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 While literary critics acknowledge Mary Elizabeth Braddon's Lady Audley's 

Secret and Wilkie Collins's No Name as sensation novels that were considered popular 

literature during the 1860s, many critics often fail to recognize the social and political 

implications embedded within these texts. In No Name, for instance, Collins's use of a 

heroine that is disinherited and deemed illegitimate by the law emphasizes the over-

powering force of patriarchy. In response to patriarchal law, therefore, the heroines of 

Lady Audley's Secret and No Name attempt to improve their social positions in a society 

that is economically dependent upon men. Braddon's Lady Audley and Collins's 

Magdalen Vanstone are fictional representations of women who internalize the inequality 

of patriarchy and strive to contest male domination. By centering their novels on heroines 

who endeavor to defy Victorian social norms, Braddon and Collins highlight the problem 

of the female in a male-dominated society. 
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POWER POLITICS: GENDER AND POWER IN MARY ELIZABETH BRADDON’S 

LADY AUDLEY’S SECRET AND WILKIE COLLINS’S NO NAME: AN 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Mad-houses are large and only too numerous; yet surely it is strange they are not larger, when we 

think of how many helpless wretches must beat their brains against this hopeless persistency of 

the orderly outward world, as compared with the storm and the tempest, the riot and confusion 

within:—when we remember how many minds must tremble upon the narrow boundary between 

reason and unreason, mad to-day and sane to-morrow, mad yesterday and sane to-day. 

—Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 

 

 The Victorian sensation novel, a literary genre founded during the mid-nineteenth 

century, has been recognized for its attention to scandalous crimes and cases of female 

insanity, among its other shocks and thrills. The sensation novel as a genre, however, 

encapsulates a number of different themes and stylistic characteristics. As such, literary 

critics and historians define the “sensation novel” as a genre, in addition to the 

“sensational” themes and plots incorporated within the novels of the period, in a variety 

of ways. Critics of the 1860s described the novels of the genre as utilizing similar plots 

lines and themes, yet at the same time these critics seemed to have varying moral views 

on the scandalous content that the sensation novel so often concentrated on. Themes such 

as bigamy, identity theft, crime, insanity, murder and other types of "scandal" were just a 
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few of the many components that made up the sensation novel. In response to the 

criminality within the sensation novel and to add a level of suspense, authors also 

incorporated detective figures and focused their novels around a pending "secret" to 

enhance the plot line and to keep audience members interested throughout the story. 

Authors such as Wilkie Collins, Charles Dickens, Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Mrs. Henry 

Wood, and Charles Reade, among others, became well known for their "sensational" 

pieces of literature. Despite the fact that sensation novels indeed became "popular" 

literature during the 1860s, the genre was by no means accepted and praised by all. 

Various critics, such as Margaret Oliphant and Henry Mansel believed sensation novels 

to be frivolous and often morally destructive. Additionally, many critics viewed the 

sensational novel as "a scandalous fictional form" (Phegley 22) as such novels 

encouraged women not only to read, but according to Jennifer Phegley, the literary form 

also encouraged women to read controversial fiction that highlighted upon the injustices 

surrounding marriage and were threatening to the patriarchal system (21-22).  

 Thus, the reoccurring "scandalous" themes and "scandalous" portrayals of women 

in the sensation novel received quite a bit of criticism during the mid to late Victorian 

period, specifically in regards to the moral position of the female. In 1862 Margaret 

Oliphant, a renowned literary critic and reviewer, complained that the sensation novel as 

a “fictional phenomenon [...] is a product and expression of a prosaic and secularized 

culture” (Taylor 3). Critics like Oliphant believed that the sensation novel highlighted 

upon the immorality of the time period by portraying females who were essentially 

attempting to revolt against the gender norms of the period. Female characters that chose 

to act against the "norms" of society were indeed scrutinized and Lyn Pykett assesses the 
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"panic over the instability of established gender norms" that was occurring among articles 

and essays by the mid-1860s (Pykett, The 'Improper' 67). According to Pykett, the 

"concerns and anxieties" about gender are best highlighted in the 1868 Saturday Review 

of the sensation novel (Pykett 67). In the review, written by Eliza Lynn Linton, she 

reiterates the "domestic ideal of the womanly woman [...] by ridiculing and satirising any 

deviations from this norm" (Pykett 67). Linton's ideas regarding the importance of the 

"womanly woman" and recognition of "separate functions" of man reveals "a great deal 

about the nature of what was at stake in the sensation novel" (Pykett 68). The female 

protagonists of the sensation novel, therefore, by behaving in ways that were not deemed 

as "feminine" by the culture of the time challenged the gender norms of Victorian 

society. Yet, it may also be argued that what appears to be "secularization" and 

"degeneracy" in terms of gender roles was in effect social and political change in terms of 

women's rights, divorce and family laws, issues of mental health, and issues relating to 

criminality and the laws in place.  

 The female protagonists in the sensation novels explored in this thesis suggest that 

there were social and political changes occurring, yet, authors such as Braddon and 

Collins did not present their novels as social or political commentary on gender politics. 

The novels were, as the sensation novel as a genre suggests, created for popular 

entertainment. However, literary history as well as historical documentation on gender 

reveals that the 1860s was a period in which much social and political change was taking 

place. By 1860 many women had written about the injustices of gender and the rights of 

women, and works such as Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 

which appeared in London in 1792, documented the importance of women's rights. In her 
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famous piece, noted as being one of the earliest works on feminist philosophy, 

Wollstonecraft emphasizes the stereotypes of the time and asserts, "I wish to persuade 

women to endeavour to acquire strength, both of mind and body, and to convince them 

that the soft phrases, susceptibility of heart, delicacy of sentiment, and refinement of 

taste, are almost synonymous with epithets of weakness, and that those beings who are 

only the objects of pity and that kind of love, which has been termed its sister, will soon 

become objects of contempt" (Wollstonecraft 9). Wollstonecraft recognized the 

stereotypes of female weakness and challenged women to reject the characteristics that 

caused them to be viewed in such a manner. Yet, while Wollstonecraft's work clearly 

emphasized that there were social and political problems occurring in terms of gender 

inequality, sensation novels such as Braddon's Lady Audley's Secret and Collins's No 

Name implied the problems of gender that were occurring at mid-century rather and such 

works were not straightforward political pieces. In this thesis, therefore, I argue that 

issues of gender politics are implied—or, to use the terminology of Frederic Jameson, a 

literary critic and Marxist political theorist—Lady Audley's Secret and No Name are 

novels that are suggestive of a political unconscious. 

 From a critical perspective, Braddon and Collins's use of female protagonists as 

not only the focus of their novels but also as powerful femme fatale figures, appears to be 

a challenge to the patriarchal law of the mid-nineteenth century. Additionally, the actions 

of Lady Audley and Magdalen, to be discussed at length in the chapters of this thesis, 

imply that these two characters were defying the political system in place. In The 

Political Unconscious, Frederic Jameson recognizes the political implications that often 

lie beneath the surface of literary works. Jameson argues that "[...] there is nothing that is 
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not social and historical—indeed, that everything is 'in the last analysis' political. The 

assertion of a political unconscious proposes that we undertake just such a final analysis 

and explore the multiple paths that lead to the unmasking of cultural artifacts as socially 

symbolic acts" (Jameson 20). In this thesis, therefore, I aim to do just that—to analyze 

the political implications within Lady Audley's Secret and No Name in an attempt to 

reveal that the political unconscious of these novels makes these two novels much more 

than popular novels for entertainment. These novels and the implied issues of gender 

within them, I argue, are valuable to modern scholars as they detail "history in the 

making."i  

 The sensation novel thus exhibits the vast changes that occurred between males 

and females at mid-century. Although these societal changes were indeed recognized at 

the time, such changes did not come without fears. Jenny Bourne Taylor notes that the 

sensation novel “encapsulated the particular ways in which the middle-class sense of 

cultural crisis was experienced during that decade” (Taylor 2). This fear of a degenerate 

or immoral society is evident through various reviews of individual sensation novels; yet, 

the sensation novelists themselves may also provide clues about the societal concern 

surrounding these scandalous novels. Thomas Hardy's 1871 description of his own 

sensation novel, Desperate Remedies, provides a clear example of the many themes and 

plot lines used and re-used among sensation novels. In his explanation of his novel, 

Hardy describes it as a "long and intricately inwrought chain of circumstance" that 

involves "murder, blackmail, illegitimacy, impersonation, eavesdropping, multiple 

secrets, a suggestion of bigamy, [and] amateur and professional detectives" (Pkyett, 

"Sensation" 193). This long list of suggestively criminal activities, therefore, created 
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apprehension among many, specifically the "anti-sensationalists" who "deplored the fact 

that women were disproportionately represented" while commercially, the genre enjoyed 

considerable success (Simons and Fullbrook 21). Reviewers such as Eneas Sweetland 

Dallas from The Times felt work such as Mary Elizabeth Braddon's Lady Audley's Secret 

to be: "a good galloping novel, like a good gallop, to be enjoyed rather than criticized" 

("Our Female" 478). Other reviewers, on the other hand, such as the 1862 reviewer of 

Lady Audley's Secret from The Spectator, were not so quick to praise the literature of the 

time: "She [Braddon], like some much greater artists, has recognized the reviving taste 

for the horrible" ("Our Female" 482). Victorian criticism often appears to be split—where 

one critic recognizes the genius of the genre for entertainment purposes, other critics 

condemn the sensation novel for presenting female characters away from the "norm" of 

societal rules. Rather than depicting women as submissive wives and mothers found "at 

the root of domestic happiness" (Dolin 2), the sensation novel presents female characters 

that attempt to break the stereotype by escaping unhappy marriages or attempting to 

create their own destiny, thus revealing the reality of marriage—that it was not always 

about love and happiness. Although "Victorian novels depict women who choose to live 

independently either protected by equity settlements or as single women with common-

law property rights," (Dolin 3), sensation novels such as Mary Elizabeth Braddon's Lady 

Audley's Secret and Wilkie Collins's No Name present independent female characters that 

attempt to create their own destinies despite the oppression of patriarchal society. 

Paradoxically, the female independence realized in Lady Audley's Secret and No Name 

often utilizes marriage as a means to achieving the freedoms that the heroines so 

desperately seek.  
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 However, before discussing how the sensational novel effectively portrays mid-

Victorian political and societal change, it is important to assess the various techniques 

used within the genre to captivate and satisfy readers. As stated earlier in this thesis, 

literary critics and historians note that there are various ways to describe the narrative and 

plot techniques that constitute a sensation novel. While some sensation novels include 

bigamy and murder, others may focus on criminals and insanity. Thus, it is difficult to 

provide "one" definition or provide a list of elements that all sensation novels must 

include in order to be deemed as a sensation novel. There is, however, one element of the 

sensation novel that seems to appear most frequently throughout the genre, and is indeed 

an element that is found in the two sensation novels that I will be focusing on in this 

thesis—that being Mary Elizabeth Braddon's Lady Audley's Secret and Wilkie Collins's 

No Name. That element is the beloved "secret." Literary critic Patrick Brantlinger, author 

of "What Is 'Sensational' about the 'Sensation Novel'?" recognizes the importance of the 

"secret" factor and claims that, “The best sensation novels are […] ‘novels with a secret,’ 

or sometimes several secrets, in which new narrative strategies were developed to 

tantalize the reader by withholding information rather than divulging it” (Brantlinger 30). 

Although the sensation novels of the Victorian period utilized varying tactics such as the 

use of multiple narrators, the incorporation of letters from other characters to provide 

contrasting perspectives, and depictions of women that are geared away from the 

stereotypical "angel of the house," the element of secrecy may indeed be the one factor 

used most frequently by sensation authors like Wilkie Collins, Mary Elizabeth Braddon, 

Charles Dickens, and Mrs. Henry Wood. In addition to Brantlinger, other literary critics 

such as Winifred Hughes recognize the importance of the secret in the sensation novel 



 

  8 

and Hughes describes the genre as "a literary and cultural phenomenon that took the 

newly expanded novel-reading public by storm" (Hughes 260). In regards to the sensation 

novel and its popularity among the mainstream, Hughes asserts: 

Unheard-of before 1860, they were suddenly everywhere with their 

equivocal heroines, titillating secrets, and highly spiced plots. As one 

reviewer put it for Fraser's Magazine in 1863, 'A book without a murder, 

a divorce, a seduction, or a bigamy, is not apparently considered worth 

either writing or reading; and a mystery and a secret are the chief 

qualifications of the modern novel'. (Hughes 260) 

Literary critics, therefore, from both the past and the present, make it clear that it is the 

element of secrecy that appears to be the common link throughout the long list of 

sensation novels. Other critics such as Deborah Wynne assert that secrets "are the stock-

in-trade of sensation novels" (Wynne 157) and Louis James concurs that it is the "secret" 

that appears to be the staple of the sensation novel as he explains that, "The notable 

common denominator in novels diverse in style and attitude was the use of the 

conventions of the domestic novel - middle-class homes and family relationships - as 

settings for secrets [...]" (James 215). Thus, the element of secrecy appears to be not only 

a pivotal element as for as the sensation novel is concerned—it is perhaps the most 

crucial element of the genre. For novels such as Lady Audley's Secret and No Name the 

element of secrecy becomes a tactful narrative device as Braddon and Collins utilize the 

technique in different ways and for different purposes while both focus secrecy around 

the lives of their female protagonists. 
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 The element of secrecy, as will be discussed in the chapters of this thesis, was 

presented very differently in Lady Audley's Secret and No Name. While Lady Audley's 

Secret seemed to have quite a few different secrets throughout the novel, Braddon 

maintained the main secret of novel—Lady Audley's supposed madness and the madness 

of Lady Audley's deceased mother—until nearly the end. However, in the Preface to No 

Name, Collins makes it explicitly clear that in his approach to the novel, secrecy is used 

in a way that differs from other sensation novels. Collins explains candidly the approach 

that he took while writing No Name and how the novel differs from his previous 

sensation, The Woman in White: 

To pass from the Characters to the Story, it will be seen that the narrative 

related in these pages has been constructed on a plan, which differs from 

the plan followed in my last novel, and in some other of my works 

published at an earlier date. The only Secret contained in this book, is 

revealed midway in the first volume. From that point, all the main events 

of the story are purposely foreshadowed, before they take place—my 

present design being to rouse the reader's interest in following the train of 

circumstances by which these foreseen events are brought about. In trying 

this new ground, I am not turning my back in doubt on the ground which I 

have passed over already. (Collins 5-6) 

As a sensation novelist Collins recognizes the importance of the "secret" as a plot device, 

and though some may argue that withholding the secret until the very end of the novel is 

what makes a novel a sensation novel. I argue that Collins tactful use of the secret and 

detailed description of his intent with No Name in his Preface is evidence that the novel is 
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still a sensation novel. Although the primary secret of the novel—that Mr. and Mrs. 

Vanstone were not married when their children were born as a result of Mr. Vanstone 

being legally married to another woman, which consequently resulted in their children 

being viewed by the law as illegitimate—was revealed mid-novel, this narrative 

technique on the part of Collins reveals the complexity of the sensation novel. Although 

Lady Audley's Secret depended upon holding its secret until the end while No Name did 

not, both novels, despite their differences, successfully highlight the social and political 

injustices of gender at mid-century. 

 In addition to secrecy as a theme, other narrative strategies such as the genres 

implicit focus on class, the use of letters, crime and detection, and the predominance of 

female protagonists or heroines are also frequent. Crime is indeed a significant aspect of 

the sensation novel and crime-driven, secret-driven plots appear to be the crux of novels 

such as Lady Audley's Secret and No Name. Ironically, crime is used by authors such as 

Mary Elizabeth Braddon and Wilkie Collins in connection with middle-class, domestic 

lives—causing such plots to appear all the more scandalous. Possibly more scandalous, in 

both Lady Audley's Secret and No Name, those responsible for the crimes against the 

middle-class are none other than the stereotypically "angelic" women of the Victorian 

age. The sensation novel, therefore, "was and is sensational partly because of content: it 

deals with crime, often murder as an outcome of adultery and sometimes of bigamy, in 

apparently proper, bourgeois, domestic settings" (Brantlinger 1). The paradox of crime in 

bourgeois communities in which female criminals such as Lady Audley are described as 

"diminutive, lovely, sweet and skilled, mistress of a beautiful rustic aristocratic house" 

(Knight 41) appear to be rather ironic. By presenting female characters as criminals—
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indeed with detective figures such as Robert Audley in Lady Audley's Secret and Mrs. 

Lecount in No Name tracing the two heroines' every move—the novels suggest that 

females that attempted to stray away from the gender norms of Victorian society were 

indeed watched, scrutinized, and forced to face challenges in their attempts for more 

independent lives. 

 Braddon and Collins's use of detective figures, similar to that of other sensation 

novelists, appears to be directly connected with the contest between ideas of female 

liberation and male domination. In both Lady Audley's Secret and No Name there is an 

explicit link between the female heroines as femme fatales attempting to collapse the 

Victorian patriarchal system and the use of detectives attempting to protect that same 

ever-cherished system. In Theorizing Patriarchy, Sylvia Walby notes that historically, 

patriarchy refers to "men's domination over women via the household" (Walby 19). 

Although patriarchy is most often referred to as "a social system characterized by male 

domination over women" (Dale 197), Walby's reference to men dominating over women 

via the home is significant to sensation novels such as Lady Audley's Secret and No Name 

as it is within such spheres that the heroines attempt to exert their power. The oppressive 

power of patriarchy fuels Lady Audley's desire to escape an unhappy marriage—for to 

her knowledge—she was abandoned by her husband and left with their young child. Yet, 

it is also the patriarchal system that continues to oppress Lady Audley as she attempts to 

free herself from such a system—for she finds that the only way to defeat a patriarchal 

system is to manipulate the system itself—thus, she finds that marrying a wealthy baronet 

on her own terms is her best option. Similarly, upon the death of her father, Magdalen 

Vanstone in No Name is oppressed by the patriarchal system and determines to regain her 
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family fortune, even if it means marrying a man to gain back that fortune. The use of the 

detective within such novels, therefore, represents the continuous oppressive force that is 

patriarchy as both Robert Audley and Mrs. Lecount are continuously digging and 

searching for ways to cause the heroines to fail in their attempts at female freedom. The 

roles of both Lady Audley and of Magdalen Vanstone as women who seek out men to 

marry for their own benefit was certainly controversial and the detective characters 

indicate that stopping women from attempting such marriages was crucial and punishing 

women who make such efforts was equally important. 

