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thro ugh it , she spe;lk s fr o m within ;1 g ilded cage'." She fur ther suggests 
that 

.1 lrhough it mi ght be unusu<J I for a non-professional �m�u �s �i�c�i �<�~ �n� to be 
represented wholl v in terms of <J rt music, Collin s did h;we the 
reiJtivelv �u�n�u �s �u�<�~ �l� �c�~ �d �v �J �n�t �a�g�e� of being able to �J�r�~�w� on a re.1I -Ji fe 
example of �<�~ �n� �'�a �m�<�~ �t �e �u �r�'� �p �i �~ �n �i�s �t� of real talent ... [Therefore) we 
>hould look beyond the ki nd of repertories that young bdies usuall v 
J rew on for t>Vt> ning entert<Jinmt>nt in teasing out the nascent 
threads of �L�a�u�r �<�~�'�s� �m�u�-�; �i�c �<�~ �l� J<.:ri viti es." 

M oreover, high art composers such as Mozart did compose pi .111o pieces 
that were w ith in the range of unskilled amateurs. I w ould suggest then 
th;H Laura's agency comes not f rom her skill level, as Weli ver argues, but 
from the ways in which she uses music to convey her transgressive 
thoughts ;md feel ings to Walter :tnd to the render. She may 'speak fr om 
within a gilded cage', as Losseff points our, bur her message is nor 
sanctioned by it. Laura is able to use musical conventi ons to her 
advantage, communicating with her lover both somaticall y and 
sonoricall y, thereby subverting the stereotype of the ideal woman by 
expressing sexual desire. 

Musical villainy and sexual subrt:xt: Count Fosco 

Laura is not the onl y sensuall y transgressive musician in the novel. We 
also see Count Fosco pl ay. perfo rmances which �i�n�i�t�i�<�.�~�l�l �y� effe minize him 
and contribute suhstanriall y to the novel's melodramatic aspect. Critic s 
of music in sensatio n ficti on touch on Fosco only tangentiall y, focusing 
inste;ld on the high art music played by Laura.'' H owever, examining 
music in the context o f melodrama allows for a cohesive reading of all 
the musical performances. As I have argued elsewhere, male musicians 
in Britain were feminizeJ o r foreign or, as is the case with Count Fosco, 
both.;" An Ita lian livin g in exil e, Fosco is both effeminized and 
demonized by his musical abiliti es. At Blackwater Park, Marian and 
�L �a �u�r�<�.�~� o bserve him 

singing Fig:lro's fa mous song in the Barber of Seville. with that 
crisply -fl uent vocal isati on which is never heard from any other than 

4-' l.mseif. "Absem 'vl eloJv', 5.15 . 
•• 1/Jid. 
4

·' See Ati.Js, 'Wilki e Col l ins on M usic'; Lossdf, ' .\hsenr MeloJy"; and Weliver, Women 
Mll stciuns in �V�t�c �t �o �r�t�~ �1�1�1� Fh·tiull . 

"'' �S�~�e� Laura Vorachek, '" The Instrument of rhe Centurv": The Pi ann as on Icon of 
Female Sexuali ty in rhe Ni nereenrh Ccnrury', George Eliot-George Henn- Letl'es Sw dit·s 
3S-9 i200lll 26-4.l. 
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:111 Italian throat. accompanving himself on rhe concertina, which he 
played wirh ec;raric rhrowings-up of his arms, and graceflll 
tw istings, and turnings of his head. lik e a far St. Cecil ia 
masquerading in male attir e. ( WW, 205) 

123 

Like hi s penchan: for sweets and small animals, music marks Fosco 
as feminine. Alrh cugh the concertin a, o ne of the most popular 
Jo mesri c in strumen:s in the Vi ctori an per iod, w :ts typicall y associ::n ed 
with the wo rking ch sses by the end of century, in the 1850s and 60s 
it w ns more commonl y found in the d rawing-rooms of the upper anti 
middle clnsses." T hus Fosco's instrument in thi s scene contributes to 

his domesti cation. Hi s cho ice of an ari a f rom Rossini 's opera marks 
h is fir st associa:io n with that composer. Recogni zeJ by 
contemporaries in tht: fir st half of the nineteenth cenrurv as the 
greatest composer of his time, Rossini appeared ' the indolent 
raconteur, the gourmet, the spi r it of an elegant Second Empire Salon', 
a descripti o n which has cerrain resonances wi th the lazy, gl uttono us, 
cultured and intelligent Fosco.•• 

