Thomas had early proofs to work from, although some mismatches occurred between text and illustration (see Book the Second, Chapter I, note 7).

The Cornhill had been on a circulation slide ever since its launch (when it sold just under 110,000 copies). As Armadale started its run, monthly sales stood at around 41,000. Collins added a couple of thousand new subscribers, but by the end of Armadale’s serialization the magazine’s sales had sunk to a new low of 36,000–38,000.9

Armadale was serialized a month later in America in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, from December 1864 to July 1866. It is likely that the American publisher was sent early proof sheets and Thomas’s woodblocks, to forestall piracy. (Since not all Harper’s instalments are illustrated, the timetable may occasionally have proved too tight.) The novel proved popular in America, and apparently revived the magazine’s circulation, which had been badly hit by the Civil War. According to Nuel Davis, Harper’s paid Collins between £500 and £750 for the serial and volume rights.

Smith, Elder released a ‘Library Edition’ of Armadale in two volumes in the second half of May 1866 (the break came between the ninth and tenth numbers). Essentially, it comprised the text and Thomas’s twenty illustrations as they had appeared in Comhill Magazine, with the addition of a title page designed by Collins. It contained a moralistic epigraph: ‘“Even my wickedness has one merit – it has not prospered. I have never been a happy woman.” Miss Gwilt.’ The two-volume edition also had a dedication to John Forster, an apologetic foreword by Collins and the ‘Appendix’ on the mysteriously prophetic events on the ship Armadale. There was some superficial reordering of materials: ‘Book the First’ became ‘Prologue’, with the following ‘books’ appropriately renumbered. Otherwise, the text was substantially as serialized, with a few errors and rough edges tidied up. The two-volume Armadale cost 26 shillings. Early reviews of the novel were extraordinarily and almost universally savage, and the edition did not, apparently, sell well (although evidently the librarian Mudie was obliged to order more than he initially intended).10 The bibliophile Michael Sadleir notes that very few copies of the two-volume edition survive.11 The surviving records of Smith, Elder record a print run of 1,286, of which 1,118 sold. Mudie took 500 at 15s. 6d. a copy. The relationship between Collins and George Smith did not prosper (Smith did not commission the novelist again, and may have regretted his expensive purchase of Armadale). A one-volume edition of the novel, priced six shillings, was brought out by Smith in November 1866, and by October 1869 this was being sold at the reduced cost of five shillings. It was, presumably, overprinted. In September 1871, Smith, Elder brought out a budget-priced two-shilling edition of Armadale. In the long run, George Smith (who evidently owned the copyright outright) probably got his money back. In America, Harper’s brought out a one-volume edition in late 1866 at $1.60, with thirty-six illustrations by Thomas. Tauchnitz brought out a three-volume edition for the English-speaking European market in the same period.

This edition follows the first published version of Armadale, as published in the Cornhill Magazine, with the addition of the dedication, Collins’s foreword, and the ‘Appendix’.

Notes

1. Peters, p. 236.

2. Robinson, p. 179.

3. Sue Lonoff, Wilkie Collins and his Victorian Readers (New York, 1982), p. 33. Subsequent references are shortened to ‘Lonoff’.