 There are indeed very important social and political changes occurring at the 

center of most sensation novels, and this is made very clear in both Lady Audley's Secret 

and No Name. Although Braddon and Collins approach their novels in different ways and 

utilize different characters and plot lines, the political implications in regards to gender at 

the heart of their works are very similar. Pykett argues that according to many sensation 

commentators, such fictions "are forms of the personal or political unconscious" as they 

represent "the return of the repressed in which 'subconscious psychic energy bursts out 

from the restraints of the conscious ego,' or in which subjugated, silenced or invisible 

social groups or impulses rise up against the social institutions or forces which seek to 

deny or contain them" (Pykett, The 'Improper' 193-194). Thus, the subconscious or 

politically unconscious message in Lady Audley's Secret and No Name appears to be 

expressed in such a manner: that women are demanding freedom from a patriarchal 

system guarded by "detectives" who wish to oppress them without end, and as such, 

women are forced to exert power by manipulating the patriarchal system, specifically by 

selecting a wealthy male and persuading or fooling him into marriage. The sensation 
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novel with all its "shocks, thrills, intensity, excitement" (Taylor 3), thus also depicts ideas 

that are much deeper than the surface "thrills" of the genre. Although it was the 

excitement of criminality and the shocking secrets that deemed the genre as a 

"sensational" form of literature during the mid-nineteenth century, it may also be argued 

that the sensation novelist's abilities to cast such significant social and political 

implications within such entertaining literature is also quite sensational. This excitement 

proved then, as it still does today able to move and interest readers of both sexes and of 

various classes. In doing so, the sensation novel provided an opportunity to surpass 

reading for purely entertainment purposes and I argue that the sensationalism—that being 

the shocks, thrills, and excitement—of the sensation novel provided the genre with an 

opportunity to emphasize the social and political changes occurring during the mid-

nineteenth century, specifically in reference to gender. 

 Perhaps one of the most surprising elements of the sensation genre is the common 

depiction of the female as a criminal who often exhibits villainous or insane tendencies. 

Portrayals of females in various states of insanity or villainy were indeed controversial at 

the time period as women were expected to be proper. The "code of manners" according 

to the Victorians was very specific, defining "the proper woman as a frail but appealing, 

intellectually inferior but morally superior being, whose duty it was to be passive, 

decorative, and sexually pure" (Hartman 2). Many sensation novels therefore challenged 

the "code of manners" by exhibiting powerful, resilient, and complex female heroines. 

Yet, many Victorian males continued to have rather high expectations for females in 

regards to virtue and characters such as Lady Audley, a woman guilty of bigamy and 

attempted murder, undoubtedly challenged the feminine code of manners and morals. 
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While Victorians expected much of their "proper women," it was indeed female 

characters acting in opposition to the code of manners that spawned the excitement 

within multiple sensation novels. Sally Mitchell explains that, “Sensationalism meant 

excitement, secrets, surprises, suspense; it meant strong emotion aroused by strong 

scenes, violent death by murder, train, fire, and poisons ranging from chloroform to 

nightshade; and it meant continual shocks provided by violating decorum” (Mitchell 73) 

thus, it indeed came as a surprise to many Victorians that those responsible for such 

crimes most often took place within the novel by the female protagonists. Not only were 

such women responsible for most, if not all, of the crime within the novel, but these 

women were also responsible for the action of the novel, a role generally assumed by 

male characters or protagonists. The position of the female as the main focus of the 

sensation novel challenged the idea that women were meant to direct "their energies 

toward housekeeping and motherhood" as their husbands manned the marketplace 

(Hartman 3). Yet, female characters such as Lady Audley and Magdalen, both victims of 

the injustices of patriarchy, spend the duration of both their respective novels challenging 

the "norms" of society. 

 It is precisely Lady Audley and Magdalen's attempts to challenge the expectations 

of society and the use of insanity and manipulation that cause such women to be 

perceived as villains. Rather than submitting to her role as a deserted wife, Lady Audley 

challenges her position in life by escaping an unhappy marriage to seek an improved life 

while Magdalen challenges the law and her role as an illegitimate and disinherited 

offspring by seeking to regain her fortune. Deviating from the "code of manners" was 

thus viewed by Victorians as blasphemy—women were to adhere to their positions as 
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wives, mothers, illegitimate offspring, and whatever else man decided to require of them. 

"Victorian society depends on women keeping to their proper place and upon 

'naturalizing monogamous marriage'" (Logan 199), therefore, women that chose to 

deviate from their proper place were often characterized as criminals—since, according 

to Victorian norms, any woman deviating from what is expected of her must indeed be 

evil, insane, or villainous. The female villain and the various character traits that she 

exhibited, such as manipulation and deceit, challenged the gender norms of the period. 

For Victorian society as a whole, women who challenged the laws set before them were 

not openly praised at the time. Authors such as Braddon and Collins, therefore, appear to 

approach their novels tactfully in order to relay the problems faced by women at this 

time. Mitchell notes that the sensationalism of the genre "[...] requires a villain to move 

the plot, and an astonishing number of the villains are, in the words of an 1866 review, 

‘beautiful women of elegant figure and golden locks, whose fascinating exterior only 

hides a subtle brain and a pitiless heart'" (Mitchell 74). Braddon and Collins, like other 

sensation novelists, appear to depict their female protagonists with societal norms in 

mind. While it was not acceptable for a woman to seek a divorce at the time, the 

sensation novel made such injustices evident by conveying stories of desperation—

women that are forced to attempt murder, commit bigamy, falsify identities, and abandon 

children—in pursuit of personal happiness and freedom. Women within sensation novels 

such as Lady Audley's Secret and No Name were thus portrayed as femme fatales, as they 

were feminine and beautiful, yet were also dangerous and unpredictable. 

 The femme fatale was not an invention of the Victorian period; however, her 

presence among the sensation genre was vast and significant. According to Elizabeth 



 

  16 

Menon, the "femme fatale's origins are intimately related to the biblical Eve and the 

narrative of the Fall in the book of Genesis. Eve is arguably the first femme fatale; her 

daughters, the filles d'Eve—defined broadly as all women who came after her—are also 

femmes fatales by implication" (Menon 4). Yet, while Menon argues that the idea of the 

daughters of Eve "serve as the basis for the symbolic femme fatale," she notes that the 

most common definition of a femme fatale is "an archetypical woman whose evil 

characteristics cause her to either unconsciously bring destruction or consciously seek 

vengeance" (Menon 4). Yet, much like the varying definitions when establishing what the 

sensation novel is as a genre, the femme fatale also varies from text to text. Menon as 

well argues that "there is no single femme fatale" (Menon 4) and that such a figure is 

rather represented quite a few different ways on historical, literary, and visual levels. 

From historical and literary perspectives, Menon recognizes figures such as Cleopatra 

and Medea, "primarily when those historical figures were brought to life by real women 

such as Sarah Bernhardt" and as well notes the wealth of femme fatale figures within 

paintings over time (Menon 4). Additionally, femme fatale figures appear in literature 

such as Milton's Paradise Lost with his depiction of Eve, Tennyson's infamous Vivien 

and Guinevere, and George Eliot's Gwendolen in Daniel Deronda. Although each of 

these characters represents the femme fatale in different ways, they each convey 

commonalities as well.  

 According to literary critic Sophia Andres, Eliot's Gwendolen is described as "a 

self-aggrandizing femme fatale, like Asarte Syriaca, a malign version of Venus. [...] 

Gwendolen as 'the demon' echoes [...] the gynophobic attitude of the day: 'A woman at 

her best, self-denying and devoted, is pathetic and lovely beyond words; but once she 
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gets the upper hand and flaunts, she's the devil'" (Andres 127). Similarly, Tennyson's 

Vivien is noted for being "the femme fatale of Tennyson's legend. Of all Guinevere's 

ladies, she was 'the wiliest and the worst' [...] Hungry for power, she stalked Merlin into 

the woods and seduced him into sharing his secrets. Then she paralyzed him with his own 

spells" and is depicted by Victorian artists as "dangerous and degenerate" (Mancoff 96). 

Additionally and perhaps most well-known is indeed Milton's Eve, who is most 

commonly believed to have been tempted by Satan, but is described by James Simmonds 

as a femme fatale as both "Satan and Adam are tempted in Eve's presence to renounce 

their higher commitments and allow 'unworthy powers to reign'" (Simmonds 136). The 

commonality between such descriptions is positioned around the idea of power. Within 

the sensation novel the femme fatale appears most frequently in opposition to male 

figures—thus, it may be argued that the purpose of the femme fatale within literature such 

as Lady Audley's Secret and No Name is to reveal the injustices against women among 

male dominant or patriarchal societies. In Jennifer Hedgecock's book The Femme Fatale 

in Victorian Literature: The Danger and the Sexual Threat, a work that I will be utilizing 

throughout this thesis, Hedgecock focuses specifically on the idea of the femme fatale 

within Victorian literature. Hedgecock asserts: 

Too often in Victorian art and literature, women are portrayed as silent 

victims, denied the right to experience, to discover, or to construct their 

own realities different from the dominant forces that attempt to box them 

into prescribed sexual standards. Stronger images of women seemingly 

emerge in the 1840s, such as Thackeray's Becky Sharp in Vanity Fair. 

However, she is viewed as threatening, dangerous, and unpredictable, as if 
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women during this period were required to be more cunning in order to 

gain greater freedom, to become something other than a victim. 

(Hedgecock xiv) 

Such insightful criticism is undeniably applicable to female characters such as Lady 

Audley and Magdalen for both women appear to be victims of a male-ruled society and 

as such, they are forced to utilize wit and manipulation in their attempts to gain access to 

freedom from patriarchy. The portrayal of Lady Audley and Magdalen as femme fatales 

thus appears to be a response to the patriarchal society with which these women are 

faced. Lady Audley utilizes her physical beauty and wit to seduce Sir Michael into 

marriage, thus achieving her goal of having a full and prosperous life while Magdalen 

uses her cleverness and skills as an actress to woo Noel Vanstone into marriage. The 

femme fatale as cunning and unpredictable, therefore, becomes quite evident in Lady 

Audley's Secret and in No Name. 

 Yet, as a result of the varying depictions of femme fatales throughout history as 

well as specifically within the sensation novel, it may be argued that the femme fatale 

represents an idea or ideas rather than an individual being. The femme fatale of Lady 

Audley's Secret, that being Lady Audley herself, indeed "transgresses social boundaries" 

and "scares, threatens, but never wearies the reader, arousing an increased curiosity about 

her, to untangle her mystery" (Hedgecock 1). However, her action as an apparently 

"dangerous" female figure suggests much more about the idea of the femme fatale as she 

has for so long been a victim and is desperately attempting to gain power. Additionally, 

Magdalen, who "overtly—even mockingly—rebels against conformist attitudes" 

(Hedgecock 1) is also representative of the struggles to free herself from an oppressive, 
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male-centered society. Similarly, Hedgecock argues that "the mid-Victorian femme fatale 

is a literary signpost of the changing roles of women in the nineteenth century, a period 

when middle-class women begin organizing more radical feminist movements, and that 

she foreshadows later protests against society's treatment of women" (Hedgecock 2-3). 

Characters such as Lady Audley who literally runs away from an unhappy marriage and 

child, creates a new identity, uses her new identity and beauty to seduce an aged and 

wealthy man, and is forced to face struggle after struggle with the detective work of her 

new nephew and the return of the husband that had deserted her and her child—serves to 

highlight the complex lives of Victorian women. Indeed, from a modern perspective a 

common-law divorce may have prevented such an extreme turn of events—however, as 

will be discussed in detail later, such acts of divorceii were not readily available to 

women during the mid-Victorian period—thus revealing the desperation of Lady 

Audley's case. 

 Although depictions of the femme fatale often imply danger and evil, the use of 

female characters in such a manner is not necessarily negative. In the sensation novel the 

use of the femme fatale highlights the shifting power of women within Victorian culture. 

As a result, such a depiction also highlights the demand for equality that women are 

attempting to access in terms of gender relations. In Femmes Fatales: Feminism, Film 

Theory, Psychoanalysis Mary Ann Doane explains that: 

The femme fatale is the figure of a certain discursive unease, a potential 

epistemological trauma. For her most striking characteristic, perhaps, is 

the fact that she never really is what she seems to be. She harbors a threat 

which is not entirely legible, predictable, or manageable. In thus 
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transforming the threat of the woman into a secret, something which must 

be aggressively revealed, unmasked, discovered, the figure is fully 

compatible with the epistemological drive of narrative, the hermeneutic 

structuration of the classical text. (Doane 1) 

By depicting female characters such as Braddon’s Lady Audley and Collins’s Magdalen 

Vanstone as dangerous to men, the sensation novel utilizes the figure of the femme fatale 

that represents "unconstrained women breaking both legal and moral laws as they 

struggle for self-reliance" (Hedgecock 3). In addition, each of these women is also 

associated with insanity or criminality, or both, in one way or another, whether 

immediately or as a result of parental lineage. With characters such as Lady Audley, 

many critics also argue that her criminal behavior is a result of "madness." Thus, Lady 

Audley's character appears to be presented in a circular manner: while Braddon's 

narrative suggests that she is a criminal because she is mad, it may also be suggested that 

she is mad because she is a criminal. 

 However, I do not agree with the connection that many critics assert, and that the 

authors of the novels seem to suggest, in relation to behavior and madness. After pushing 

her legitimate husband into a well, Lady Audley claims: "I killed him because I AM 

MAD! because my intellect is a little way upon the wrong side of that narrow boundary-

line between sanity and insanity [...]" (Braddon 346). Although the novel provides Lady 

Audley's confession of madness as an explanation for her seemingly treacherous act, I 

argue that madness is used within the sensation novel as a "cover" that hides the true 

agenda of Lady Audley's story. As well, the use of "madness"—of whose characteristics 

are also representative of the idea of the femme fatale—as an explanation for her 
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criminality is in fact a tactic utilized to tone down a female character that is portrayed 

breaking gender roles. Lady Audley, reacted violently in a desperate situation, which 

during the nineteenth century was indeed considered unfeminine and in essence exhibited 

the way in which a male might respond. It may be argued, therefore, that Lady Audley 

was exerting not madness, but power, as she refused to allow the husband that abandoned 

her and their young son to challenge the decisions she made after his departure. Yet, in 

response to Lady Audley's confession of murderous madness, Susan Bernstein claims, 

“This concept of moral insanity betrays how physiological and psychological 

explanations mediate social standards. For moral insanity in females signifies a departure 

from conduct deemed appropriate such as self-control and moderation. If a woman 

behaved outside these middle-class norms of femininity, then she suffered from moral 

insanity [...]” (Bernstein 82). Thus, where a male confrontation resulting in violence or 

criminality may not be considered "insane," for females, behavior outside the realm of 

that which is socially acceptable was certainly linked with insanity during the Victorian 

period and was specifically highlighted in the sensation novel. 

 The Victorian female indeed frequently endured ridicule for attempting to 

interfere with men's affairs. Political, legal, and other business-related matters were 

assumed by "the man of the house" while issues of domesticity remained the 

responsibility of the wife. Hence, as the specific gender roles suggest, the legal 

superiority of men promulgated the subordination of women. During the eighteenth 

century, the jurist Blackstone "laid down the fundamentals" of the legal relationship 

between men and women upon marriage: "By marriage, the husband and wife are one 

person in law: that is the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during 
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the marriage, or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband: under 

whose wing, protection and cover, she performs everything" (Levine 134). A woman, 

therefore, was expected to serve under her husband and to retain her role as a mother and 

"angel of the house," a term stemming from Coventry Patmore's poem "The Angel in the 

House" which was published in 1863. In the poem, Patmore praises "the ideal of 

domestic femininity" and conveys the expectations of both man and wife to fulfill one 

another within the domestic realm (Katz 40-41). Furthermore, in Good Girls Make Good 

Wives: Guidance for Girls in Victorian Fiction, Judith Rowbotham explores the 

expectations of the female in marital relationships. Rowbotham asserts that "Nineteenth-

century society saw itself in gender as well as class terms [...] Men were by nature suited 

to operate in the public sphere, the active and aggressive world of politics [...] Women, 

by contrast, were naturally formed to occupy the more passive, private sphere of the 

household and home" (Rowbotham 5-6). As a result of these implicit roles of husband 

and wife, many critics also note the significance that the legal construct of marriage 

carries with it in terms of ownership. Victorian women were not only expected to submit 

to their husbands as the head of household, but also any possessions, property, or wealth 

belonging to a woman prior to her marriage then became the sole property of her husband 

once wed.  

 Thus, marriage as an act that "lawfully" bound man and wife served to oppress 

women in a number of ways. The moment a Victorian woman married, she in effect 

became the possession of her husband; she was expected to serve under her husband 

without reprobation, thus she was owned by him emotionally and physically. 

Additionally, the husband also ruled his wife legally as it was much easier for a Victorian 
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male to obtain a divorce from his wife than it was for a wife against a husband under the 

Matrimonial Causes Act, commonly known as the Divorce Act, which was passed in 

1857. Allen Horstman, author of Victorian Divorce, explains that "Divorce meant 

adultery and adultery remained the only grounds for divorce until the twentieth century. 

To obtain a divorce a man—no woman obtained a divorce before the nineteenth 

century—followed the procedures pioneered by the three nobles in the seventeenth 

century" (Horstman 4). While a man could seek a divorce as a result of infidelity, a 

woman had to prove that her husband had committed adultery coupled with either incest, 

bigamy, cruelty, or desertion, making a woman's case more difficult than a man's 

(Covington 120). The unequal rights accorded to men when attaining a divorce during the 

mid-nineteenth century are further evidence of male power and domination over females. 