Marian's characterization of Fosco as a w oman in drag seems to belie 
the th reat he poses to her J.nd Laura. Li ke L lllra, Fosco is ;lblc to use 
music to pro ject a socially acceptable image of himself to others. But 
Fosco's musical know ledge also suggests a mo re menacing side to hi s 
character. Marian writes in her journal: 

After dinner, [Fc.>co] rook Laur:J by the hJnd. and :Jsked her if she 
would be 'so sweet as to play to him'. She complied. through sheer 
astonishment. He sat by the piano, w ith his watch-chJin resting in 
foiJs, li ke a golden serpent, on the �s�e�:�~�-�g �r �e�e�n� protuberance of his 
waistcmlt. His immense head lay languidl y on one side; and he 
gentl y beat time wirh two of his vell ow-white fin gers. He highly 
approved of the music, and tenderl y admtred �L �~�u�r�a� 's manner ot 
pbving- not as JOOr Hartwright used to praise it, with an innocent 
enj oyment of the sweet sounds. bur wi rh a clt>ar, cult iv Jted. prJctical 
knowl eJge of th: merit s of the compositi on, in rhe tir st place. and 
of the merits of the player's touch, in rhe second. ( WW, 260-6 1) 

The 'serpent' that rests on Fosco's bell y and the contrast with Walter 
suggest his evil nature. Walter's ' innocent enj oyment' of Llllr a 's play ing 
suggests a prelapsa:ian appreciati on of musil: , while Fosco's 'clear, 
cultivated, practical knowledge' of both music and musicians renders 
him all the more sinister with irs devilish. postlapsarian associatio ns. 
Thus, too much kncwledge of music is n bad sign, a prevalent ::tttirude 

47 Alb n W. Ari as, Th£ Wheufstonr Eng/isll Co11cert i1ra i 11 Victori1111 £11g/Jnd (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 19%) 7. 

4.q Phill 1p Gosserr, 'R<ossini , Gioachino (Antonio)' in Tl>e Nell' Gml'<' Dict1wr.lr v ol 
Music ,md Musiri.Jns, 2nc edn, ed. Stanley S3J ie (l nnJnn: \ 1:tc\1ilb n, 20ll l ) vol. 21: 755. 
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in the nineteenth cemury, which ·~mph~1sized the moral superiority of 
the :lm<lteur musicicm over the cr:1ssn~ss of the profession:~!'.'' 

While Fosco's music:1! skill contributes to his characterization :~s J 
vilbm, it also cuds him 111 his vilbiny. As their situation ar Blackw:~rer 
1\uk worsens, Marian writes letters to the only rwo men she and Laura 
can Jppe:1l ro for protection, their L1wyer and their uncle, and gives them 
ro LJur:l's maid robe delivered. Th:1t evening, when Fosco he:1rs Marian 
has no letters for the post, he ' s:~r down ar the piJno; and played the air 
of rhe li\'elv Ne~1pol itJn street-song, ''La mia CJrolina", twice over' 
( WW, 2tl6 ).'" This is almost certainly :1 sign to Madame Fosco who, 
:1trer a quick cup nf rea, le,wes the room. Before M cHian can follow her, 
the Count stops her, first with a requ es t for a cup of tea , and a second 
rime with music. 

He sroppcd me :~gain- rhis rime, bv going back ro rhe piano, and 
suJJen lv appeal ing to me on a music:JI question in which he 
JecL1reJ rku the honour of h1 s counrrv was concerned ... -And, 
wirhour w'11ting for .1 worJ of e~ssenr or.d issenr on my parr, looking 
me h:Jrd in rhe face e~ll rhe rime. he begJn thundering on the piano, 
.md singing ro ir wirh louJ and loirv enthusiasm; on ly imerru]Jting 
him, eli . • lt inrcrvals, ro .mnou iKe ro me fiercely the ride ot rhe 
different pieces of music ]selections from Rossini's 'Moses in Egvpr'] 
.. The pi.1no rremhleJ unJer hi s powerfu l hands; ,, nd the te;Jcups 

on the t3 ble r,nrleJ .. 1s his hi)( bass voice thundered our the notes 
'"'d his he;~H foot be,n rime ~n the floor. 

