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A Man’s Story Telling Women’s Desires:
Unstable Masculinity in Sensation Fiction

Jun SUZUKI*

Abstract

The aim of this study is to show the plots of women’s desires in action in sensation texts. Sensation novels
have been generally thought to tell a man’s story of the acquisition of his identity as gentleman hero. However,
when rereading texts focusing on female characters, we can find another possibility of interpretation of the texts.
Then, it is not male protagonists themselves but female characters who actually lead the plots of men’s stories, by
manipulating the male characters according to their own plans. To put it another way, in the texts of sensation
fiction, male protagonists are not telling men’s stories of development, but those of contemporaneous women’s
forbidden and oppressed sexual desire. Moreover, in Collins’s text, women’s desire is directed not only toward
men but also toward women. Female characters create a strong friendship or even a community between

women; then, men are eliminated. As a result, the identity of the male protagonist remains unstable in the text.
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‘Oh, if I could die, and be hidden
and at rest with you!” Her lips
murmured the words close on the
grave-stone; murmured them in tones
of passionate endearment, to the dead
‘You know how 1
love your child, for your sake! Oh,
Mrs. Fairlie! Mrs. Fairlie! Tell me
how to save her. Be my darling and
my mother once more, and tell me
what to do for the best.’

(The Woman in White 103-4)
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tool to reinscribe gender ideologies,
using

Mesmerism is his most powerful

it to render active woman
passive, and passive men active. This
tool of dominance is used by men alone,
of
masculine and all-powerful.

(Pearl 163)
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And the magician who has wrought
this wonderful transformation — the
foreign husband who has tamed this
once wayward Englishwoman till her
own relations hardly know her again —
the Count himself? What of the
Count?

This, in two words: He looks like a
man who could tame anything. If he
had married a tigress, instead of a
woman, he would have tamed the
tigress.
should have made his cigarettes as his
wife does — I should have held my
tongue when he looked at me, as she
holds hers.

I am almost afraid to confess it,
even to these secret pages. The man
has interested me, has attracted me,

If he had married me, 1

has forced me to like him. In two
short days, he has made his way
straight into my favourable estimation
— and how he has worked the miracle,
1s more than I can tell.

(The Woman in White 217)
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‘It 1s hard to acknowledge it, Walter
— and yet I must.
No words can say how
degraded I feel in my own estimation
when I think of it — but the one weak
point in that man’s iron character is

I was the only
consideration.

the horrible admiration he feels for me.

I have tried, for the sake of my own
self-respect, to disbelieve it as long as I
could; but his looks, his actions, force
on me the shameful conviction of the
truth. [..] (547)
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Just With what
inconceivable rapidity I learnt to adore
At sixty, I worshipped
her with the volcanic ardour of
eighteen. All the gold of my rich
nature was poured hopelessly at her
feet.
who adores me, got nothing but the
shillings and the pennies. Such is the
World; such Man; such Love. What
are we (I ask) but puppets in a
show-box? Oh, omnipotent Destiny,
pull our strings gently!
mercifully off our miserable little
stage! (The Woman in White 599)
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My wife — poor angel! — my wife

Dance us
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My wife and Marian were both
up-stairs. They had established
themselves (by way of completing my
amazement) in the little room which
had been once assigned to me for a
studio, when I was employed on Mr.
Fairlie’s drawings. On the very chair
which I used to occupy when I was at
work, Marian was sitting now, with
the child industriously sucking his
coral upon her lap — while Laura was
standing by the well-remembered
drawing-table which I had so often
used, with the little album that I had
filled for her, in past times, open under
her hand. (7he Woman in White 626)
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‘There is not the least necessity for
doing anything of the kind,
Marian. ‘We can be just as explicit,

said
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interesting, by
referring to the future.” She rose; and
held up the child, kicking and crowing
in her arms. ‘Do you know who this 1s,
Walter? she asked, with bright tears of
happiness gathering in her eyes.

and much more
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