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I doubt that any of us would find William Wilkie Collins anything but delightful. He was a conversationalist sans pareil. He was a joyful and an affable fellow. As you might suspect after reading The Moonstone, he was personally an imaginative and polished story teller. A precursor of the flamboyant Oscar Wilde's famous and quick wit and the literary forerunner of Arthur Conan Doyle, and the harbinger of George Bernard Shaw's social advocacies. Collins was an extraordinary person.

Wilkie (William was dropped after his youth) Collins can be viewed as a composite of contrasts. He was conventional and iconoclastic, responsible yet insouciant, and an optimist whose work is moody and humorous. He was often sick but nevertheless, generally in good spirits. He was a considerate and kind man who could also be sharp and acerbic in his attack on social injustices and religious procedures. He hated the strict rules of social conduct for Sundays. He railed against legal and social inequality, although in a mild and satirical way. He rejected things English from politics to cookery. 

He was an eccentric rather than a dandy and disliked many social conventions, especially formal wear. He was also strongly against corsets. Collins was not graceful in his movement but remarkably elegant in his use of language. He refused to wear what everyone wore, declined to eat what everyone ate, wouldn't say what everyone said and would say what everyone kept silent about. He was however, a patient friend and good listener who was careful not to offend.

Nonetheless, his artistic tastes were conventional. He didn't care for the Pre-Raphaelite art movement founded by his brother and his friends. He preferred Mozart and despised Wagner. After the age of thirty, he enjoyed more prosaic activities like sailing and being with his friends and family. He refused to marry, but was a responsible and generous father of his three children from his long term morganatic marriage. 

Collins was 5'6" tall, had very small hands and feet, and always wore glasses as an adult. His nose seemed too small for his spectacles. He had an asymmetrical forehead. A large beard tended to improve this imbalance somewhat. To some his head seemed too large for his body. He had special mannerisms and ticks. For example, he had the habit of hanging his hands and arms between his legs, swaying them to and fro.

He was frequently sick with something then called Rheumatic Gout which by his 36th year often attacked his joints and eyes for long periods of time. Physicians recommended laudanum, a compound of opium, and by the time of the writing of The Moonstone at the age of 44, he was irremediably dependent on increasingly larger doses for the rest of his life. 

Collins was by most contemporary accounts, extremely charming, considerate, and warm. He had a bright and sunny disposition in spite of his illnesses, poor reviews and partial social exclusion that his eccentricities caused. In The Woman in White, a solid English bourgeois character says, "We don't want genius in this country unless it is accompanied by respectability". Of course, when he died the movement to have him buried at Westminster Abbey met with official rejection.

Nevertheless, he is considered one of the most enthralling and courteous companions of the 19th century. He was eagerly accepted and often invited for dinner. He was a great favorite with women of all ages, in spite of his eccentricities and social arrangements. He charmed and amused them with very imaginative story telling, comic verse, and intimate affectionate letters. He had a fine sense of humor and an elegant and clever style of conversation. Lady Priestly said: "To sit next to Wilkie at dinner was to have a brilliant time of it."

Collins' father William, was a successful painter and member of the Royal Academy. He was friendly with Samuel Coleridge, William Thackeray, John Constable, and William Blake. William Collins was conservative, pessimistic and very politic, constantly currying the favor of the nobility and influential people. 

In 1836, when Wilkie was 12 1/2 and after tutoring at home and a few months in a boarding school, his parents took him and his only other sibling, his younger brother Charles, on an almost two year visit through France to Italy. This trip influenced Collins greatly. He learned languages well, developed a taste for continental cuisine, and observed a far less formal and strict religious life than in England. 

Encouraged to draw and paint, he found himself more interested in literary activities. He loved to make up and tell imaginative stories. His brother Charles became a painter and was a close friend of Holman Hunt and John Millais. Charles was however, very insecure of his talent and inherited his father's pessimistic outlook. Charles married Dickens' daughter Kate in perhaps an unconsummated but cordial relationship until his death at the age of 43.

Wilkie was quite different. He was much like his mother. Mrs. Collins was charming, warm, and optimistic. She was slightly eccentric but very well liked and socially accepted. Like his father he was a diligent worker, responsible, very affable, and particularly careful not to alienate. 

Wilkie Collins was obliging but not interested in his father's attempts to get him settled. He left boarding school 18 months after returning from Europe. He worked but not very diligently at a tea importer's office for several years. His father then paid the fees for him to become a lawyer at Lincoln's Inn. In 1847, Collins passed the rather loose exams without much study. By then he had for several years been submitting anonymous articles to various magazines. 