T!1ere W•lS. something horrible- some thing fierce and dev ilish, in 
rhe omburst ot hi s delight 'H his own singing .tnd plc1 ying, c1nd in the 
triumph with \Vhich he W3tched irs dtecr upon me, as I sh rank 
ne~ner ,111d ne~rer to the door. (2~6-7) 

In this p~1ss:~ge, Fosco appears at his most rhre,nening and dangerous. 
No longer an effeminJte musician, his performance reveals him ro be 
'hard ', ·],)ud', 'fierce', 'powerful', cmd 'devil ish ', with both his 'bass 
voice' c1nd his playing 'thundering' in the room . Both ' horrible' and 
'triumphl:1nt]', as villains usually Jre when menJcing the innocent 
heroine. Fosco mrimidares .\1ari:1n, who shrinks ' nearer and nearer to 

the door' in ~m Jrtempr to escape, and his di sruptive effect on domestic 
h,umony :1nd trcmqui!iry IS seen in irs representatives, rhe 'trembl[ing]' 
piano c~nd 'rarrllingl' teacups. Tht: music he chooses contc1ins dram<Hic 
chords :.~ccentuclting the vocal parr and ominous rumbles, e1n 
clppropri .ne Jccompclnimem for villainy. As Frank Rahill notes, Rossini 
was ·famous for his musi..:al storms and noisy crescendos'. " The threat 

4 ' ' .-\ri:J>. 'Wilkie Collins on \1u,ic' , 26- . 
'

11 I luv ~..~ been t~~ubl\:' ttl tr:h.:c rh is -.flng in .1nr of the song mdexes or libr:~ry c1t:tlogues 
I h,,,·c :o.t:':lrdltll. 

<1 R.lillll, Tl1e \\'orld nf M<'ludrdlllu, 12h. 
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he poses to rhe tranquility of the piano and teacups suggests a veiled 
threat to !\brian as well. Fosco's admiration nf Marian :mu Madame 
Fosco's fierce jealousy suggest a sexual undertone ro this scene.'' 

It is perhaps fitting rhar this ambiguously gendered ch cuauer is 
sexually attracted ro Marian, the other ambiguously genJered chJracter 
in the novel. Bur as Lnsseff po ints our, while Fosco's musici:1nship 
feminizes him, he is firmly constructed as '::m "effeminate" man . ... H e 
never loses his relationsh ip with the presuiprive power of the word Jnd 
the patriarchal order. since his is alw~1ys texted musi..:'. '' Inte restingly, 
she notes thi s in conjun..:rion with the previous scene, when Fosco 
comments on Laura's performance, tJther than with rhis scene, in which 
he p lays music specifically denoted as texted. The text of Fosco's ],1St 

selection, 'Prayer o f IsrJe!ires, at the P:~ssJge of th e Red Sec1', 
accomp:~nies the scene in Rossini's Moses in Egypt in which the lsr,; elires 
pra y for aid as they stand seemingly trapped at the edge o f rhe Red Se:1, 
tensions mounting as the Egyptian hordes adv.mce. A..:cording to th e 
libretto, th e Egyptians e1re advancing because .\!loses's sis ter Miriam h:ts 
chosen God anJ her people over the man she loves, rh e Phar::wh's son; 
he then orders the Egyptians to chase the Jews, 3 sco rned lover ex:~cring 
hts revenge. Thus Fosco's choice of music borh sets and refl ec ts the tone 
of the scene, innocence threatened by evil, and furthers rhe sexual 
subrext by hinting that <1 rebuffed sexual attr:lction und erlies the threat. 

This music is agJin Jssoci3ted with Fosco toward the end o f rhe 
novel, when \Xf:1lrer goes to hi s house in Sr John's Wood ro glimpse the 
man for rhe first time. Walter firs t hears Fosco :1nd then sees him. The 
magnificent melody of the Pra ye r in Rossini 's "Mmes'', sung in a 
sonorous bass voice, rose grandly through th e suhurh:1n silence of the 
place. The front garden g:1re opened and closed. The Count had come 
our' ( W' W, 527). Thi s mus ic precedes and id~nrifies Fosco for Walter. cls 
he recognizes 'rh~ deep ringing voice which M~uian 's description had 
made familiar to me' (527), much like the w:~v music identified the 
vilbin for an audience ar a melouramaric pby. Rec:dling !Ybyer's point 
that musical ' themes [in melodrama I .ue stated, repecued. quo red ... for 
reasons of ... subliminal association with other :1crions or ..:har:1crers'. 
Fosco's theme nor only identifies him, bur rem1nds us nf hi s musico­
sexual aggression against Marian even while she i'i se1fe ly our of his 
reach. This scene marks the transition in the novel from privcue music to 
public. Walter is familiar with Fosco's singing bec::JUse Mari:~n has made 

'il The rhre:uened violenLe in rhis scene is re~1liz.ed nor long Jfte:·, whtn fn,Cil rc .1ds .1nJ 
\\·rires in ~1J.ri~n·s journal, ~n acr which D. A .. \1iller refers ro . t ~ :1 ·\'JrtU :ll rape' 0 .. \ . 
~·ldk r, The Newel .llld t/)(' l'olicc (Baklev: Universirv of C:.liif<>rni:J Pre'"· 19XX) 162. 

