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in the nineteenth century, which ‘emphasized the moral superiority of
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the amateur musician over the crassness of the professional’.

While Fosco's musical skill contributes to his characterization as a
villam, it also aids him in his villainy. As their situation at Blackwater
Park worsens, Marian writes letters to the only two men she and Laura
can appeal to for protection, their lawyer and their uncle, and gives them
to Laura’s maid to be delivered. That evening, when Fosco hears Marmp
has no letters for the post, he ‘sat down at the piano; and played the air
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of the livelv Neapolitan street-song, “La mia Carolina”, twice over
(WW, 286)." This is almost certainly a sign to Madame Fosco who,
after a quick cup of tea, leaves the room. Before Marian can follow her,
the Count stops her, first with a request for a cup of tea, and a second
time with music.

He stopped me again — this time, by going back to th‘e piano, and
suddenly appealing to me on a musical question in which he
declared that the honour of his country was concerned ... - Apd.
without waiting tor a word of assent or dissent on my part, loqkmg
me hard in the face all the time, he began thundering on the piano,
and singing to it with loud and lofty enthusiasm; only interrupting
himself, at intervals, to announce to me fiercely the tite of the
ditferent pieces of music [selections from Rossini’s ‘Moses in Egypt’]
... The piano trembled under his powerful hands; and the teacups
on the table cartled, as his big bass voice thundered out the notes
and his heavy foot beat time on the floor. ' o

There was something horrible — something fierce and devilish, in
the outburst of his delight at his own singing and playing, and in the
triumph with which he watched its effect upon me, as I shrank
nearer and nearer to the door. (286-7)

In this passage, Fosco appears at his most threatening and da'ngerous.
No longer an effeminate musician, his performance reveals hmj to be
‘hard’, “loud’, ‘fierce’, ‘powertul’, and ‘devilish’, with both his ‘bass
voice’ and his playing ‘thundering’ in the room. Both ‘horriblc' and
‘triumph|ant]’, as villains wsually are when menacing the innocent
heroine. Fosco intimidates Marian, who shrinks ‘nearer and nearer to
the door™ in an attempt to escape, and his disruptive effect on domestic
harmony and tranquility is seen in its representatives, the ‘rrembl[ing.]’
piano and ‘rattl|ing|” teacups. The music he chooses contains dramatic
chords accentuating the vocal part and ominous rumbles, an
appropriate accompaniment for villainy. As Frank Rahill notes, Rossini
was ‘famous for his musical storms and noisy crescendos’.” The threat

4 Atlas, *Wilkie Collins on Music’, 267, '

S 1 have been unable to trace this song in any of the song mdexes or library catalogues
I have searched.

SERahally, The World of Melodrama, 126.
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he poses to the tranquility of the piano and teacups suggests a vetled
threat to Marian as well. Fosco’s admiration of Marian and Madame
Fosco’s fierce jealousy suggest a sexual undertone to this scene.

It is perhaps fitting that this ambiguously gendered character is
sexually attracted to Marian, the other ambiguously gendered character
in the novel. But as Losseff points out, while Fosco's musicianship
feminizes him, he is firmly constructed as ‘an “effeminate” man. ... He
never loses his relationship with the prescriptive power of the word and
the patriarchal order. since his is always texted music'.™ Interestingly,
she notes this in conjunction with the previous scene, when Fosco
comments on Laura’s performance, rather than with this scene, in which
he plays music specifically denoted as texted. The text of Fosco's last
selection, ‘Prayer of Israelites, ar the Passage of the Red Sea’,
accompanies the scene in Rossini’s Moses in Egypt in which the Israelites
pray for aid as they stand seemingly trapped at the edge of the Red Sea,
tensions mounting as the Egyptian hordes advance. According to the
libretto, the Egyptians are advancing because Moses’s sister Miriam has
chosen God and her people over the man she loves, the Pharaoh’s son;
he then orders the Egyptians to chase the Jews, a scorned lover exacting
his revenge. Thus Fosco’s choice of music both sets and reflects the tone
of the scene, innocence threatened by evil, and furthers the sexual
subtext by hinting that a rebuffed sexual attraction underlies the threar.