This domination, as noted earlier, also forces women to forfeit their possessions upon 

entering into a marriage contract in the early part of the nineteenth century, as Philippa 

Levine explains: 

At marriage, both possession and control of a woman’s property – 

including any monies she might earn from paid labour – passed to her 

husband unless property had been set up in a trust for her under the law of 

equity. The option of land in trust was obviously a privilege accorded only 

to the wealthy, and in any case, such property, though legally the woman’s 

possession, remained in a trustee’s control. The husband’s rights to 

property extended further into the human field too; the children of the 

marriage were his children and where a marriage was dissolved, custody 

was automatically ceded to the man. (Levine 134) 
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Marriage, therefore, appears to be comprised of a multiplicity of negative attributes for 

many women during the nineteenth century. Although many Victorian women may not 

have suffered as a result of patriarchy, there were still others who were forced to 

surrender their possessions upon marriage, submit to their husbands, and often spend the 

rest of their days raising children that would one day repeat the same circular pattern. 

 The fiction of the Victorian period, and indeed earlier, focuses specifically on 

issues related to the inequality of women. Where it is true that a woman did not possess 

the same power as men, women's understanding of inequality produced females that were 

cunning, intelligent, and tactful. Although "[...] men in general have more power than 

women in general" (Bartky 114), women, specifically during the Victorian period, 

possessed agency. The Victorian female’s recognition of inequality in terms of politics — 

as well as issues tied to the law such as property — provided women with a new position 

of power. Since divorce was a difficult and daunting task for women during this period 

and the law did not recognize children born out of wedlock, many females, as revealed in 

numerous sensation novels of the 1860s, sought marriages that suited their particular 

needs, whether for financial stability or revenge. Many literary critics and historians note 

the prevalence of marriage for "means" and Sally Mitchell admits that during the 

nineteenth century, "Marriage was the only way that a woman could improve her social 

position" (Mitchell 82). However, this idea that the sensation heroines of the mid-

nineteenth century sought marriages for their own personal gain was certainly not a new 

concept — though it was indeed presented in a new manner by involving bigamy and 

crime. Historically, evidence of aggressive female behavior as it relates to the search for 
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an agreeable or advantageous marriage is evident in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries with the novels of Jane Austen. 

 Austen's well-known novel, Pride and Prejudice, clearly exemplifies the 

significance of marriage within early Victorian society. The novel begins and ends on the 

subject of marriage and there is indeed no shortage of marital commentary in-between. 

As a whole, the novel suggests that marriage is a crucial part of life. Without marriage, a 

woman would certainly die a poor miserable old maid, and an unmarried man would 

surely suffer from the potential salary that a prosperous wife has to offer. Austen 

recognizes the absurdity that often results from the search for an agreeable partner and 

begins the first sentence of her novel by stating, “It is a truth universally acknowledged, 

that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife" (Austen 3). 

Austen's ironic opening thus sets the stage for the novel's focus on the seemingly 

outlandish marriage-focused world with which the pre-Victorians and early Victorians 

lived. Dorothy Van Ghent recognizes the irony employed by Austen and comments on 

the first sentence of the novel:  

What we read in it is its opposite—a single woman must be in want of a 

man with a good fortune—and at once we are inducted into the Austen 

language, the ironical Austen attack, and the energy, peculiar to an Austen 

novel, that arises from the compression between a barbaric subsurface 

marital warfare and a surface of polite manners and civilized conventions. 

Marriage—that adult initiatory rite that is centrally important in most 

societies whether barbarous or advanced—is the upper-most concern. 

(Van Ghent 301) 
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Marriage, in Pride and Prejudice, is pivotal. It is thus Mrs. Bennet's primary concern, or 

rather "the business of her life [...] to get her daughters married" (Austen 4). This quest 

for the marriage of her daughters (whether it is a profitable marriage or not) appears to be 

the only purpose of Mrs. Bennet's life. 

 Literary critics such as Van Ghent, however, recognize the seriousness of the 

marriage quest. Van Ghent notes the gender reversal that occurs in the novel and argues 

that Pride and Prejudice is "The tale [...] of a man hunt, with the female the pursuer and 

the male a shy and elusive prey. The desperation of the hunt is the desperation of 

economic survival: girls in a family like that of the Bennets must succeed in running 

down solvent young men in order to survive" (Van Ghent 301). The aggressive female 

characters in Pride and Prejudice, as well as those in other novels of the time, recognized 

that the comfort of their future lives depended upon a decent, if not prosperous, marriage. 

Female characters, specifically in sensation novels such as Lady Audley's Secret, No 

Name, and Great Expectations thus repeated a common pre-marital practice. They 

selected a target, then followed suit to win over their prey. Yet, critics often 

underestimate the power of a woman. In 1865, John Ruskin elucidated his ideals 

regarding the sexes in his famous "Of Queen's Gardens."iii Ruskin claims "man’s power 

is active, progressive, defensive. He is eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the 

defender. His intellect is for speculation and invention; his energy for adventure, for war, 

and for conquest, whenever war is just, wherever conquest necessary. But the woman’s 

power is for rule, not for battle, — and her intellect is not for invention or creation, but 

for sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision” (Dowling 14). Although Ruskin admits 

that women do possess power, though indeed it is for ruling the household, his following 
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assertion belittles women and the overall tone of his statement appears to be suggesting 

irony. According to Ruskin, and certainly other males during the mid-nineteenth century, 

the role of a woman was indeed "sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision" as far as the 

domestic sphere was concerned. John Tosh emphasizes the Victorian focus on the home 

as a woman's "place" and asserts that “[t]he nineteenth-century cult of the home is 

commonly associated with woman" (Tosh 5) and further notes that such imagery of the 

home within literature is associated explicitly with femininity. Thus, as a result of the 

expectations for Victorian females to marry and furthermore to carry on their roles as the 

"angel of the house," the process by which women went about finding their suitors 

became increasingly important. If the purpose of a woman's life was to focus on 

becoming a wife and a mother, why shouldn't a woman take advantage of the situation by 

exerting a bit of feminine coercion, if it means a comfortable marriage with comfortable 

provisions?  

 

THE POWER OF A WOMAN: THE EXHIBITION OF FEMALE MANIPULATION IN 

THE SENSATION NOVEL 

 

 Despite the Victorian female’s apparent lack of power in terms of political affairs, 

such women were capable of exerting power in terms of marriage and many sensation 

novels, such as Braddon's Lady Audley's Secret and Collins's No Name clearly emphasize 

this dynamic. In both novels the heroines, Lady Audley and Magdalen Vanstone, utilize 

their youth and beauty to entice the male sex for various purposes. Thus, it may be argued 

that women in the sensation novel often exhibited their influence through the use of 
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manipulation. Although the stories of Lady Audley and Magdalen vary greatly, their 

narratives also share similar plot lines and purposes. Additionally, as a result of Lady 

Audley and Magdalen's seemingly deceitful plans, both authors also appear to employ the 

use of the femme fatale with their female heroines. The sensation novel as a genre, 

therefore, appears to exploit the depiction of the female as deceptive or evil by presenting 

Lady Audley as dangerous and mad and Magdalen as an compelling actress. Despite such 

depictions, critics such as Hedgecock make it clear that the use of the femme fatale "is 

part of this evolving assertiveness on the part of women. By characterizing the femme 

fatale as a specific danger to men, sensation novels in the 1860s implicitly suggest the 

degree to which an independent woman is viewed as a threat to the fabric of Victorian 

culture" (Hedgecock 3). 

 Moreover, the novels focus on the flaws of such women as not only does Robert 

Audley suggest that Lady Audley depict is mad, but Lady Audley's Secret also focuses on 

the fact that Lady Audley also abandoned her family and child, entered into a bigamous 

marriage, then later attempted to murder her legitimate husband. Similarly, Magdalen is 

conveyed as an illegitimate young woman who has thus been disinherited as a result of 

her illegitimacy. Magdalen's quest for her inheritance leads her to live a life full of lies 

and deceit, which then results in a fraudulent (in that she hid her true identity) marriage to 

her cousin. Therefore, both novels illustrate the female as untrustworthy in addition to 

being criminals. Yet it is my argument that the depiction of women in such an extreme 

manner was a societal expectation at the time period. As a result of the male-based 

patriarchal society, I argue that the difficulties that the Victorian woman was forced to 

face gave only two options: a woman could let fate decide her future, or she could take 
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her future into her own hands by exerting whatever means were necessary in order to 

achieve a life that suited her desires. 

 The sensation novel, therefore, details the struggle of women under the power of 

the law and the extremes to which many women went in order to gain control over their 

own lives. Despite the fact that women were officially denied power, women attempted 

to access power by manipulating the males, and though the means by which many 

women used to exert power often appeared to be extreme, these women ultimately had no 

other option if they wished to attain personal freedom. In Femininity and Domination: 

Studies in the Phenomenology of Oppression, Sandra Lee Bartky analyzes the historical 

power dynamic of gender. As such, Bartky claims, "The woman is not the agent of any 

institutional power. She has no authority either to exact penance or to interpret the 

situation according to the norms that could, in effect, increase the prestige of the 

institution she represents, hence her own prestige" (Bartky 115). Bartky adds, however, 

that despite women's institutional powerlessness, claims to power are still available to 

women. Specifically, Bartky notes the feminine ability to act as a caretaker, which causes 

men to become "vulnerable and insecure" while the woman's caretaking allows her to feel 

as if "a mighty power resides within her" (Bartky 115). Both Lucy Graham (later known 

as Lady Audley) and Magdalen capitalize on the vulnerability and insecurity of the males 

that they are pursuing. In Magdalen’s case, she preys upon her cousin Noel Vanstone, the 

successor of her father’s inheritance who also happens to be an invalid. For Lucy, Sir 

Michael Audley is especially vulnerable to her charms for he is a fifty-five year old, once 

married, father — not to mention his daughter, Alicia Audley, is about the same age as 

Lucy. Miss Graham is described as "very young (nobody exactly knew her age, but she 
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looked little more than twenty" (Braddon 7) and Sir Michael Audley falls madly in love 

with her. The narrator highlights Sir Michael's insecurities regarding the young 

governess: "[...] these cruel fears that his age was an insurmountable barrier to his 

happiness; this sick hatred of his white beard this frenzied wish to be young again, with 

glistening raven hair, and a slim waist, such as he had had twenty years before" (Braddon 

7). Sir Michael Audley’s insecurities regarding his age in comparison to Miss Lucy 

Graham’s youth and beauty provided an ideal situation for the future Lady Audley, who 

appears to prey upon the older, weak Sir Michael Audley. In Sir Michael, Lucy had found 

a man that was wealthy and could surely provide her with a full and happy life—a life 

that would certainly be better than the wretched life she had lived with her legitimate first 

husband George Talboys. Thus, Sir Audley’s own self-consciousness presented Lucy 

with an ideal situation: she could marry the wealthy baronet or she could continue her life 

as the instructress to Mr. Dawson’s daughters. Miss Graham’s escape from her previous 

life, which resulted in a dramatic change of name after falsifying her own death, is clear 

evidence that she did not ever plan to return to her former life. Therefore, the story of 

Lucy Graham, formerly Mrs. Helen Talboys and subsequently Lady Audley, appears to 

be much deeper than the "sensationalism"—the shock of bigamy and thrill of 

criminality—would have its readers believe. For, Lady Audley's Secret is more than just 

excitement—it vividly details the desperation of Victorian women under the law. 

Rather, the story of Lady Audley is an account of a woman seeking personal 

happiness in a world where women were not defined as individuals with choices to make. 

It may be argued, therefore, that the females presented in the sensation novel foreshadow 

depictions of the late Victorian “New Woman,” or rather, are the precursors to the “New 
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Woman.” In terms of Lady Audley, Magdalen, and Estella, I concede that their narratives 

are depictions of the female attempting to attain independence and power, however, they 

are still constrained by marriage—a constitution with which the "New Woman" defies. 

This idea of the “New Woman” as defined by literary critics such as Gail Cunningham, 

Lloyd Fernando, and Iveta Jusová indeed varies. Similar to the definition of the femme 

fatale, the “New Woman” is described in a multiplicity of ways; thus, I will utilize the 

descriptions relative to the sensation novels at hand and their transition into the future 

conception of the New Woman. In her book The New Woman and the Victorian Novel, 

Gail Cunningham describes the New Woman as “intelligent, individualistic and 

principled,” in addition to being “essentially middle-class” (Cunningham 11). 

Cunningham essentially describes the New Woman as anything but complacent—that the 

New Woman recognizes the hypocrisy of her expected role as a mother and wife and thus 

rejects this conception. Iveta Jusová as well concedes and explains "a number of them 

[New Women] refused the traditional marriage scenario, opting for a single lifestyle and 

professional career instead" (Jusová 1). Although Lady Audley and Magdalen's desperate 

attempts at marriage indeed appear to contradict the ideal of the New Woman, it is the 

implication of gender inequality within the sensation novel that appears to serve as a 

precursor to the New Woman—for though Lady Audley and Magdalen do not oppose 

marriage, they both make decisions that continuously oppose the accepted gender 

practices of the day. 

Furthermore, Cunningham notes the significance of the novels of the Victorian 

period in terms of female development and asserts: 
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In portraying marital breakdown, adultery, free love or bachelor 

motherhood unaccompanied by the approved moral retribution – or indeed 

heavily supported by an impassioned moral defence – these novels were 

ruthlessly hacking away the foundations of idealised femininity on which 

much of the Victorian moral structure was built. More or less overtly they 

both were broadcasting the ideas of the New Woman, and an avid public 

hung on their every word, eager to be either loftily inspired or deliciously 

shocked. (Cunningham 19) 

Thus, ideas regarding femininity indeed shifted during the Victorian period—not only 

with depictions of the New Woman in the latter portion of the century—but also with the 

sensation heroine as well. The sensational female did not accept her expected position in 

society; rather, sensational females such as Lady Audley and Magdalen sought to 

produce their own futures by selecting husbands that suited their desired intentions. Lady 

Audley sought a marriage that offered her stability and comfort, while Magdalen sought 

marriage with her cousin Noel in an attempt to acquire the inheritance of her recently 

deceased parents. These choices, though not morally admirable, reveal the desperate 

paths that these women were available to them at the time. 

 Yet, this idea of the sensational woman and her relation to the New Woman is not 

limited to the ideas outlined by Cunningham. Lloyd Fernando, author of “New Woman” 

in the Late Victorian Novel adds that the New Woman encapsulates ideals of 

progressiveness. That is, Fernando recognizes the changes that occurred in the depictions 

of women in literature as the Victorian period progressed. As such, Fernando notes that 

Oliver Schreiner’s letters during the latter half of the nineteenth-century provide “[…] 
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some idea of the psychological and emotional make-up of […] progressive women” 

(Fernando 19). According to Schreiner, women’s duty “is to develop ourselves […] The 

woman who does this is doing more to do away with prostitution and the inequalities 

between man and woman, and to make possible a nobler race of human beings […] It is 

not against men we have to fight but against ourselves within ourselves” (Fernando 19). 

Although Schreiner’s 1889 statement appeared somewhat later than the sensation novels 

examined in this thesis, the overall theme of her message—the need to progress as 

females—seems to have taken effect in many novels at a much earlier date. That is, I 

argue that female characters such as Lady Audley and Magdalen were progressive for 

their time. Rather than giving into worlds that belittled and repressed them, Lady Audley 

and Magdalen each pushed the limits of the law, which was not on their side, in order to 

improve their situations in life. While it may be argued that their dramatic stories of 

identity theft and illustrious marriages were unnecessary and that the progressive female 

could have been introduced in a subtler manner, I do recognize the sensation novel's 

ability to capture the interest of the middle-class, which in turn helped to spawn the social 

and political ideas within the texts themselves. It is the point of view of the sensation 

novel, intended primarily for the middle-class and often believed to "produce a 'feminine' 

point of view in the socially constructed female audience" (Pykett, The 'Improper' 79) 

that allows for the political issues within the genre—such as marriage laws—to be made 

evident. 

 In this thesis I will be exploring a number of factors such as the use of the femme 

fatale, the use of detective to protect patriarchy by defeating the female heroines, the 

implications of female insanity, and ideas of the New Woman and sensational woman as 
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I argue that Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret and Wilkie Collins’s No 

Name depict the female as both powerful and independent. Many historians, feminist 

theorists, and literary critics focus on the idea that power was subsumed by males during 

the Victorian period, and though I do not dispute this fact, I argue that power was also 

attainable by women and the sensation novel reveals the progressive female—females 

attempting to progress and defeat gender inequality—in action. Consequently, despite the 

commonly held view of the female as powerless and submissive, Victorian literature 

progressively opposes this notion. Early authors such as Jane Austen reveal the political 

nature of marriage as it relates to money, property, and power. As a result, the construct 

of the female as dominant and powerful accelerates greatly as we move into the Victorian 

Sensation novel. Magdalen Vanstone and Lady Audley construct marriages with the men 

of their choice, rather than the other way around. The sensation novel, therefore, with all 

of its shocks and thrills, illustrates the progression of female power during the mid-

nineteenth century. Though the tactics that the female utilizes in the sensation novel, such 

as manipulation of false identities, appear to be weak attempts at gaining power, such 

depictions indeed reveals the inequality of the sexes and the attempts of women to 

remedy their situations. Thus, although the deceitfulness of the female in the sensation 

novel often appears as insanity, as with the case of Lady Audley, I argue that the 

representation of the female as insane is instead a façade for power. Powerful, cunning 

women who know what they want are not insane, rather, they are yet another depiction of 

the changing woman throughout history. Women were still unrecognized by the law, but 

they no longer hid their intelligence; women understood clearly that they were considered 

subordinate, however, the sensational heroines of Lady Audley’s Secret and No Name did 
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not let their subordination stop them from seeking to change the injustive of gender 

inequality. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BREAKING FREE: FEMALE PROGRESSION AND PRESENTATIONS OF POWER 

IN LADY AUDLEY’S SECRET 

 

The truth was that Lady Audley had, in becoming the wife of Sir Michael, made one of those 

apparently advantageous matches which are apt to draw upon a woman the envy and hatred of her 

sex. 

-Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 

 

 Mary Elizabeth Braddon is recognized most significantly for her two bigamy 

novels Lady Audley’s Secret and Aurora Floyd. In presenting her novels with such a 

scandalous theme, Braddon acknowledges a crisis occurring during the mid-nineteenth 

century in relation to marriage, and her novels appear to be discourses on marriage. 

Issues of inequality, as conveyed in many sensation novels of the time period, impacted 

many marital relationships. As such, Braddon learned “to be sceptical about the 

institution of marriage and the social and economic dominance of men” (Skilton viii). 

Braddon’s novels, especially Lady Audley’s Secret, thus reveal the dilemma of 

marriage—in that the institution of marriage had become an institution of oppression for 

women. As mentioned in the introduction, a Victorian woman's lack of political rights 

caused her to suffer bitterly once married, for she and her possessions in essence became 

the sole property of her husband. That is, marriage was the expected and encouraged way 
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of life for both men and women during this period—even if it meant discrimination 

against females—which is what occurred more often than not. Thus, Braddon’s Lady 

Audley’s Secret reveals the changes that are occurring at mid-century in terms of 

women's rights. In Miss Lucy Graham, who later becomes Lady Audley, Braddon 

presents a female that is unwilling to accept her role as a submissive wife and mother. 

Rather, Lady Audley, through a series of lies and a lot of deception, seeks a life and a 

marriage that suits and benefits her. Therefore, the depiction of the sensational female is 

not so pretty—she is described as beautiful, but she also encapsulates ideas of the femme 

fatale, feminine insanity, and the falsification of identity. In addition, the depiction of 

Lady Audley as a femme fatale, a French translation meaning “fatal woman,” coincides 

with her position as an adulterous, while portrayals of Lady Audley as insane also 

suggest that her actions are not only criminal but also immoral. According to Hedgecock, 

the Victorian femme fatale "is a threat to bourgeois ideology in that she threatens to 

destroy the structure of the family and obscure the definitions assigned to domestic 

women. In a society ruled by patriarchal thinking [...] the femme fatale in Victorian 

literature is seen to corrupt middle-class values" (Hedgecock 3-4). Although such a figure 

is indeed threatening to Victorian society as she negates that which is acceptable on both 

moral and social levels, it may also be argued that authors such as Braddon and Collins 

utilized the femme fatale as a way to access the deeper social and political issues of the 

time. Braddon and Collins both underhandedly approached issues of inequality in male-

female relationships through the use of the sensation novel. With Lady Audley’s Secret, I 

believe that Braddon provides her readers with an historical view of the progression of 

women in literature—that view being that women understood the roles that they were 
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expected to play. Lady Audley’s narrative reveals that women understood the oppressive 

constraints of marriage and such women also learned ways to overpower the system that 

worked against them. Thus, women during the mid-nineteenth century were indeed 

capable of exhibiting power and many demonstrated this power by selecting marriages 

with men that suited their particular needs while others still chose not to marry at all.  

Since the law was biased towards men, Lady Audley, formerly Mrs. Helen 

Talboys, would have had much difficulty attempting to seek a divorce from her husband, 

George Talboys. Thus, rather than seeking to divorce her husband through the courts, 

which would have required her to prove that her husband had committed adultery 

coupled with incest, bigamy, cruelty, or desertion, she chose to flee from her marriage, 

her home, and her son (Covington 120). In an attempt to seek a more fulfilling life Lady 

Audley thus left her first husband and then illegally married a second time to a wealthy 

man. Yet, this turn of fortune appears to be rather unexpected even by Lady Audley 

herself. Upon discussing the topic of a potential marriage to Sir Michael Audley, the 

wealthy baronet of Audley Court, with Mrs. Dawson the surgeon’s wife, Miss Lucy 

Graham asserts that “I think some people are born to be unlucky […] it would be a great 

deal too much good fortune for me to become Lady Audley” (Braddon 9). This statement, 

proposed by the woman in question herself, appears to express doubt but inevitably 

foreshadows her future story. Miss Graham’s life prior to her experiences in Audley 

Court and the village nearby had been financially and emotionally difficult for the young 

woman. Originally Helen Maldon, the young woman marries a Mr. George Talboys and 

so becomes Mrs. Helen Talboys. Helen’s marriage to George Talboys is short-lived and 

unhappy, however, as George cannot provide the income necessary to support his family 



 

  39 

in a comfortable manner. Therefore, George sets off for Australia in search of an 

adequate job, leaving his young wife and young son at home. The crutch, however, is that 

George does not inform his wife of his plans—rather, he decides to leave in the middle of 

the night, leaving no information regarding his destination—heads off to Australia and 

abandons his family. The new Mrs. Talboys is thus left penniless with her young child, 

forced to fend for herself with only her drunken father to commiserate with. 

Mrs. Talboys' position in life, therefore, reveals the perpetual helplessness that 

many women during the Victorian period were forced to face. Elaine Showalter argues 

that Braddon recognizes the oppression of the female once she takes on a role as a wife 

and mother, explaining, “In the angry, rebellious, and outspoken heroines of the novels, 

women readers found sisters under the skin whose protests against the confining roles of 

daughter, wife and mother were both welcome and cathartic” (Showalter, "Family" 105). 

The progressive story of Mrs. Talboys and her attempts to break free from her broken 

marriage reveal a common position for many women during this time period. Women 

involved in failed marriages did not have options during the Victorian period as divorce 

was viewed as scandalous and the wife was often considered to be a 'fallen' woman. 

Essentially, the only choices available to a woman involved in a bad marriage were life 

and death: either live and face the consequences and hardships of the marriage or fall into 

a state of disrepair and die. However, for Mrs. Talboys, and indeed other women seeking 

to break free from this way of life, neither extreme was ideal. Therefore, rather than 

enduring her life as an abandoned, destitute wife, Mrs. Talboys decides to seek her own 

destiny. In the absence of her first husband, George Talboys, Mrs. Talboys then “[…] 

flies from home changes her name, obliterates all traces of her whereabouts, becomes a 
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governess, as a governess wins the love of Sir Michael Audley, marries him, and is in the 

full enjoyment of wealth and position, when her husband returns” (“Lady Audley’s 

Secret” 481). Thus, rather than submitting to a life of poverty and loneliness, Mrs. 

Talboys instead pursues a new life. Yet, it is this attempt at seeking a new life that results 

in the sensational depictions of Mrs. Talboys as a femme fatale figure, as insane, as an 

adulterous, and as a cold mother that abandons her child. Lady Audley's depiction as a 

dangerous femme fatale is a trope that "seems unabashedly to subvert the bourgeois 

ideology that disenfranchises a woman who transgresses social boundaries and exploits 

men for their power and wealth" (Hedgecock 5). Additionally, unlike "the domestic or 

fallen woman," Lady Audley takes "action against such conventional restraints by 

threatening men who represent the dominant Victorian ideology that oppresses women" 

(Hedgecock 5). Braddon's implementation of Lady Audley as femme fatale indicates the 

challenges with which women faced as they sought to improve their lives and the 

oppression that they endured under the law. 

The scandalous, crime driven plots of the sensation novel, therefore, highlight the 

extremity of the female situation. Women such as Lady Audley were indeed pushed to 

the limit again and again as a result of the patriarchal legal system. Braddon constantly 

depicts Lady Audley as being on the verge of desperation as she frantically seeks to attain 

a life out of poverty—a life worth living. Lady Audley’s frequent attempts to escape her 

prior life cause her to present women in a new light as she encapsulates ideals of 

perseverance, cunning, and power through the use of deception and manipulation. Lyn 

Pykett, a literary critic and author of “Sensation and the fantastic in the Victorian novel,” 



 

  41 

recognizes the power struggle that occurred between the sexes within the sensation novel. 

Pykett asserts that in the sensation novel: 

[…] its representation of its female protagonists not simply as passive 

victims of male power and their own feelings, but also as actively desiring 

and, in some cases self-consciously manipulating the desires of others in 

order to circumvent the usual constraints of their gendered roles and get 

what they want: for example, Collins’s disinherited Magdalen Vanstone in 

No Name (1862); Lydia Gwilt and Lady Audley, the socially aspiring 

femmes fatales Collins’s Armadale (1866) and Braddon’s Lady Audley’s 

Secret […] What these woman want (but for interestingly different 

reasons) is marriage, and the plots of these novels turn, in part, on their 

attempts to obtain, keep, or dispose of husbands. Such novels may be read 

symptomatically as authorial and/or cultural fantasies or anxieties about 

women, sex, and power, but some of them may also be read as self-

consciously anatomizing such fantasies, and offering an element of 

critique of existing power relations. (Pykett, "Sensation" 204) 

The primary objective of sensational protagonists such as Lady Audley and Magdalen 

Vanstone is a focus on the changing woman. By leaving her marriage, her child, and the 

only life she knew, Lady Audley is a prime example of a precursor to the “New Woman” 

and interestingly enough, her mind-set is indeed very modern. Rather than submitting to a 

“dead-end” marriage, she leaves her relationship, which was indeed an unexpected and 

unthought-of action at the time, especially when Lady Audley's child is also taken into 

consideration. Thus, in order to prove that Lady Audley’s Secret serves as an example of 
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the progression and power of the Victorian female within the sensation novel, this chapter 

will explore the events of the novel and will further elucidate the femme fatale—a 

symbolic figure that is depicted as deceptive and manipulative. 

 The femme fatale, as with Lady Audley, evokes the concept of a female with a 

beautiful exterior whose actions suggest that such a woman must also possess a dark, evil 

interior. However, critics such as Hedgecock argue that the literary femme fatale 

"exposes the simplifications and falsehoods created by cultural images of fallenness and 

domesticity that negate a woman's subjectivity and render them powerless. [...] Though 

portrayed as pathological, criminal, abnormal, sexually deviant, and aggressive, Lady 

Audley [...] pose[es] as such a threat to expose this bourgeois hypocritical double 

standard" (Hedgecock 109-110). Lady Audley's role as a femme fatale, according the 

Hedgecock, thus serves an explicit purpose. However, while Lady Audley's character 

presents many qualities that may appear to be admirable to modern society, this may not 

have been so during the mid-nineteenth century. To many the femme fatale was and often 

still is associated with women who utilize evil means to conquer their goals, whether to 

marry a man for wealth, social status, or for pure revenge. In Violent Femmes: Women as 

Spies in Popular Culture, Rosie White explains that “The femme fatale, like her sister the 

New Woman, shadows nineteenth-century fin-de-siècle shifts in gender roles […] The 

femme fatale was less distinct in her class identity, often moving up the social scale 

through her immoral activities” (White 35). This idea of utilizing femininity, as Lady 

Audley did with her beauty, often appears to be used within the sensation novel in an 

attempt to achieve a higher social. From the very outset of Lady Audley's Secret the 

narrator describes Lady Audley in the most gracious terms. The narrator notes not only 
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the beauty that she presents, but the rapturous attitude with which the young Miss 

Graham carries with her as well: “Wherever she went she seemed to take joy and 

brightness with her […] For you see Miss Lucy Graham was blessed with that magic 

power of fascination by which a woman can charm with a word or intoxicate with a 

smile. Everyone loved, admired, and praised her. […] everybody, high and low, united in 

declaring that Lucy Graham was the sweetest girl that ever lived” (Braddon 5-6). In 

addition to her personable nature and charm, Miss Graham was also physically stunning 

as she is described as having “soft blue eyes” a “pretty face” and bouncing blonde flaxen 

curls. Thus, it was the very sight of Miss Graham and the enchanting demeanor of her 

person that seduced Sir Michael to the young lady. Lucy Graham, Hedgecock argues, 

"bewitches" Sir Michael as her "youth, status, and innocence raise her value, and raise 

her sexual desirability" (Hedgecock 116). 

 Sir Michael’s attraction to Miss Graham’s amiability indeed warrants critical 

analysis as far as Victorian male and female relationships are concerned. His attraction to 

her was based solely on her appearance and her ability to “intoxicate with a smile” 

(Braddon 6) which lends further evidence to the figure of the femme fatale. Braddon 

details Sir Michael’s prompt fall for the young beauty: 

[…] it was certain that Sir Michael Audley suddenly experienced a strong 

desire to be better acquainted with Mr. Dawson’s governess. […] That one 

quiet evening sealed Sir Michael’s fate. He could no more resist the tender 

fascination of those soft and melting blue eyes; the graceful beauty of that 

slender throat and drooping head, with its wealth of showering flaxen 

curls; the low music of that gentle voice; the perfect harmony which 
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pervaded every charm, and made all doubly charming in this woman; than 

he could resist his destiny. Destiny! Why, she was his destiny! (Braddon 

6) 

This description of Miss Graham’s physical presentation and Sir Michael’s physical 

reaction indeed reveals the power of a woman as a sexual and seductive being. It is clear 

throughout the novel that Sir Michael knows relatively little about Miss Graham, except 

of course that she was a governess who seemed to appear from obscurity. His attraction 

to Miss Graham, therefore, is not an attraction to her intellect or to a mutual bond 

between them—rather Sir Michael is seduced by Miss Graham's physical beauty. 

 Attractive feminine physiology certainly provides an outlet for the femme fatale to 

access her prey. Although the narrator makes it clear that Miss Graham did not 

specifically seek Sir Michael Audley out as the end-point to her quest for an improved 

life, Lucy also did not appear to hesitate for a moment once she discovered that Sir 

Michael fancied her. Sir Michael, despite the fact that he views marriage to her as a 

"bargain", appears to be completely blindsided by the black-widow effect that Miss 

Graham presents and did not once calculate “[…] upon his wealth or his position as a 

strong reason for his success” (Braddon 7) with the young governess. Rather, women 

were often viewed as a commodity in Victorian society, and if Sir Michael “[…] ever 

remembered these things, he dismissed the thought of them with a shudder. It pained him 

too much to believe for a moment that any one so lovely and innocent could value herself 

against a splendid house or a good old title” (Braddon 7). It becomes clear, indeed, that 

Sir Michael was quite blind to the intentions of Miss Graham. She was undoubtedly 

tempted by and immediately accepting of her opportunity to strike up a marriage that 
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would provide her with a life free of worry and desperation. Thus, after Sir Michael’s 

proposal Miss Graham makes it quite clear that she does not love him as she admits, “I 

cannot be disinterested; I cannot be blind to the advantages of such an alliance. I cannot, I 

cannot!” (Braddon 11). Yet, despite her admission that she is indeed interested in a 

marriage that offers wealth and is thus not in love with him, Sir Michael still chooses to 

overlook such an idea and finally asks, “Is it a bargain, Lucy?” (Braddon 11). The 

marriage proposal is therefore accepted upon that precondition: their marriage is nothing 

more than a bargain for both parties. Sir Michael gains the charming seductress that he 

has desired while Lucy bargains for a life without financial worries. 

 The utilization of the femme fatale within Lady Audley’s Secret therefore reveals 

the power associated with the concept of femme fatale and its relation to sexuality. The 

female as a sexual, seductive being was indeed a powerful tactic in terms of acquiring 

male prey. In relation to the power of sexuality, Susan Bernstein explains that, “As a 

popular Victorian genre that trades on the power of the secret and frequently sexualized 

sins of its heroines, sensation fiction provides a resourceful perspective on the 

contradictions that frame these villainous victims who are simultaneously diseased, 

depraved, and socially and economically oppressed” (Bernstein 73). Sir Michael’s 

attraction to Lucy as a sexual being further substantiates the dilemma of the female as 

oppressed—for the female’s economic oppression leads her to seek a relationship that 

may then be plagued by sexual oppression. In a sense, Lucy’s appeal as a sexual being 

provides her with power since she is able to interest a wealthy baronet into marriage; yet, 

this same power also places her back into a position of subordination as the wife of Sir 

Michael—for as a wife, she is expected to adhere to the typical role of a domestic wife. 
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According to Christopher Parker, "The ideal type of womanhood was suited to the private 

sphere, the home and the family, possessing gentleness, kindness, active sympathy — 

characteristics directly related to the role of daughter, wife, and mother" while "the men 

[were] expected to preside over both [the estate (or business) and domestic affairs] even 

if they delegated to their wives what they did not delegate to their stewards" (Parker 11, 

16). Ironically, however, Sir Michael’s attraction to the seemingly innocent young Lucy 

was indeed mislead for he does not know her past and is not aware that she is not as pure 

as he perceives her to be. In his 1864 sensation novel A Woman Against the World, 

William Starbuck encroaches upon the ideals of Victorian sexual expectations: 

When a woman falls from her purity there is no return for her – as well 

may one attempt to wash the stain from the sullied snow. Men sin and are 

forgiven; but the memory of a woman’s guilt cannot be removed on earth. 

Her nature is so exquisitely refined that the slightest flaw becomes a huge 

defect. Like perfume, it admits of no deterioration, it ceases to exist when 

it ceases to be sweet. Her soul is an exquisitely precious, a priceless gift, 

and even more than a man’s a perilous possession. (Starbuck 100) 

This idealistic commentary regarding the female as requiring a necessary purity lends 

further evidence to the power of Lady Audley. Her deceptive identity, along with her 

ability to use her beauty as a means to manipulate the male sex, reveals Lady Audley’s 

ability to surpass the Victorian conventions regarding sexual purity, the double standard 

in fact. Lady Audley used her power to seduce Sir Michael, withheld her true identity, 

and as a result, withheld that she was not only the wife of another, but the mother to a 
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young child as well. Thus, Lady Audley’s original portrayal as young, kind, and beautiful 

served as a façade to the deceitful life that she assumed. 