51 Losseif, 'Absent Melody', 548, emphasis in or.iginal. 
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her jo urnal public to him, ' readling j to him from the ma nu sc ript ' whil e 
he ra kes nores (40 1 ). An d it is wh en the Co unt leaves the privacy of his 
ow n ho me , si ngin g hi s th eme song, that Walter is able to ident ify him. 
Thus music is a n ide nt ifying age nt no t onl y fo r the cllldi ence bur fo r 
cha r<1Cters JS we ll . 

As th e no vel co mes to a close and characters a re resto red or punished 
accordin gly, music pL1ys its fin a l accompaniment to a sensatio na l sce ne 
of di scove r ~· . Th e plot leaves its pri va te, do mestic footings a nd becomes 
one of po lit ic .1l int rigue with the entrJnce of 'The Brothe rh ood ', a n 
lta liJ n po liric1l sec ret society. Co rres pondingl y, music also enters a 
public space, the o pera hall , and is perfo rmed by pro fess io nal musicia ns. 
Wa Iter fo ll o ws Fosco to <1 perfo rm a nce o f Do nizetti 's Lucrezia Bo rgia at 
th e ope r:~ , hr ingi ng Pesca in the hopes that his friend will recognize the 
Count. Walter sees Fosco soon <1fter entering, but wa its until the end of 
the first act ro put Pesca to th e rest . The music and the li bretto a t the end 
of th is ac t co mbine to create a tense mood of heightened emo tio n and 
expectatio n. This emoti o nal frajectory parallels that o f the novel , 
th ere by creat ing resonances with th e musica l accompaniment in 
melodra ma tic fas hi o n-" The rea de r is in a state o f heightened 
expec ta ti on , awaiting Pesct's recognition o f Fosco , as the a ud ience 
expects Genmro's death . Reader and audience are each di sa ppo inted, 
but then rewarded wi th somethin g more d ra matic and sen s :~tio na l : 

Fosco recognizes Pesca <lnd is visibl y a fr:~id of him, a nd Lucrez ia sa ves 
Ge nn a ro's life . Th e publ ic recogniti o n alerts a n unidentified fo reign 
o perative to Fosco's ident ity and results in his dea th, cl os ing the book o n 
his vi llain v. 

Both La ura :1nd Fosco use mus ic ro convey sex ua l fee lings, 
perfo rmances w hic h defy me lodramatic fo rrnube by presenting a 
hero ine with sex ual age ncy a nd a vill ain who is effemin ized by his 
instrument choices, a mong other things. Whil e co nfo rming to so me 
gender conve ntions ( Llllra pl ays voiceless instrumenta l music and Fosco 
is assoc iated with o pe ratic texts), these characters bo th co mplicate the 
si mpl e stereoty pes of me lodra ma a nd render th e no vel's mo ral 
ambi guous . H owe ver, Collins charJcterizes music perfo rmance as a 
spec ifi c:dl y fe minine fo rm of agency with a specifica ll y sexual subtext, 
al beit o nl y fl irting w ith impro pri ety. Thus Laura is a ble to express 
herself within the middl e-c lass co nventi ons of domestic music witho ut 

'" In rhe f i n ;~ ! 'ccnc. Luuezio begs her husband Alfo nso not ro kill Gen naro who, 
un beknownst ro oil hut her, is he r son fro m .1 fo rmer marri .Jge. :\l fo nso refuses, believing 
thar Lucrez i ~1 is in love with Gc: n 1uro, and h.:t s her .1dminisrer the poisoned wine. After 
.-\ ltoJho Jcp;~ rt > . Lucrczi,, hq;s rhe <kepricol Genn.Ho to d rink the antidote. He finoll~ 
Jrinb 11 JnJ ""''P"' unha rmed . 
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causing anx iety. As this novel suggests, music 's performati ve nature 
demo nstrates that the see mingly fixed ca tego ry o f ge nd er also ca n be 
o rc hest rated . Altho ug h borrowing fro m it s musica l convenno ns, 
melodra m:l 's wo rld of ce rta int ies and abso lutes does not ex ist in 
sensat io n ficti on. 