4. Lonoff, pp. 33–4.

5. Robinson, p. 187.

6. Lonoff, p. 34.

7. Peters, p. 268.

8. Robinson, p. 190.

9. See John Sutherland, ‘ComhilFs Sales and Payments’, Victorian Periodicals Review, 19, 3 (Fall 1986), p. 107.

10. Lonoff, p. 37.

11. Michael Sadleir in XIX Century Fiction (Cambridge, 1951), I, 376–7.




A NOTE ON THE MANUSCRIPT

The holograph manuscript of Armadale, comprising 577 leaves, is held at Henry E. Huntington Library, San Marino, California.1 I am indebted to the library for permission to examine and quote from the manuscript. Like his mentor Dickens, Collins composed hyperactively and his pages are black with overscorings, marginal additions and interlineations. Typically he wrote in short spells with much cutting and pasting. Many of Collins’s changes cannot be recovered from his obliterations. Those that can fall into four main categories. Most were simple improvements of the words on the page – sometimes changed as he went along, sometimes edited as he looked back over what he had written. Although Collins had the main lines of the plot clear in his mind from the first, he allowed himself considerable freedom with subplots, minor characters and incidental scenes: some of these changes of conception are recoverable and I annotate them in the explanatory notes. Like other sensation novelists, Collins was most attentive to suspense and effect, and the ends of instalments often show him sharpening up his ‘curtain’ lines on the ‘Make ’em laugh, make ’em cry, make ’em wait’ principle. Throughout his manuscript (which is also the copy text and contains the marks of Smith, Elder’s printers) Collins is meticulous in instructions to the compositor on such things as white lines, black lines, new paragraphs, italics, small caps., etc.

Armadale was the first narrative Collins had written in monthly instalments, and he encountered a few problems with length, particularly towards the end of his composition. In the seventeenth and eighteenth numbers he miscalculated and was obliged to revise to fit the Cornhill Magazine’s length requirement. In a number of places he seems to have had to cut small amounts of material away in proof. The proofs themselves do not seem to have survived, but it is clear that Collins revised them carefully, improving local details with great skill and economy. Years of work for newspapers had trained him as a fluent and highly professional writer. The Armadale manuscript is an informative and still relatively unexplored document, and it is to be hoped that some enterprising doctoral student will undertake a thorough study of it.

Writing to a correspondent in October 1865, Collins declared: ‘In the story I am now writing (Armadale), the last number is to be published several months hence [June 1866] – and the whole close of the story is still unwritten. But I know at this moment who is to live and who is to die – and I see the main events which are to lead to the end as plainly as I see the pen now in my hand… the characters themselves were all marshalled in their places, before a line of Armadale was written. And I knew the end two years ago in Rome [February 1864], when I was recovering from a long illness, and was putting the story together’.2 In his ‘Appendix’ to the novel, Collins refers more directly to a ‘notebook’ – presumably used in Rome – in which he forecast the plot (including the sanatorium murder) before embarking on the actual writing of the novel. This notebook seems not to have survived and it is possible that Collins slightly exaggerates the degree of preconception it contained. (There is, for instance, some reason for suspecting that the ‘carbonic gas’ episode was suggested at a later date by the prophetic suffocations on board the ship Armadale in November 1865.)

The Huntington Library also holds the manuscript version of Collins’s first (1866) stage adaptation of Armadale,3 and the unpublished – but printed and authorially corrected – second (1875–7) stage version, Miss Guiilt. Catherine Peters notes that the Parrish Collection at Princeton holds part of the French stage play which Collins devised with his collaborator François Regniér.




Notes

1. Call mark HM 33786.

2. William M. Clarke, The Secret Life of Wilkie Collins (London, 1988), p. 104.

3. Call mark HM 33790.




 



























Facsimile of the title page of the first edition.




ARMADALE

BY

WILKIE COLLINS.

WITH TWENTY ILLUSTRATIONS BY GEORGE H. THOMAS

IN TWO VOLUMES.

LONDON:

SMITH, ELDER AND CO., 65, CORNHILL.

1866.

[The Rights of Translation and of Dramatic Adaptation are Reserved.




TO

JOHN FORSTER1

In Acknowledgment of the service which he has rendered to the cause of literature by his Life of Goldsmith; and in affectionate remembrance of a friendship which is associated with some of the happiest years of my life.




FOREWORD1

Readers in general – on whose friendly reception experience has given me some reason to rely – will, I venture to hope, appreciate whatever merit there may be in this story, without any prefatory pleading for it on my part. They will, I think, see that it has not been hastily meditated, or idly wrought out. They will judge it accordingly – and I ask no more.

Readers in particular will, I have some reason to suppose, be here and there disturbed – perhaps even offended – by finding that ‘Armadale’ oversteps, in more than one direction,2 the narrow limits within which they are disposed to restrict the development of modern fiction – if they can. Nothing that I could say to these persons, here, would help me with them, as Time will help me if my work lasts. I am not afraid of my design being permanently misunderstood, provided the execution has done it any sort of justice. Estimated by the Clap-trap morality of the present day, this may be a very daring book. Judged by the Christian morality which is of all time, it is only a book that is daring enough to speak the truth.

London, April, 1866.
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