 

FEMALE DECEPTION IN LADY AUDLEY’S SECRET 

 

 Lady Audley’s powerful deceptiveness was not without its consequences. Not 

only did she carry the guilt of her previous life with her, but also throughout the novel Sir 

Michael’s nephew, Robert Audley, to be discussed at length later—hunted her. The 

presentation of Robert Audley’s character as a detective figure represents the Victorian 

male’s desires to continuously assert the patriarchal system as well as the desire to 

prevent female progression or change. In Victorian Feminism 1850-1900 Philippa Levine 

recognizes the difficulty females encountered in their attempts to free themselves from 

male oppression, and asserts that Victorian women “saw themselves as victims of male 

ideology, as victims of a lust denied to them, of a right to speak denied to them, of a 

society shaped by male requirements. The very notion of justice, they felt, had been 

perverted” (Levine 132-133). Thus, the actions of Lady Audley and her struggle with 

Robert Audley in the context of the sensation novel reveal the very struggle of women 

within Victorian society as they were victimized by men. Women were denied the rights 

available to men; yet, when they so much as attempted to seek access to such rights, or 

even to manipulate the law by breaking it, they were discovered, scrutinized, and as in the 

case of Lady Audley—termed clinically insane. Many at the time of the novel’s 

publication thus criticized the characterization of Lady Audley. In an 1862 unsigned 

review of Lady Audley’s Secret in The Times, the critic comments: “The stock Evil 
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Being, who has committed a series of crimes, is a young lady of the period, with ‘flaxen 

hair, shot with gold,’ infantile ways, and a habit of making feeble sketches; the Innocent 

Victim is an Australian émigré, returned with plenty of nuggets, and the Avenger of 

Blood is a barrister, who hunts the Evil Being remorselessly” (“Lady Audley’s Secret 

482). Lady Audley is therefore depicted as an “Evil Being” while the husband that 

abandoned her and her child is referred to as the “Innocent Victim,” whose life is 

apparently worth avenging by none other than Robert Audley, the “Avenger of Blood.” 

Braddon’s depiction of Lady Audley was thus perceived in a specific way at the time—

that being that females that ran away from marriages to gain access to a better way of life 

were indeed “evil” creatures.  

In an unsigned review by Eneas Sweetland Dallas in The Times, commentary on 

the position of the female within the sensation novel remains significant, both in 

reference to Lady Audley and her female author. Sweetland explains that: 

[…] the secret of Lady Audley is bigamy. We mention it rather because it 

is characteristic of the modern novel. That the lady should be the centre of 

interest, that she should be the sinner of the tale, and that her sin would be 

a violation of marriage laws are as natural to recent novels as that her guilt 

should be a secret, and a secret discovered by the most elaborate 

espionage. This is the age of lady novelists, and lady novelists naturally 

give the first place to the heroine. But, if the heroines have the first place, 

it will scarcely do to represent them as passive and quite angelic, or 

insipid—which heroines usually are. They have to be pictured as high-
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strung women, full of passion, purpose, and movement—very liable to 

error. (“Lady Audley’s Secret” 480) 

The irony of the Sweetland's statement lends further commentary to the changes 

occurring with the sexes during the mid-nineteenth century. The literary depictions of 

females went from one extreme to the other—from women as the “angel of the house” to 

crazed madwoman of the sensation novel. Reynolds and Humble note the prominence of 

the roles of Victorian women as either passive or aggressive and they assert that the 

“Victorian woman is either the sexually passive and angelic wife, sister, and/or mother, 

or she is the sexually charged and demonic mad-woman-in-the-attic” (Reynolds and 

Humble 2). However, this idea regarding the ways in which women are portrayed in 

literature relates back to the sensationalism occurring during the time period as well as 

the acceptable and unacceptable roles of women. While it is true that many, such as 

Margaret Oliphant, believed sensational novels to be corrupt and she "objected to the 

'openness' with which women novelists represent the feelings and physical desires of 

their female characters" (Pykett, "The Newgate" 36), it becomes clear that the issue most 

pressing to critics such as Oliphant was the author's depiction of the female as anything 

other than virtuous. In an unsigned review for Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine titled 

"Sensation Novels," Oliphant criticizes the heroine of Mrs. Henry Wood's 1861 sensation 

novel East Lynne, stating that the novel "is dangerous and foolish work, as well as false, 

both to Art and Nature. Nothing can be more wrong and fatal than to represent the flames 

of vice as a purifying fiery ordeal, through which the penitent is to come elevated and 

sublime" ("Sensation Novels" 567). Thus, the sensation novels utilization of the female as 

an insane, deceptive criminal provided the genre with a sense of surrealism—that being 
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that the story was so crazed that no woman would dare to repeat the sins of Lady Audley. 

Thus, the sensationalism of the novel negated more outright commentary on women’s 

issues. A novel detailing the break-up of a marriage, without consequences or 

reprobation, may have been equally as scandalous than the bigamy, murder, and arson of 

Lady Audley’s Secret. 

 Manipulation and deceit therefore serves as the means available to Lady Audley 

in her attempt to continue her life as a woman attempting to free herself from the 

constraints of an unhappy marriage. However, it is in Braddon’s portrayal of Lady 

Audley’s use of deceit and manipulation as a catalyst for power that warrants quite a bit 

of social commentary. Robert Lee Wolff notes the implicit seriousness of Braddon’s 

fiction, asserting that “unlike other sensation-novelists, she introduced into these novels 

of crime psychological subtleties and social commentary that went unnoticed” (Wolff 3). 

Furthermore, other critics recognize the value of Braddon’s work as it conveyed the 

desperation of the female trapped by the law, by men, and by the institution of marriage. 

Christopher Parker thus comments, “The role of women in society was an issue that 

produced, in the words of some modern writers, ‘prescriptive pronouncements, protests, 

and imaginative literature’. […] It has been said that Victorian novelists, in particular, 

‘reflected in a peculiarly vivid and urgent way the social anxieties of their time’” (Parker 

1) as is specifically the case with the sensation novel. For Braddon’s two bigamy novels, 

there appears to be a focus on the commonly overlooked failure rate of marriages at mid-

century—yet, upon the failure of her own marriage Lady Audley chooses to commit 

bigamy. While this thesis has emphasized the difficulty that many Victorian faced when 

seeking a divorce through the court system, it is also important to note that novels such as 
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Lady Audley's Secret suggest a much more modern concept—that marriages may and do 

fail. However, Lady Audley’s Secret also seems to suggest that if and when such a failure 

does take place, fleeing from the marriage was abnormal for females. Lady Audley is 

thus a female character that rejects the gender norms of the period, as she does not 

behave as a typical Victorian female was expected to behave. 

 Lady Audley’s use of deception and manipulation to access female power can 

thus be traced through the novel, beginning with her arrival at Audley Court at the novel's 

beginning. The narrator describes the illusiveness of the new governess to Mr. Dawson 

by explaining that, “No one knew anything of her except that she came in answer to an 

advertisement which Mr. Dawson, the surgeon, had inserted in the Times. She came from 

London; and the only reference she gave was to a lady at a school at Brompton where she 

had once been a teacher” (Braddon 5). The false identity taken upon by the former Helen 

Talboys was indeed deceptive and her attempts throughout to keep her former identity 

masked are further evidence of her societal obligation to remain a mystery—or else she 

would be forced to return the traditional role expected of her and her history as a member 

of the lower class. Yet, from the start, even before exposing the secret of Lady Audley, 

the narrator hints at the seemingly deceptive past of the young woman by noting that her 

“accomplishments were so brilliant and numerous, that it seemed strange that she should 

have answered an advertisement offering such very moderate terms of remuneration” 

(Braddon 5). The suspicious advertisement and the curiosity of the narrator in regards to 

Miss Graham’s choice of employment appears to foreshadow the revelation of her 

“secret.” Miss Graham’s arrival, job position, and remarkable physical beauty all seem to 

warrant explanation—but of course the crux of the sensation novel is indeed the 
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suspenseful secrets that it dares not to share until the very end, except in the case of 

Collins's No Name, which will be discussed in detail in chapter two. 

 This manipulative deceitfulness, however, manages to pervade through Lady 

Audley’s Secret, specifically in relation to Lady Audley’s presentation of a fictitious 

identity. After employing her first false identity, that being Miss Lucy Graham, Lady 

Audley struggles to maintain her false identity throughout—and the sensational effect 

comes into play when the male characters in the novel attempt to expose her true identity. 

The curious suspicion sparked by Robert Audley in regards to the past of his uncle’s new 

young bride ultimately led to his continuous attempts to play “detective,” a fascinating 

aspect of Braddon's sensation novel. Moreover, the detective aspect of Lady Audley's 

Secret lends further to the “secrecy” of the tale—for in order for the secret to be 

discovered, a bit of detective work is necessary. Taylor recognizes the utilization of 

identity as a noteworthy aspect of the sensation novel and asserts, “As with melodrama, 

tension hinges on things not being what they seem, but here identity is not simply 

dissembled through masquerade. People assume false selves in order to steal a position 

and a property or to retrieve a place that they had lost” (Taylor 8). Lady Audley thus 

assumes a false self in order to gain a position of power—a position that her true identity 

would not allow her to assume. Yet, it may also be argued that the discovery of Lady 

Audley’s true identity leads to a dissemination of the power that she possesses. However, 

it is also important to note that her confession to Sir Michael regarding her deceptive acts 

and the employment of a false identity also provides readers with a view of the true 

woman behind Lady Audley. In Lady Audley’s Secret and sensation fictions in general 

“masks are rarely stripped off to reveal an inner truth, for the mask is both the 
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transformed expression of the ‘true’ self and the means of disclosing its incoherence. In 

the process identity itself emerges as a set of elements that are actively constructed within 

a dominant framework of social interests, perceptions, and values” (Taylor 8). While 

Taylor asserts that “masks are rarely stripped off,” the case of Lady Audley is evidence 

that masks are indeed stripped off to reveal an inner truth—that truth being the 

oppression of women in marriage relationships and their inability to prevail in an 

oppressive marriage. 

 Lady Audley’s ability to deceive and manipulate is described within the novel as 

“madness” rather than a premeditated plan to improve her circumstances and is used as a 

way for Lady Audley to account for her behavior. The sensation novel, therefore, takes 

advantage of its notoriety as a genre that shocks and thrills. In an unsigned review from 

the Christian Remembrancer, a critic claims that Lady Audley’s Secret indeed “devotes 

itself to harrowing the mind, making the flesh creep, causing the hair to stand on end, 

giving shocks to the nervous system” but it also is recognized for “destroying 

conventional moralities” (“Our Female Sensation Novelists” 486). Prior to the sensation 

novel, much of Victorian literature presented women as submissive wives and mothers 

without access to power—neither political nor personal. In the sensation novel, however, 

as with Lady Audley, readers are presented with a woman exerting power through the use 

of deceit and manipulation in an attempt to gain what she wants. Furthermore, the debate 

that continuously arises is in reference to Lady Audley and her madness: is her apparent 

power over Sir Michael Audley a result of her madness or is it a result of a strong desire 

to escape from the confines of the law regarding marriage? 
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 The text emphasizes the significance of this idea by exploring the idea of madness 

and premeditation through the thoughts of a few different characters. In her confession to 

Sir Michael regarding her past life, Lady Audley appears to believe that her actions after 

her previous husband abandoned her were justified—that as a woman, she did not have 

the freedom to divorce a man just because he left her. Lady Audley details the 

progression of her life with George Tabloys up until her marriage to Sir Michael: 

When I woke up […] I found a letter lying on the table by my bed, telling 

me that he was going to the Antipodes to seek his fortune, and that he 

would never see me again until he was a rich man. I looked upon this as a 

desertion, and I resented it bitterly—I resented it by hating the man who 

had left me with no protector but a weak, tipsy father, and with a child to 

support. I had to work for my living […] I, his wife, and the mother of his 

son, was a slave allied for ever to beggary and obscurity. […] I determined 

to run away from this wretched home which my slavery supported. […] I 

determined to go to London, and lose myself in that great chaos of 

humanity. (Braddon 353) 

Lady Audley’s admission makes it clear that she believes that George abandoned her—

that he deserted both her and their child. Furthermore, George Talboy's desertion of his 

wife leads back to the choices that Lady Audley had before her. Since she did not possess 

legal power and thus could not apply for a divorce, her only other option was to seek a 

new life—using the power of deception to assist her. 

 The end of Sir Michael and Lady Audley’s conversation after her admission to 

him renders an interesting perspective into the perceptions of Sir Michael Audley. Lady 
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Audley states that her “brain was dazed” and that she “was mad” (Braddon 355) when 

she learned of the complications in her situation—that it was possible that George could 

find her someday. Finally, Sir Michael interjects and tells Robert Audley, “I want to 

know nothing more. Will you take upon yourself the duty of providing for the safety and 

comfort of this lady, whom I have thought my wife? […] I cannot say farewell to her. I 

will not say it until I can think of her without bitterness—until I can pity her; as I now 

pray that God may pity her this night” (Braddon 358). Sir Michael pities Lady Audley, 

but he does not suggest that she is “insane” even after discovering her attempt to kill 

George. The viewpoint of Sir Michael appears to be similar to that of the physician that 

evaluates Lady Audley later in the novel. Sir Michael believes her story and actions to be 

extreme, but his tone conveys pity rather than fear of her person.  

 Critics have paid close attention to the depiction of Lady Audley’s supposed 

madness. Lynda Hart recognizes the social significance associated with the portrayal of 

Lady Audley’s insanity and claims, “Even though Lady Audley badly bungled her 

principal crimes, and indeed did not succeed in killing either her first husband or her 

prying stepnephew, she is nonetheless a rare example of a Victorian woman who intends 

to kill with calm, premeditative deliberation and fails to repent with any sincerity” (Hart 

31). Lady Audley’s premeditation reveals the desperation of her situation as she becomes 

willing to murder in her attempts toward female liberation. Her crimes, though intended 

to be extreme in order to interest audience members, appear to be valid attempts to 

protect her own ambitions—that being, a happy life. While her actions and personal 

ambitions may appear to be selfish and self-centered, the alternative available to Lady 

Audley is also worth noting again. Lady Audley had but two options since her husband 
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abandoned her: she could remain at home, a poor, desolate woman who struggled to feed 

her young son, or, conversely, she could flee from the situation. Thus, her choice to leave 

and her fight to remain in her new position as the lady of Audley Court indeed appears to 

be a very explicit decision rather than a ill-formed, insane act. D.A. Miller agrees that 

Lady Audley's Secret "leaves ample room for doubt on the score of Lady Audley's 

'madness.' Her acts, including bigamy, arson, and attempted murder, qualify as crimes in 

a strict legal sense, and they are motivated [...] by impeccably rational considerations of 

self-interest" (Miller, "Cage" 121). Thus, the suggestion appears to be that Lady Audley 

calculated her options in a cunning manner to protect her own future rather than as an 

insane female with a diseased and irrational mind. 

 The physician that evaluates Lady Audley, Doctor Mosgrave, finds similar 

evidence against the madness that Lady Audley claims to suffer from. In his initial 

assessment of Lady Audley, the physician advises Robert that he does not believe her to 

be insane: “I will see the lady if you please, but I do not believe that she is mad” 

(Braddon 377). Robert, incapable of believing that Lady Audley is anything but insane 

asks the doctor to elucidate on the evidence he has to believe that she is not mad, to 

which he replies: 

Because there is no evidence of madness in anything that she has done. 

She ran away from her home, because her home was not a pleasant one, 

and she left it in the hope of finding a better. There is no madness in that. 

She committed the crime of bigamy, because by that crime she obtained 

fortune and position. There is no madness there. When she found herself 

in a desperate position, she did not grow desperate. She employed 
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intelligent means, and she carried out a conspiracy which required 

coolness and deliberation in its execution. There is no madness in that. 

(Braddon 377) 

The physician’s assessment of Lady Audley, therefore, suggests the shifting society in 

which the Victorians lived. He believes the acts Lady Audley committed to be a natural 

reaction to a desperate situation. Her act, though insane by the standards of male 

Victorians, represents the ideals of the progressive female, who later becomes the New 

Woman, in that by accessing and utilizing her feminine power to manipulate others in to 

believing her to be a person she is not, Lady Audley encompasses the idea of female 

liberation—yet paradoxically, while she is still dependent on man for marriage. 

 The description of Lady Audley as "insane" appears to be a specific response to 

the gender norms of Victorian society—notably what is acceptable (passiveness) and 

what is not acceptable (aggressiveness). Most significantly, the narrator appears to be 

indecisive in terms of Lady Audley's madness. Lady Audley’s insanity shifts back and 

forth without a finite conclusion which lends further evidence to the case that she is not 

insane after all—since not even the narrator is convinced of this fact. In Elaine 

Showalter's The Female Malady: Women, Madness, and English Culture, 1830-1980, she 

analyzes the use of female madness within literary work. In her book, Showalter argues,  

"[...] madness is a female malady because it is experienced by more women than men. 

The statistical overrepresentation of women among the mentally ill has been well 

documented by historians and psychologists" (Showalter, The Female 3) and explains 

that Victorian culture had a specific interest in the idea of female madness. This madness, 

as it appears in Lady Audley's Secret, may indeed be a response to the social and literary 
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interest in the idea of madness. Thus, Showalter explains, "[...] the sensation novels of 

Mary E. Braddon give us a more subtle and complex way of understanding the crises of 

the female life-cycle than the explanations of Victorian psychiatric medicine. These texts 

present female insanity in its social contexts, and as a reaction to the limitations of the 

feminine role itself" (Showalter, The Female 61). Braddon's use of the female insanity, as 

Showalter suggests, provided social commentary on madness in the 1860s. Insane 

fictional female characters such as Lady Audley, Showalter explains: 

 [...] suggest that the rise of the Victorian madwoman was one of history's 

self-fulfilling prophecies. In a society that not only perceived women as 

childlike, irrational, and sexually unstable but also rendered them legally 

powerless and economically marginal, it is not surprising that they should 

have formed the greater part of the residual categories of deviance from 

which doctors drew a lucrative practice and the asylums much of their 

population. Moreover, the medical belief that the instability of the female 

nervous and reproductive systems made women more vulnerable to 

derangement than men had extensive consequences for social policy. It 

was used as a reason to keep women out of the professions, to deny them 

political rights, and to keep them under male control in the family and the 

state. (Showalter, The Female 73) 

Lady Audley's insanity, in connection with Jameson's idea of the political unconscious, 

thus appears to be a social and political commentary on the gender politics of the time.  