This music is again associated with Fosco toward the end of the
novel, when Wialter goes to his house in St John’s Wood to glimpse the
man for the first time. Walter first hears Fosco and then sees him. “The
magnificent melody of the Prayer in Rossini’s “Moses”, sung in a
sonorous bass voice, rose grandly through the suburban silence of the
place. The front garden gate opened and closed. The Count had come
out” (WW, 527). This music precedes and identifies Fosco for Walter, as
he recognizes ‘the deep ringing voice which Marian’s descriprion had
made familiar to me’ (527), much like the way music identified the
villain for an audience at a melodramatic play. Recalling Mayer’s point
that musical ‘themes [in melodrama] are stated, repeated, quoted ... for
reasons of ... subliminal association with other actions or characters’.
Fosco’s theme not only identifies him, but reminds us of his musico-
sexual aggression against Marian even while she is safely out of his
reach. This scene marks the transition in the novel from private music to
public. Walter is familiar with Fosco’s singing because Marian has made

%2 The threarened violence in this scene is realized nor long after, when Fosco reads and
writes in Marian’s journal, an act which D. A. Miller refers to .s a ‘virtual rape” DAL
Miller, The Nowel and the Police (Berkley: University of California Press, 1988) 162

3% Losseff, ‘Absent Melody’, 548, emphasis in original.
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her journal public to him, ‘read|ing] to him from the manuscript’ while
he takes notes (401). And 1t is when the Count leaves the privacy of his
own home, singing his theme song, that Walter is able to identify him.
Thus music 1s an identifying agent not only for the audience but for
characters as well.

As the novel comes to a close and characters are restored or punished
accordingly, music plays its final accompaniment to a sensational scene
of discovery. The plot leaves its private, domestic footings and becomes
one of political intrigue with the entrance of ‘The Brotherhood’, an
ltalian political secret society. Correspondingly, music also enters a
public space, the opera hall, and is performed by professional musicians.
Walter follows Fosco to a performance of Donizetti’s Lucrezia Borgia at
the opera, bringing Pesca in the hopes that his friend will recognize the
Count. Walter sees Fosco soon after entering, but waits until the end of
the first act to put Pesca to the test. The music and the libretto at the end
of this act combine to create a tense mood of heightened emotion and
expectation. This emotional trajectory parallels that of the novel,
thereby creating resonances with the musical accompaniment in
melodramatic fashion.™ The reader is in a state of heightened
expectation, awaiting Pesca’s recognition of Fosco, as the audience
expects Gennaro's death. Reader and audience are each disappointed,
but then rewarded with something more dramatic and sensational:
Fosco recognizes Pesca and is visibly afraid of him, and Lucrezia saves
Gennaro's life. The public recognition alerts an unidentified foreign
operative to Fosco’s identity and results in his death, closing the book on
his villainy.

Both Laura and Fosco use music to convey sexual feelings,
performances which defy melodramatic formulae by presenting a
heroine with sexual agency and a villain who is effeminized by his
instrument choices, among other things. While conforming to some
gender conventions (Laura plays voiceless instrumental music and Fosco
is associated with operatic texts), these characters both complicate the
simple stereotypes of melodrama and render the novel’s moral
ambiguous. However, Collins characterizes music performance as a
specifically feminine form of agency with a specifically sexual subtext,
albeit only flirting with impropriety. Thus Laura is able to express
herself within the middle-class conventions of domestic music without

S+ In the final scene, Lucrezia begs her husband Alfonso not to kill Gennaro who,
unbeknownse to all but her, is her son from a former marriage. Alfonso refuses, believing
thar Lucrezia is in love with Gennaro, and has her adminisrer the poisoned wine. After
Altonso departs. Lucrezia begs the skeprical Gennaro to drink the anridote. He finally
drinks it and escapes unharmed.
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causing anxiety. As this novel suggests, musics performative nature
demonstrates that the seemingly fixed category of gender also can be
orchestrated. Although borrowing from its musical conventions,
melodrama’s world of certainties and absolutes does not exist in
sensation fiction.