 Power and the ways in which males and females subsumed power in nineteenth 

century were challenged in Lady Audley's Secret yet also provided social commentary on 
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the subject of power at the same time. Lady Audley, a woman attempting to gain a 

position of power, was also a madwoman—thus, her efforts to achieve power appear to 

be in vain when she admits to being insane, as insanity is a representation of weakness, 

according to Showalter's findings. Power was thus difficult for women to access as 

according to Sarah Maier, “Victorian society rested on the assumption of a dialectic of 

power between men and women; women claimed power in order to be equal and men 

attempted to maintain their power by controlling women” (Maier 14). This process of 

control is further elucidated by Robert’s appearance and characterization in the novel. 

While Lady Audley is attempting to claim power and to improve her life, Robert Audley 

consistently acts as a detective figure and works to deter her plans and expose the truth. 

Robert Audley, by focusing insistently on the past of the elusive new Lady Audley and 

by finally attempting to admit her into a mental institution, exposes the desire of the male 

sex to continue to control and overpower the female sex. In fact, Robert makes the 

incrimination of Lady Audley his life’s quest and “constituted himself the denouncer of 

this wretched woman. He had been her judge; and he was now her gaoler. Not until he 

had delivered the letter which lay before him to its proper address, not until he had given 

up his charge into the safe keeping of the foreign mad-house doctor, not until then would 

the dreadful burden be removed from him and his duty done” (Braddon 382). 

Consequently, there appears to be quite a bit of desperation at both ends of the gender 

spectrum. Robert appears desperate to discover the secrets of Lady Audley, then later to 

commit her to an insane asylum, while Lady Audley seems to be desperate to escape and 

live her life free of a marriage that was oppressive and destitute. Thus, it may even be 

argued that Robert Audley is attracted or fascinated by Lady Audley as a femme fatale. 
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 Braddon’s sensational Lady Audley’s Secret and its use of a female femme fatale 

countered by a male detective exposes the power struggle occurring between males and 

females as women struggled to gain social, political, and personal freedoms. Historically, 

men assumed power, legally and within marriage relationships, while women were 

expected to adhere to the rules set forth by men. It is the females' attempt to break free 

from the social and moral constraints of the time period that lead to controversy. Most 

men undoubtedly enjoyed the benefits of patriarchy and the difficulties that Lady Audley 

faced in terms of the male detective are further evidence of this. The popularity of the 

sensation novel as a result of its thrills and excitement also provided novels such as Lady 

Audley's Secret with an opportunity to address, in this case inexplicitly, social and 

political issues. For Braddon, the subversive or unconscious theme is the liberation of 

women and the female’s ability to use techniques such as deceit and manipulation to 

acquire power. For, according to Jameson, literary criticism allows scholars to interpret 

texts "to show the 'local' ways in which they construct their objects of study and the 

'strategies of containment' whereby they are able to project the illusion that their readings 

are somehow complete and self-sufficient" (Jameson 10). Lady Audley's Secret, it may be 

argued, utilizes Lady Audley's struggle with Robert Audley as a symbol of patriarchal 

law as its strategy of containment. The novel, I argue, by detailing the attempts and 

failures of Lady Audley to free herself from a legal system that does not recognize her as 

a powerful entity worthy of legal or economical authority, thus emits an unconscious 

message.  

 Additionally, the sensation novel’s use of crime—such as the use of bigamy, 

murder, and arson—details the inherent fears of the mid-nineteenth century regarding 
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female liberation—in that many feared female independence. By admitting Lady Audley 

as a “mad-woman” into an insane asylum, the novel suggests that women who attempt to 

break free from the standards of society will indeed be forced to pay for acting against the 

norms of society, in this case patriarchal law. Thus, Lady Audley’s Secret, reveals the 

importance of power within gender relationships and the very real fact that many women 

of the mid-nineteenth century were inferior to men in many ways. Lady Audley's tale also 

highlights the moral dilemmas that other Victorian females likely faced in terms of male 

abandonment and divorce. Although many of the decisions Lady Audley made 

throughout the novel are inexcusable, her tale does detail the desperation of the female 

under patriarchal rule. In addition, No Name, like Lady Audley's Secret, also concentrates 

on the power (or rather, the lack thereof) of females within a patriarchal society, though it 

does so different ways. In the second chapter of this thesis I explore No Name in detail 

and focus specifically on the depiction of Magdalen as a femme fatale as a response to 

patriarchy, as well as discuss the narrative techniques that Collins uses to present his 

novel in a way that was both entertaining and socially enlightening. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE ILLEGITIMATE WOMAN: OVERCOMING THE LAW IN WILKIE COLLINS’S 

NO NAME 

 

Thousands of women marry for money, why shouldn’t I? 

-Wilkie Collins, No Name 

 

 Wilkie Collins is recognized as not only the author of several infamous sensation 

novels, but is also believed to be "the founder of the sensation novel that moved beyond 

the limits of the realistic" (Andres 155) with his 1860 sensation The Woman in White. It 

is with The Woman in White that Collins indeed begins to entrap his audience with 

thrilling secrets, depictions of the insane woman, and bourgeois criminals. Yet, it is with 

Collins’s No Name, serialized in All the Year Round from March 15th to January 17th and 

published in volume form on December 31st of 1863 that the female is presented as a 

figure capable of dominating or over-powering men. Collins used various narrative 

techniques to create an interesting novel; thus, in the Preface to No Name he explains, 

"The main purpose of this story is to appeal to the reader's interest in a subject, which has 

been the theme of some of the greatest writers, living and dead—but which has never 

been, and never can be, exhausted, because it is a subject eternally interesting to all 

mankind. Here is one more book that depicts the struggle of a human creature" (Collins 

5). The creature that Collins details throughout the novel is his female protagonist, 
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Magdalen Vanstone, and her struggle will be further detailed in this chapter. Thus, in an 

attempt to achieve his desire goal of appealing and interesting readers, Collins tactfully 

plots out the tale of the Vanstone family and positions Magdalen's difficulties 

accordingly. Yet, Collins also writes No Name in a very different way than his previous 

novel, in addition to differing from other sensation novels written at the time, by 

presenting the "secret" of the novel quite early in the story. His reasoning for revealing 

the secret so early in the novel, as discussed briefly in the introduction of this thesis, was 

to "rouse the reader's interest in following the train of circumstances by which these 

foreseen events brought about" (Collins 6). No Name was, therefore, specifically and 

intentionally planned out and by clearly informing his readers of his goals and the 

narrative techniques that he will utilize in the novel, it is as if Collins invites the reader 

not only into the novel but also invites them into his own mind.  

 Near the end of Collins's Preface, he justifies the new techniques that he attempts 

in No Name by stating, "In trying this new ground, I am not turning my back in doubt on 

the ground which I have passed over already. My one object in following a new course, is 

to enlarge the range of my studies in the art of writing fiction, and to vary the form in 

which I make my appeal to the reader, as attractively as I can" (Collins 6). The reveal of 

the novel's thesis at the midway point of the first volume was thus intentional, and though 

disclosing the secret so early on was atypical for a sensation novel, Collins Preface 

recognizes that there is often room for alterations in an art form such as writing. As well, 

where the presentation of the secret may have differed in No Name than in other 

sensation novels, the novel did not fail to meet other narrative qualities common of the 

sensation novel. As with Braddon's Lady Audley's Secret, No Name was a thrilling tale 
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that focused around the life of a female protagonist, arguably a femme fatale protagonist 

at that. The protagonists of the two novels as well assumed false identities, though 

Collins indeed detailed and emphasized Magdalen's masquerade much more precisely 

than Braddon. A few themes, therefore, such as female protagonists, crime, detectives, 

seem to appear frequently in sensation novels and they indeed appear on both Lady 

Audley's Secret and No Name. However, it is important to note that the approaches taken 

by Collins and Braddon, as explained by Collins himself, do differ. The sensation novel 

as a genre was not merely a genre focusing on a deranged female protagonist who 

decided to wreak havoc on society; rather, the themes of the novels and the ways with 

which they were written imply that the sensation novel was a genre written by intelligent, 

politically aware authors. 

 As with Braddon's Lady Audley, Magdalen Vanstone as a character is also 

suggestive of the political unconscious discussed in the introduction and first chapter of 

this thesis. Magdalen's story, it may be argued, is a tale about a female attempting to 

overcome her position as an illegitimate, legally powerless young woman. However, 

Collins’s position as a male author appears to lend significant evidence to the problem of 

inequality for women within marriage relationships. Although there were indeed female 

sensation novelists, male author's often had the upper hand and Tamar Heller notes 

"women's status was generally lower than that of their more prominent male colleagues" 

(Heller 7). Collins position as a male author in a male-dominant society provided him 

with a unique opportunity to explore the gender issues of the mid-nineteenth century. 

Heller recognizes this position and explains that "Collins' position in this changing 

Victorian literary marketplace was in many ways a double one, both feminine and 
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masculine" (Heller 7), yet, while Collins addresses many social issues of the time period, 

including gender, Heller also notes that Collins also had a "tendency to evade the full 

implications of a feminist critique" which was, more than likely, a result of "the 

ideological climate of his era, and [...] his desire not to offend readers shaped by 

conservative values" (Heller 8). Similarly, Andrew Dowling, literary critic and author of 

Manliness and the Male Novelist in Victorian Literature, recognizes that the “role of 

gender in the social construction of the female author has, of course, long been 

recognized by feminist critics” and as such notes Mary Ellmann’s 1968 commentary 

regarding the female novelist: “books by women are treated as though they themselves 

were women, and criticism embarks, at its happiest, upon an intellectual measuring of 

busts and hips” (Dowling 28). Such criticism regarding the female novelist and her 

subject matter appears to be ironic when considering the sensation novels of Collins, who 

was of course male. Magdalen Vanstone, the protagonist or heroine of Collins's No 

Name, first appears as a happy young woman in a harmonious domestic, middle-class 

setting. Yet, as the novel moves forward Magdalen experiences a number of heartbreaks: 

for, not only does her father die in a terrible accident, but her mother also passes away, 

leaving her and her sister Norah to find that they had been deemed as illegitimate by the 

law and were thus disinherited from the family fortune. The extreme injustice suffered by 

Magdalen and her sister implies the prejudices suffered by many women at the middle of 

the nineteenth century. Such depictions seem to suggest Collins's awareness of the 

unreasonable position of the female within patriarchal Victorian society.  

 As noted by Virginia Blain, No Name "draws attention to the power of those 

social economic forces in mid-nineteenth-century England which ensured the dependency 
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on men of even the most courageous, unconventional and independent-minded of 

women" (Blain xviii). Furthermore, Blain recognizes the "radicalism of Collins's 

treatment of women" as "Illegitimacy, with its connotations of allowing no class, no 

status as a responsible person in the eyes of the law, no legal name, serves here as an 

evocative and subversive metaphor for the position of all women as nonpersons in a 

patriarchal and patrilineal society" (Blain xix). While it may or may not have been true 

that all women were viewed as "nonpersons," it becomes quite clear throughout No Name 

that Magdalen and her sister Norah are undoubtedly viewed as illegitimate women with 

"no name." Magdalen's attempts to gain access to freedom are but vain attempts as the 

Victorian patriarchal system appears to challenge her with characters such as Mrs. 

Lecount who emerges as the novels "detective," a figure representative of the patriarchal 

law. Yet, it appears to be ironic that Collins would use a female figure such as Mrs. 

Lecount to represent the forces of patriarchy—as indeed it would seem that all women 

would be against the idea of inequality. This, however, was not always the case. Many 

Victorian women, especially those of the generation previous to Magdalen's, felt it 

necessary to "guard" feminine purity and feminine ideals and though Collins does not 

specify that this is Mrs. Lecount's purpose for persuing Magdalen, it is surely plausible 

when considering the time period. At the same time however it may also be argued that 

rather than protecting feminine purity, Mrs. Lecount was protecting 

Noel Vanstone—a man that she controlled and had power over—a power that she was 

not interested in sharing with another woman. Mrs. Lecount, as Blain argues, "is much 

more experienced than Magdalen: she is older, and her cold, manipulative cleverness 

seems at first the antithesis of Madalen's volatility" (Blain xvii) and reveals her dated 
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views toward life when she declares that "The widow of Professor Lecompte, sir, takes 

what is justly hers—and takes no more!" (Collins 562). Magdalen, on the other hand, 

does not agree that she should let man decide whether she is deserving of her inheritance 

and clearly reveals this throughout the text. 

 Mrs. Lecount's role as a detective, a term generally linked with the police or the 

law, opposes Magdalen's attempts to reinstate her father's inheritance time after time. 

Mrs. Lecount's role in the novel, as a female detective pursuing a female subject, was a 

clever and interesting tactic on the part of Collins. Traditionally, sensation novels, such as 

Lady Audley's Secret and others, use male detective figures to propel the plot. Collins 

choice to use a female detective figure was a narrative element that, much like his 

decision to forfeit the novels secret early on, was unorthodox for a sensation novel. For, 

according to Hedgecock, detective figures within sensation novels were "always" male. 

Femme fatale figures within the sensation novel, Hedgecock asserts: 

 [...] pose as such a threat to expose [the] bourgeois hypocritical double 

standard. Because of her poor socioeconomic class, lack of social status, 

and unlawful, the femme fatale is always 'a marginal' creature who 

occupies the space outside of familiarity, structure, and light, villains 

emphasizing a common subtext: the detective, always a male protagonist, 

must subdue the dangerous woman in order to restore male dominance and 

patriarchal power. In essence, he proves his heroism by unmasking, 

unveiling, and making legible the threat of the femme fatale. (Hedgecock 

110) 
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Hedgecock's assertion makes it clear that the sensation novel relied on a male detective in 

pursuit of a femme fatale in order to prove that patriarchy must be maintained. I argue, 

however, that for Collins the process patriarchal rule as being male versus female did not 

necessarily mean male detective versus female subject. As No Name implies with Mrs. 

Lecount's character, female detectives can in fact pursue femme fatale figures. 

 Mrs. Lecount appears in the novel as Noel Vanstone's servant and a life-long 

family employee. Her loyalty to Noel, therefore, appears to be endless and her curiosity 

about Magdalen does not appear to be abnormal when she is first introduced in the novel. 

Rather, Mrs. Lecount's concern of Magdalen appears to be similar to that of a close 

friend, or even a mother, but upon further examination it becomes clear that Mrs. 

Lecount's intentions are not entirely pure. Her statement regarding the fact that she "takes 

what is justly hers—and no more" becomes questionable when the narrator details the 

extremes to which Mrs. Lecount goes to protect her beloved Noel Vanstone, the source of 

her power. Leila May details the character of Mrs. Lecount and refers to her as Noel's 

"shrewd housekeeper [...] who suspected Magdalen from the first," yet May also 

recognizes that Mrs. Lecount was "also capable of her own trickery" (May 155). To start, 

Mrs. Lecount "beguiles Norah into sending her a physical description of Magdalen, 

including the location of some moles on her neck usually hidden by her hair" (May 155). 

Mrs. Lecount's cleverness is thus not an easy force to be reckoned with—even for 

Magdalen under the tutorship of the infamous cheat, Captain Wragge. Magdalen's 

attempts to manipulate Noel into marriage, and Mrs. Lecount's continuous attempts to 

deter and expose Magdalen, reveal the very real struggle that women of the Victorian 

period experienced as they even faced challenges related to patriarchy by their own sex. 
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By deterring Magdalen from constructing a relationship with Noel, Mrs. Lecount in turn 

prevents Magdalen from access to power—that being the economic power and stability 

that her father's inheritance would provide. Mrs. Lecount's actions also appear to be 

attempts to keep the law in place—that is to say, to keep Magdalen in her place—since 

Magdalen remains penniless and nameless until she enters into marriage.  

 As Magdalen's antagonist, Mrs. Lecount is indeed signifies the challenge that 

patriarchy posed at mid-century. Jenny Bourne Taylor recognizes the power that Mrs. 

Lecount holds within the novel and notes that she "wields a magnetic power through her 

simultaneous foreignness and familiarity. Combined with this is her ability to turn moral 

management into medical control, but this power is now brought about more decisively 

by her feminine manipulation of her own appearance, which as 'little less than a triumph 

of physical resistance to the deteriorating influence of time', and an artificial 

counteraction to degeneration" (Taylor 146). Mrs. Lecount, like Magdalen, understands 

the art of manipulation and uses it to her benefit. Collins also uses his narrator to 

perpetuate Mrs. Lecount's abilities as a trickster figure. When in the presence of Noel, 

Mrs. Lecount appears to be gentle and conscious of her master, and allows him to believe 

that he is indeed the master. The narrator of No Name details such an account:  

MRS. LECOUNT. "You will not forget to be liberal in offering money 

when you know beforehand you don't mean to part with it?" Mrs. 

Lecount asks of Noel. 

NOEL. "Don't dictate, Lecount! I won't submit to dictation!" said Noel 

Vanstone, asserting his own independence more and more 
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impatiently. "I mean to conduct this business for myself. I am 

master, Lecount!" 

MRS. LECOUNT. "You are master, sir." 

NOEL. "My father was master before me. And I am my father's son. I tell 

you, Lecount, I am my father's son!" 

 Mrs. Lecount bowed submissively.  

 (Collins 300) 

Mrs. Lecount, therefore, as made clear through her submissive curtsies and "yes, sir" 

responses throughout the narration of No Name suggest the keen awareness that she 

possess regarding her role as a servant. The novel suggests that if Mrs. Lecount plays her 

cards right, so to speak, and pleases her master as a loyal employee, that she may one day 

inherit a sum of money. Magdalen, therefore, appeared to be a potential threat to Mrs. 

Lecount's future aspirations. 

 Magdalen and Mrs. Lecount thus appear to counteract the intentions of the other 

throughout the novel. The young femme fatale threatened Mrs. Lecount’s role as the 

primary female in Noel’s life. Mrs. Lecount, on the other hand, seemed to contrast 

Magdalen's goals in a similar way. Her continuous detective work thwarted Magdalen's 

attempts to entice Noel and exposed Magdalen's true identity. Though the narrative 

techniques used by Collins differs greatly from the methods used by Braddon in terms of 

their detective figures, both novels imply that that the detective serves as a resistance 

force against women who choose to challenge patriarchal law. By manipulating others 

and seeking marriages with men that benefit their own agendas, Lady Audley and 

Magdalen both appear to be figures that react against Victorian law. Magdalen, as No 
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Name emphasizes in its very title, was literally viewed by the law as having no name as 

she was an illegitimate offspring. In addition to being stripped of her name, Magdalen's 

family fortune was also taken from her as a result of her illegitimacy and was then given 

to a male heir. The unjustness of the law and its favor toward the male sex thus led 

Magdalen to assume a role as a femme fatale in an attempt to claim back the economic 

power that was once hers. Magdalen and Lady Audley, therefore, are both female figures 

that are reacting against Victorian law—and though their narratives are quite different, 

the political agenda that the two novels imply regarding patriarchy is very similar. 

The ways in which No Name exhibits the issues of gender occurring in the mid-

nineteenth century are complex and the use of a female detective in pursuit of another 

female heightens the plot even further. As a male novelist, Collins was often criticized by 

reviewers for illustrating female characters such as Magdalen as an inherently deceptive 

creature. Collins decision to use the name Magdalen also appears to be an interesting and 

ironic choice for the novel. Historically, Mary Magdalene has been believed to be an 

adulteress and penitent prostitute, facts that connect specifically to Magdalen Vanstone as 

she essentially "sells" herself to her cousin to gain back her inheritance. Collins, 

therefore, approaches the female character in an interesting manner. On the one hand, 

Magdalen acts immorally by masquerading herself to seduce her own cousin for 

money—but on the other hand, her actions also imply the desperation of her story. As a 

female, in order to gain access to economic power, she must marry. Although it is 

undeniable that Magdalen could have chosen other paths—such as working as a 

governess or other such work—this thesis suggests that it is women such as Magdalen, 

who takes the road less traveled by, that highlight the injustices of the patriarchal system. 
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Additionally, literary critic Deidre David recognizes the significance of a 

renowned author such as Collins adding such an important cultural and gender specific 

critique to his work. David details Collins position and asserts:  

Whether Wilkie Collins was a feminist, deployed popular literature 

for feminist ideology, or even liked women is not the subject of 

this essay. My interest is in something less explicit […] as No 

Name […] mounts a strong attack on misogynistic subjection of 

women. […] But no Collins novel, in my view, so interestingly 

conflates resistance to dominant aesthetic and sexual ideologies as 

No Name, even as it ultimately displays its appropriation by the 

authority that both enables its existence and fuels its resistance. 

(David, "Rewriting" 33) 

Thus, whether Wilkie Collins really was a feminist, it is clear that he recognized the 

social and legal issues that Victorian women encountered—and No Name’s Magdalen 

reiterates his focus on the subject. In fact, Collins himself notes the way in which he 

specifically molds Magdalen’s character to comment on the struggle between that which 

is considered “Good” and “Evil.” In the Preface to No Name, Collins explains his intent 

with the novel to depict “the struggle of a human creature, under those opposing 

influences of Good and Evil, which we have all felt, which we all have known” (Collins 

5). Furthermore, Collins explains, “It has been my aim to make the character of 

‘Magdalen,’ which personifies this struggle, a pathetic character even in its perversity and 

its error” (Collins 5). It may thus be argued that this struggle between good and evil 
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extends beyond that which is inherently good and evil according to the norm of Victorian 

society. With that said, I argue that “Good and Evil” in No Name is representative of the 

female struggle for freedom under male domination—that despite the patriarchal rule of 

man over woman, Collins novel suggests that the repression of women under the law is 

evil. 

 Yet, the novel also seems to suggest that Magdalen’s attempts at redemption are 

deemed evil by society. Magdalen, after having been left disinherited due to her and her 

sister Norah’s state of illegitimacy—indeed illegitimacy being a concept defined by the 

legal system in place for children born out of wedlock—employs the manipulative and 

deceitful use of various false identities in an attempt to reacquire her father’s fortune. 

While critics such as Jenny Bourne Taylor suggest that the “sisters’ literal illegitimacy” is 

the “dramatic analogue of their economic powerlessness as women” (Taylor 136), other 

critics such as Andrew Mangham suggest that despite the validity of Magdalen’s attempts 

to reinstate her family's fortune, she is ultimately viewed as an evil creature by society 

due to her illegitimacy. Mangham asserts that, “Magdalen’s obsessive crusade towards 

regaining her father’s fortune is the one immovable part of her character that lurks 

beneath every persona she adopts. This reflects the contemporary conceptions of women 

as essentially deceptive and capable of harbouring dangerous and resolute intentions” 

(Mangham 186). Nevertheless, the ideas of Taylor and Mangham may also be assessed in 

relation to one another. Magdalen is deceptive as a direct result of her illegitimacy and 

consequently economic powerless. Magdalen's actions imply that her state of 

disinheritance to be a direct attack on her power—that being that she has been stripped of 

any power as a result of the fact that her parents were not legally married when she was 



 

  74 

born—and furthermore set forth to defy the legal system in place and avenge her own 

personal rights. In order to achieve her goals, Magdalen takes on the characteristics of the 

femme fatale and masquerades her identity in order to do so. By accessing the qualities of 

the femme fatale—such as seduction, manipulation, and the masquerade—Magdalen 

proves that she is capable of asserting power. Although she fails to gain back her 

inheritance even after all of her deception, her ability to trick Noel into marriage reveals 

that she was capable of overpowering him. 

 The character of Magdalen in No Name is, like Lady Audley, young and beautiful. 

As such, Collins describes Magdalen in significant detail, noting while doing so that she 

surprisingly possesses “no recognizable resemblance to either of her parents” (Collins 

13). The narrator of the novel thus describes Magdalen: 

Her hair was of that purely light-brown hue, unmixed with flaxen, or 

yellow, or red […] It was soft and plentiful, and waved downward from 

her low forehead in regular folds […] Her eyebrows and eyelashes were 

just a shade darker than her hair, and seemed made expressly for those 

violet-blue eyes, which assert their irresistible charm when associated with 

a fair complexion. […] Her lips had the true feminine delicacy of form, 

her cheeks the lovely roundness and smoothness of youth […] The whole 

countenance—so remarkable in its strongly-opposed characteristics—was 

rendered additionally striking by its extraordinary mobility. (Collins 13-

14) 

Magdalen’s physical description, though varied from Lady Audley’s golden blonde locks, 

indicates her allure. In addition to the attraction of her face, the narrator also notes the 
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appeal of Magdalen’s figure, noting it as encompassing “a seductive, serpantine 

suppleness, so lightly and playfully graceful” (Collins 14). The narrator’s description of 

Magdalen, with emphasis on the sexuality of her body, reiterates the ideal of the femme 

fatale in that beauty represents an illusion for deceitfulness. For Magdalen, her fatality is 

that she is never what she seems to be as she is continuously masquerading her identity. 

Her skills as an actress, as noted very early in the novel, serve her well in her plot to 

seduce Noel into marriage. 

 Early in No Name the narrator makes it clear the Magdalen is an actress with 

natural-born talent. From her acting in a private family play, to acting on stage, to 

masquerading her identity, Magdalen constantly takes on various roles throughout the 

novel. Taylor recognizes Magdalen's characters as a representation of her "lack of a given 

self" and notes that she first takes to the stage, then "moves from one disguise to another 

and, in collaboration with her mother's stepbrother (or false uncle) [...] succeeds in 

marrying her cousin under an assumed name, a performance that fails in turn with his 

untimely death. She then takes on the role of servant in the next heir's family" (Taylor 

133). Magdalen's continual shifts in identity and skills as an actress are suggestive of the 

femme fatale, a figure known for her abilities as a seducer and trickster. Thus, this thesis 

argues that the depiction of Magdalen as a femme fatale is a reaction to her disinheritance 

by the legal system. Literary critic, Jennifer Hedgecock, believes that "Collins suggests 

that all women are actresses vying for husbands in a competitive market" and argues that 

the true goal of the femme fatale at midcentury was "the pursuit of upward social 

mobility, while desperately defending herself against arrogant aristocrats who wish to 

oppress, humiliate, or destroy her" (Hedgecock 153, 22). Magdalen's practice as an 
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actress prior to her masquerading attempts to marry her cousin were thus beneficial to her 

cause and foreshadowed her appearance as a literary femme fatale. 

 However, in order to effectively assess Magdalen’s situation, it is necessary to 

examine the circumstances leading up to her state of illegitimacy. Magdalen grew up in a 

seemingly ordinary, middle-class home with her only sibling Norah. For Magdalen, as 

with most Victorians, the home was a sanctuary and the family within that home was 

significant in the shaping of the individuals within it. No Name begins by emphasizing 

the significance of the family within the construct of the home—a home and family that 

is then ironically torn apart as a result of the laws inability to recognize children born out 

of wedlock. Yet, Karl Itmann explains the formation of the family and its importance: 

“The Victorian middle class saw the family through its own vision of domesticity. In this 

vision, the home constituted a refuge from the larger world, a private haven from the 

pressures of the public marketplace” (Itmann 142). Their loving parents thus shelter the 

Vanstone daughters and dedicated governess, while the dark secret regarding the legality 

of the parent’s marriage looms in the background. Yet, the picture of the perfect 

Victorian family vanishes when Mr. Vanstone receives an American letter. The letter 

contained the family secret, so to speak, a concept that had not been experienced within 

the realm of the family until this time. Nevertheless, the nature of the letter details a 

previous marriage that casts the Vanstone daughters as illegitimate and Mrs. Vanstone as 

an immoral unwed lover, and upon later discovery, renders a devastating consequence on 

the Vanstone daughters. This consequence, as Magdalen and Norah come to find is that 

as a result of their parents not being married at the time of their births, the law deems 
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them as illegitimate. The daughters illegitimacy causes them to not only be stripped of a 

legal name, but it also disinherits them of their father's fortune. 

 The disinheritance of the Vanstone daughters generated a passionate reaction in 

Magdalen, which reiterates the concept of the changing woman under the suppression of 

the law—a woman that chose to rebel against the injustices of society. No Name suggests 

the powerlessness of the female under the confines of British law and Magdalen’s quest 

to reinstate her lost inheritance reveals the progressive Victorian woman in her attempts 

to claim legal equality. Ironically, it is the law in and of itself that Magdalen ultimately 

exploits in her attempt to triumph over the law that has oppressed her. In addition to 

Jameson's discussion of the political unconscious, Lyn Pykett recognizes the implication 

of political affairs in the sensation novel and asserts that, “For many commentators 

sensation and the fantastic in fiction are forms of the personal or political unconscious; 

the return of the repressed in which ‘subconscious psychic energy bursts out from the 

restraints of the conscious ego,’ or in which subjugated, silenced, or invisible social 

groups or impulses rise up against the social institutions or forces which seek to deny or 

contain them” (Pykett, "Sensation" 193-194). Thus, Collins’s No Name, in a similar vein 

to that of Lady Audley’s Secret, emphasizes the subjugation of the female under the law 

of men. In both novels there appears to be no escape for women: no matter where they 

run or who they pretend to be, the female ultimately fails to challenge patriarchy. While it 

is true that Magdalen and Lady Audley do assert their power and succeed to overpower 

men in marriage relationships, their ends do not appear to reflect the means that they two 

women aspired to achieve. Lady Audley’s ultimate goal was to live a happy, prosperous 

life—yet, her attempts to overcome male domination resulted in a life-long stay in an 
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insane asylum. Similarly, Magdalen’s attempts to regain her inheritance result in a short-

lived marriage to her invalid cousin, Noel Vanstone, yet due to legal documentation she 

did not receive the money she had so desperately sought throughout the novel. In the end 

it was her sister, Norah, who acquired the family's inheritance through marriage to a 

different cousin, the heir to their father’s estate after Noel’s death. 

 In order to effectively evaluate the depiction of the Victorian female under the 

oppression of the law, Magdalen’s desperate pursuit to defy such laws must be 

explicated. The narrator, after detailing the interactions of Mr. Pendril, the family lawyer, 

and Miss Garth, the family’s governess, highlights not once, but twice, upon the social 

position of the Vanstone daughters: “Mr. Vanstone’s daughters are Nobody’s Children; 

and the law leaves them helpless at their uncle’s mercy” (Collins 143). Thus, Magdalen, 

after discovering the absurdity of her newly acquired illegitimacy, determines to oppose 

this position rather than to accept her new place in the world as she recognizes that the 

male heir “deliberately robbed Norah, and robbed me” (Collins 153). Yet, it is ultimately 

the callous tone of her uncle’s letter that sets Magdalen on her course of vengeance. In a 

letter written to Mr. Pendril, the Vanstone daughter’s uncle, Michael Vanstone, asserts 

his views on the family in question: 

I understand that my late brother has left two illegitimate children; both of 

them young women, who are of an age to earn their own livelihood. […] I 

wish the persons concerned, to know, once for all, how I regard the 

circumstances which have placed my late brother’s property at my 

disposal. Let them understand I consider those circumstances to be a 

Providential interposition, which has restored to me the inheritance that 
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ought always have been mine. I receive the money, not only as my right, 

but also as a proper compensation for the injustice which I suffered from 

my father, and a proper penalty paid by my younger brother for the vile 

intrigue by which he succeeded in disinheriting me. (Collins 155) 

Michael Vanstone’s vendetta against his brother and the Vanstone daughter’s father thus 

places the daughter’s in a position of powerlessness. Their uncle, in all his bitterness, 

makes it his ambition to prevent his younger brother’s daughters from happiness. Michael 

continues to detail his opinion on the birth of Magdalen and Norah, claiming that by 

giving birth to the daughters, Mr. and Mrs. Vanstone helped “them to take a place in the 

world which they are not entitled” (Collins 155). Furthermore, Michael informs Mr. 

Pendril that he will “assist them [Magdalen and Norah] to start virtuously in life, by a 

present of one hundred pounds each” (Collins 155), indeed a rather menial and 

unaccommodating amount of money, not to mention a blatant insult. Magdalen, 

therefore, takes her uncle’s resentfulness personally, and from the letter on, determines to 

seek vengeance on the man and the society that demeans her and her sister. 

 Michael Vanstone's financial power and Magdalen's relentless attempts to 

reinstate her father's fortune appear to be an indication of the oppressed female within 

Victorian society. Collins was specifically noted for demanding that his readers “share 

his sympathy with illegitimate children and errant women—subjects customarily avoided 

or condemned” (Lonoff 41). As a result, Magdalen’s attempts to attain her family fortune 

often appear to be desperate and ultimately unachievable. Collins allows Magdalen to 

exert power and to reach for her goal—but just as she seems close enough to attain her 

lost inheritance—Collins then pulls it from her grasp. Yet, it is perhaps Magdalen’s 
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continuous changes in identity that render the most interesting commentary regarding the 

social expectations of women within British culture. Her attempts to regain the family 

fortune led Magdalen first to the stage and then she used her experience as an actress as a 

powerful tool to seduce Noel Vanstone into marriage. Jenny Bourne Taylor recognizes 

Collins’s commentary regarding the identity of females during the mid-nineteenth 

century and asserts that, “Magdalen casts herself out into the world to speculate on the 

open market – initially by acknowledging her lack of a given self by taking to the stage” 

(Taylor 132). Additionally, Taylor continues her commentary regarding the use of 

performance on Magdalen’s part, claiming that “No Name takes the form of an obsessive 

pursuit of a lost social self – a transgressive quest that culminates in a breakdown that 

leads finally to the restitution of identity and a legitimate social role” (Taylor 132). Yet, 

the various roles that Magdalen plays in between the death of her parents and her 

restoration at the end of the novel that lend the most evidence regarding Collins’s view of 

the female oppressed by the law.  

 Magdalen’s reaction to her uncle’s bitter letter is detailed specifically by the 

narrator, who suggests that Norah, Miss Garth, and even Mr. Pendril all notice a change 

in her after discovering his vendetta against her deceased father. Mr. Clare, the father of 

Magdalen’s once betrothed, also recognized the anger building within Magdalen and 

warns Norah, “Be careful how you manage that sister of yours […] She has one great 

misfortune to contend with: she’s not made for the ordinary jog-trot of a woman’s life. I 

don’t say I can see straight to the end of the good or evil in her—I only warn you, her 

future will be no common one” (Collins 168). Mr. Clare’s predictions are indeed a 

foreshadowing of the events to come—for Magdalen soon thereafter disappears from the 
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presence of her sister and Miss Garth to pursue her aggressor, and in turn, becomes the 

aggressor. Miss Garth details Magdalen’s disappearance in a letter to Mr. Pendril as she 

frantically explains, “I write these lines in such misery of mind as no words can describe. 

Magdalen has deserted us. At an early hour this morning, she secretly left the house; and 

she has not been heard of since” (Collins 178). Magdalen’s unexplained absence is 

similar to that of Lady Audley, who also flies from her house without a words notice to 

her father or son. This unexpected, unexplained, and rash decision on Magdalen’s behalf 

lends further to the complicated nature of her plan and her reasons for leaving so quietly. 

Although the text does not suggest that Magdalen’s original goal upon leaving was 

marriage to her cousin Noel, her quick and quiet departure hints at scandalous behavior. 

As such, Magdalen—who wants justice for her and her sister—indeed understands that in 

order to succeed in regaining her inheritance, she must seek out the man that held the 

inheritance, and thus, held a position of power over her. Literary critic Ronald Thomas 

recognizes Collins ability with No Name to link “class and gender as component of a 

single issue. [...] Male control of wealth and power is achieved at the expense of women 

who know the secret of man’s power” (Thomas 69-70). It was the female recognition of 

the power that men held, as well as the power of the law, which encouraged women such 

as Magdalen to seek and destroy. 

 Magdalen thus utilizes female manipulation and deceit via the use of a false 

identity to lure her cousin into marriage. Magdalen already being beautiful, she simply 

assumed a false name and a false past history. Moreover, she employs the help of Captain 

Wragge, a distant relative who also assumes a false identity. It is at the crux of 

Magdalen’s pursuit to make Noel Vanstone fall in love with her that much of the 
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commentary regarding female desperation arises. Although Captain Wragge is described 

as a “vagabond and a cheat” (Collins 438) it is ultimately Magdalen who receives the 

most criticism for her actions as noted by literary critics such as Deidre David in 

reference to her practically "trading" her body for her lost inheritance. When her plan to 

win Noel over for the purpose of marriage first arises, Magdalen does her best to justify 

the cause and implies that such an act is the norm by stating, “Thousands of women 

marry for money, why shouldn’t I?” (Collins 489). Yet, her willingness to submit to a 

marriage specifically for money and revenge—not for love or any other sentiment—

renders some commentary regarding Victorian sexuality. David notes that “No Name is 

notable for Collins’s bold delineation of a heroine who sells her sexuality to regain her 

rightful fortune” and comments further: 

But the chilling picture of sexual bargain between vibrant young woman 

and sickly older man, undisguised as it is by the cosmetic of Victorian 

piety, serves its political purpose: Collins makes us see that disinherited 

middle-class women, deprived of paternal protection, assume an identity 

that is both inscribed and concealed by the gender politics of their social 

class – that of sexual object. (David, "Rewriting" 36-37) 

However, it is clear that Magdalen’s willingness to submit her sexuality to her cousin in 

exchange for her father’s fortune is not as willing as it seems. Rather, Collins appears to 

emphasize on many occasions the difficulty with which Magdalen had not only making 

the decision to seduce him into marriage, but also seeing through her plan to actually 

marry Noel—which indeed signifies the difficulty that many Victorian women faced 

when entering into arranged or undesired marriages.   



 

  83 

 Magdalen, however, fails to uphold the front that she puts on regarding her 

disgust with trading her sexuality for her rightful fortune. In a conversation with Captain 

Wragge, Magdalen claims, “You forget how strong I am […] Nothing hurts me” (Collins 

485) yet it becomes clear soon thereafter that Magdalen is not as strong as she wills 

herself to be since the decision drives her to the verge of suicide. Of course Victorian 

women could will themselves to be strong and to assert their feminine power to gain 

access to rights, but such attempts at strength were not always attainable—especially 

when it meant marriage to a repulsive invalid. As Magdalen is about to close the deal 

with Noel, so to speak, a letter that she writes to Norah clearly explicates her feelings on 

the marriage to her cousin under the mentioned pretenses: “It has come to this. The end I 

have toiled for, at such terrible cost to myself, is an end which I must reach or die. It is 

wickedness, madness, what you will—but it is so. There are now two journeys before me 

to choose between. If I can marry him—the journey to the church. If the profanation of 

myself is more than I can bear—the journey to the grave!” (Collins 496). Her confession 

to Norah thus makes it evident that she not only does not have the desire to marry Noel, 

but she is repulsed by the very idea—so much so that she considers suicide. In the end, 

Magdalen decides her fate and writes further to Norah, “My choice is made. If the cruel 

law will let you, lay me with my father and mother, in the churchyard at home. Farewell, 

my love! Be always innocent; be always happy” (Collins 496-497). Magdalen’s dramatic 

suicide rant is further evidence of the difficulty that women such as herself faced. 

Although Magdalen's situation was indeed a result of her own life choices, it may also be 

suggested that she was pushed to make these desperate decisions as a result of the unjust 

legal system in place. The end of No Name, however, with Magdalen restored to her 
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fortune via her sister Norah's marriage—as well as details of Magdalen's own happy 

marriage to Captain Kirke—indicate that Collins was indeed sympathetic to Magdalen as 

a character. 

 Collins thoughts regarding women’s issues and the social problems of the 

nineteenth century were not specific to Collins alone. Most, if not all, of the sensation 

novels exhibit the problems of the time period in regards to marriage, gender relations, 

the law, and issues of mental health. Braddon, like Collins, details the quest of a woman 

who uses marriage in a desperate attempt to improve her position in life and society. In 

addition, Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations also observes the gender issues of the 

period through its portrayal of Miss Havisham and Estella. Miss Havisham, like No 

Name’s Captain Wragge, serves as a mentor to Estella who tutors her regarding her 

specific specialty—that being the ability to break men’s hearts. Although it is true that 

Captain Wragge follows Magdalen throughout No Name, he also mentors her on 

maintaining a false identity and ultimately hopes to gain a piece in the fortune that 

Magdalen attempts to attain. Similarly, Miss Havisham has her own agenda as a mentor 

of sorts to Pip and Estella. Miss Havisham, a woman left at the altar by a man that agreed 

to marry her for her wealth, harvested a personal vendetta against the male sex. Indeed, 

Miss Havisham seems to depict the mentor for all Victorian women interested in learning 

the art of manipulative persuasion, not to mention revenge against the male sex. In Miss 

Havisham’s pursuit to train Estella on how to break a man’s heart, she enlists the young 

Pip as Estella’s experimental figure. Miss Havisham then chides Pip by telling him to 

“Love her, love her, love her! If she favours you, love her. If she wounds you, love her. If 

she tears your heart to pieces—and as it gets older and stronger, it will tear deeper—love 



 

  85 

her, love her, love her!” (Dickens 184). It is in this manner that Miss Havisham 

encourages Pip towards love to Estella while simultaneously training Estella to lure Pip, 

but not to give her heart away—again reiterating the figure of the femme fatale—but this 

time, Estella represents a femme fatale in training. The common reappearance of the 

femme fatale figure within Victorian novels—as they appeared not only in Lady Audley's 

Secret and No Name, but also in Great Expectations, Armadale, Bleak House, and 

others—imply that there were quite a few challenges occurring in terms of gender and 

power. The sensation novels of the 1860’s, though they often do not gain sympathy for 

their depictions of the female, are at the very least asking readers to rethink the 

boundaries that the law has set in place to guard women from possessing legal power. 

For, as novels such as No Name and Lady Audley’s Secret suggest, a woman without 

legal power will indeed be enticed to defy such standards. 

 Indeed, many critics at the time of No Name’s publication were hesitant, many 

even resistant, towards the ideas presented in sensation novels. In an unsigned 1863 

review in Athenaeum, the critic comments on the disagreeable character that Magdalen 

presents by stating: 

In order to carry out her purposes she enlists into her service an 

unblushing scoundrel, whom she knows to be such. In reckless 

determination to carry through her purposes, she remains this man’s 

associate and pupil for months, reckless of the agony she has caused to the 

affectionate sister and friend from whom she hides herself. She connives 

at every conceivable cheat and imposture to entrap into marriage a man 

whom she loathes as though he were a reptile. (“H. F. Chorley” 132) 
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Although it is clear that this critic indeed disapproves of Magdalen’s actions, it is the 

critics recognition of Magdalen’s actions that suggests the need for further explication of 

the problem of the Victorian woman in society. Magdalen, as noted by the unsigned 

review, was driven into such a desperate state that she worked with a known criminal to 

deceive and manipulate a man into marriage. While the concept of such a ploy may have 

seemed deplorable at the time period, Magdalen’s perseverance and quest in and of itself 

is expressive of the progressive female in literature, despite her failure. Like Lady 

Audley, Magdalen is determined to use any means possible to attain that with which she 

believes to rightfully belong to her.  

 Yet, as with Robert Audley in Lady Audley’s Secret, No Name also makes use of 

a detective figure with the use of Mrs. Lecount, Noel Vanstone’s housekeeper. For the 

sensation novel as a genre, the use of a detective figure appears to serve as a symbol that 

represents the oppression of patriarchy. More specifically, whatever the task and 

whatever the means being employed to gain power over the law, in Lady Audley's Secret 

and No Name the detective figures always seems to arise in an attempt to prevent the 

women that are challenging patriarchy law from succeeding that law. In The Novel and 

the Police, D. A. Miller explicates the significance of the police and the use of detectives 

within nineteenth century literature. Miller asserts in regards to the Victorian novel, 

“Characteristically locating its story in an everyday middle-class world, the novel takes 

frequent and explicit notice that this is an area that for the most part the law does not 

cover or supervise. Yet when the law falls short in the novel, the world is never reduced 

to anarchy as a result” (Miller, The Novel 3). For No Name and Lady Audley’s Secret, the 

middle-class world within which the crimes are being committed are indeed disrupted 
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temporarily. Ultimately, however, the suggestion appears to be that criminals such as 

Lady Audley will simply spend the rest of her life in asylum forgotten, while Magdalen, 

even after the havoc she caused, will spend her days as the wife of Captain Kirke, a man 

providing even more wealth than the inheritance that she sought. Mrs. Lecount and 

Robert Audely as detective figures, therefore, represent the patriarchal system attempting 

to stop those that are challenging such conventions. As such, the ability of sensation 

novel detectives to successfully discover the criminal actions of their pursuers implies the 

impossibility for Victorian women to effectively break free from the constraints of the 

legal system. 

 With No Name, therefore, Collins attempts to depict the condition of not only 

women, but also the condition of children that result from unwed parents. The novel 

reiterates the Victorian fears of female retaliation and uses various techniques to prevent 

the female heroine Magdalen from succeeding in her quest to gain a position of power 

through her marriage to her cousin Noel. Yet, the novel’s ultimate conclusion—which 

depicts Magdalen as a happily (legitimately) married woman—also suggests that despite 

a female's perseverance, she is ultimately unable to acquire the power that she desires 

under her own terms. With No Name, Collins is recognized for his “critique of dominant 

modes of gender politics” (David, "Rewriting" 43). Additionally, No Name is also noted 

for being “thick with the inherited themes of Victorian fiction – marriage, family, money, 

wills, female desire, male governance – [and] contains an irregular, disruptive episode 

that functions as an important signifier for Collins’s indictment of patriarchal law” 

(David, "Rewriting" 43). While Collins may or may not have been a feminist, No Name 

undoubtedly highlights the problem of the female within Victorian society. Magdalen 
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refused to accept the way in which she was perceived by the law and determined to 

undermine the law by asserting her power through deceit and manipulation. While her 

ends may not have justified her means, it is clear that with No Name, Collins highlights 

the progression of females in a time period where women were expected to accept what 

they were given and to expect nothing more. The sensation novel, therefore, recognizes 

both the power and potential of women in their pursuits of both happiness and revenge. 
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CONCLUSION 

THE CHANGING FEMALE: BRADDON’S LADY AUDLEY’S SECRET AND 

COLLINS’S NO NAME 

 

 As I have emphasized in my discussions of Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady 

Audley’s Secret and Wilkie Collins’s No Name, depictions of the Victorian female and 

her relation to the male sex, the law, and power represent important aspects of nineteenth 

century culture. It is clear throughout Lady Audley’s Secret that women were often 

victims of a very male centered legal system as detailed with the account of Lady Audley 

and her attempt to escape a failed marriage. Literary critic Lillian Nayder distinguishes 

the importance of the sensation novel in terms of its ability to relay the social and 

political issues of the nineteenth century. As such, Nayder asserts that, “Like the other 

sensation novels of the early 1860s […] Lady Audley's Secret responds to the ongoing 

debates over marriage law reform by exposing marital conflict and deception within 

middle- and upper-class homes. At various moments in her novel, Braddon acknowledges 

the need for marriage law reform by dramatizing the oppression and powerlessness of 

English wives, subjected to the mistreatment and brutality of their husbands, and 

perceived as a lucrative source of income to the impoverished or greedy men who marry 

them for their money” (Nayder 35). As a result of the oppression and legal powerlessness 

of women, therefore, many sensation heroines such as Lady Audley and No Name’s 
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Magdalen sought to redefine their social roles by acting against the legal constructs set 

before them. The means by which Lady Audley and Magdalen sought to gain power by 

improving their social positions, on the other hand, was not without criticism. Many 

literary critics and reviewers during the mid-nineteenth century condemned the portrayals 

of criminal minded women of the sensation novel—claiming such depictions as immoral 

and socially unacceptable. Yet, it through the use of the sensationalism of the sensation 

novel that author’s such as Braddon, Collins, and Dickens are able to address the stigma 

surrounding marriage, gender, power, and sexuality without stating such themes 

explicitly. 

 It may be argued, therefore, that the sensation novel as a genre offered ideas 

regarding the political nature of power and marriage that suggest the progressive changes 

occurring in women’s rights. As well, as argued in the chapters of this thesis, Jameson's 

ideas regarding the political unconscious lend further analysis into the underlying 

political implications in No Name and Lady Audley's Secret. For, as Jameson argues, 

political interpretation is a priority that assists scholars in taking a pragmatic approach to 

literary history (Jameson 11, 17). Thus, recognizing the political implications that various 

texts have produced throughout history is crucial. While early nineteenth-century fiction 

such as Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility recognize the 

inequality of women in terms of legal status and power, it is with sensation novels such 

as Lady Audley’s Secret and No Name that women are finally reacting to such 

discrimination. In Lady Audley’s Secret, Lady Audley, the former Mrs. Helen Talboys, 

refuses to submit to a life of shame after having been abandoned by her husband. Instead, 

she leaves her home and the child that she has been left to care for alone in search of a 
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better, less repressive life. During Mrs. Talboy's quest she finds that she can use her 

beauty to her advantage and as a result gains the attention of the wealthy Sir Michael 

Audley of Audley Court. After successfully wooing Sir Michael into marriage, Lady 

Audley then makes it her quest to maintain her position as the Lady of Audley Court—

doing anything and everything she can to prevent her new social position from being 

taken from her.  As a result of her perseverance and dedication to maintaining a life of 

wealth, Lady Audley often appears to be representative of the Victorian femme fatale as 

she utilizes “evil” means to sustain her position. These evil means being the use of deceit 

and manipulation, Lady Audley’s employment of false identities and a false history of her 

past life place her into an unexpected position when her husband finally returns to look 

for her. Morally, the novel’s use of bigamy suggests the very real fear that Victorians had 

regarding sexuality. While women were expected to be “pure” and “innocent,” women 

such as Lady Audley defy the constraints of such expectations. 

 There was thus a double standard as women were expected to adhere to a higher 

level of sexual purity than men during the nineteenth century. As a result, the laws 

regarding marriage were also biased largely towards men. Ronald Thomas explains the 

sensation novels reference to marriage as a topic of dispute and asserts that: 

We should bear in mind that the sensation novel is set not only in the 

context of the reform of certain kinds of legal procedure, but also at the 

time of the Second Reform Act’s extension of political representation in 

England, the passage in 1857 of the first of a series of divorce acts called 

the Matrimonial Causes Act, the introduction into Parliament of a 

women’s suffrage bill for the first time in 1869, and the enactment into 
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law of the Married Women’s Property Acts in 1870 and 1882. In this 

context, the sensation novel of the 1860s has been read by feminist critics 

as part of a growing protest around a larger issue of female political 

empowerment. (Thomas 69-70). 

Thomas thus recognizes the importance of both the themes addressed in the sensation 

novel and the political changes occurring in regards to women’s rights and marriage laws. 

Lady Audley’s Secret, No Name, Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations, and other 

sensation novels detailed the frustrations of the time period yet still managed to create 

literature that was entertaining and invigorating—not to mention that each author 

presented their novels with varying narrative techniques. The use of female heroines as 

mediators to the political issues of the nineteenth century is also very significant. Women 

of course were the gender experiencing a bias in terms of the law, the use of female 

characters as protagonists in such sensation novels provided sensation authors with the 

opportunity to fully explore the oppression of women and the trials and tribulations with 

which women were forced to endure. 

 Lady Audley’s Secret and No Name’s use of the female as ultimately “knowing 

what she wants” is indeed a very modern idea. Yet, the ways in which Lady Audley and 

Magdalen were forced to access power was certainly much more difficult than that of the 

modern woman. Ultimately, however, Lady Audley and Magdalen’s stories of 

desperation reveal a change and progression in women over the course of the nineteenth 

century. As R. W. Connell asserts, “The challenge from women is now well documented. 

The nineteenth century saw a historic change in gender politics, the emergence of 

feminism as a form of mass politics – a mobilization for women’s rights, especially the 
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suffrage, in public arenas” (Connell 249). Such changes, nevertheless, were illustrated in 

the sensation novels of the 1860s—and although the sensation novel spends quite a bit of 

time detailing women’s problems without resolution—it was the recognition that gender 

inequality existed that ultimately led to future changes and development. The previous 

attitudes regarding women’s suffrage had by the end of the nineteenth century were 

finally being “vigorously rejected” (David 1) and the sensation novel with all it’s thrills 

and excitement helped to accelerate an understanding about the political and power 

struggles of the female sex. 
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NOTES

                                                        
i I understand that this idiom is cliché, but the statement also clearly defines my 

purpose: the sensation novels, Lady Audley's Secret and No Name, are in fact literary 

documentation of the historical changes that were occurring during the 1860s. 

ii According to Peter Covington: "According to statistics the first divorce in Britain 

took place in 1551, with the church until then seeing marriage as sacred. However, it was 

only after the 1857 Matrimonial Causes Act that allowed divorce through the courts, 

instead of the slow and expensive business of a private Act of Parliament. Under the 

terms of the act, the husband had only to prove his wife's adultery, but the wife had to 

prove her husband had committed not just adultery, but also incest, bigamy, cruelty or 

desertion" (Covington 120). 

iii John Ruskin quoted from Andrew Dowlings Manliness and the Male Novelist in 

Victorian Literature. 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