In 1846, Collins' first novel was a Gothic romance set in Tahiti before its discovery by the Europeans. The book was too shocking to be published because it dealt too intimately with promiscuity in the South Seas. The 14-years-older Melville wrote Typee in 1846. Typee was much milder but exotic enough to enthrall its readers.

In 1847, Collins' father, who was dying from heart disease, asked Wilkie to write his biography after his death. His father had a good reputation, knew many famous people and kept careful journals. The biography was published in 1848 and gained Wilkie much notoriety. 

The second novel was Antonia, published in 1849. It was a classical romance in the style of Walter Scott and Bulwer-Lytton, set in Rome in 410. Collins, eager to insert sensational material, included many scenes of horror, Roman decadence and hinted strongly of cannibalism. It was perhaps the only gothic novel to actually include Goths. The book generally got good reviews and established Collins as a novelist.

Shortly later, in 1850, Collins accepted a part with Charles Dickens' theatrical group. This group produced plays to fund a village for retired artists and was a pet project of Dickens and Bulwer-Lytton. Soon the 26 year old Collins and the already famous Dickens, 12 years his senior, became friendly and often caroused together in the seamier sections of London and later Paris, ostensibly for journalistic purposes. Assuredly, the purpose was less reputable and tended towards the sensuous and salacious. Dickens liked Collins because he was not censorious and was an enthusiastic companion. He especially liked Collins because he worked hard and enjoyed their leisure-time activities uninhibitedly. By the mid-1850's, Collins became Dickens' preferred companion in what was called "nightly wanderings into strange places."

Collins' next novel Basil, was a "sensation" novel, then a recently coined term for novels that focus on terror and the unnatural, to excite the passion and involvement of the reader. The young Henry James later pointed out that the sensation novel, unlike the Gothic novel, did not go to exotic locales or back into history for its drama, terror, and mystery. It rather installed these features in the midst of the modern scene. This made them even more immediate to the reader.

Basil describes an aristocrat's son meeting a tradesman's daughter in an omnibus, a secret marriage, a villain who seeks revenge on the son's father and who also seduces the girl on the eve of her marriage while the prospective groom overhears the entire episode. There is much horror, hate, passion, and obsession. It was very popular even with its improbable plot, nevertheless intrigued readers. This novel confirmed to Dickens that Collins was a serious writer. 

Collins inserted social concerns into his novels such as, divorce, inheritance laws and legal rights of women. Many of his main characters were outsiders, e.g., Rosanna Spearman, Ezra Jennings, and Gabriel Betteredge. The novel, Hide and Seek dealt with the happiness of a deaf mute. No Name probes the problems of illegitimate birth. Armadale examines the moral and physical results of heredity. Man and Wife exposes the inequality of marriage laws. Poor Miss Finch involves a blind heroine and an epileptic hero. The New Magdalene presents the case for prostitution vividly and sympathetically. Heart and Science is a violent attack on vivisection. These are themes which later authors finally approached. Wilkie Collins if anything, made it easier for them. 

Algernon C. Swinburne, who highly praised Collins' narrative power and imagination, felt Collins diminished his work by social criticism. In 1889, he produced the couplet:   What brought good Wilkie's genius nigh perdition?/ Some demon whispered -- "Wilkie! have a mission."

The reviewers were critical because Collins used new genres of fiction not considered preeminent or of literary value. Collins was an innovator of melodrama, specifically with the publication of The Woman in White. To read this book today brings a surprisingly better appreciation of this form of maligned literature.

Collins confidently had faith that the masses would embrace his work and they did. He was enormously popular. Even Gladstone skipped attending a play, so involved was he with reading The Woman in White.
At the age 34, about 1858, Collins began a lifetime relationship with a young widow. He supported her and her daughter generously during the rest of his life and left them 1/2 of his estate. Several years later, he established a morganatic marriage as a Barrister under the name Dawson with yet another woman. He enjoyed this family greatly and was, by Victorian standards, a fine father. He also generously supported this family and left them the other half of his estate. It was the mistress rather than the mother of his children that he took among his friends. Evenhandedly, he took the family on regular holidays. 

Both of his homes in London were not far apart. Relations with these women seems to have been calm. When his mistress left him to marry, Wilkie, typically considerate, attended the ceremony. She returned to him in a few years. His wife was content to take care of their children and stay at home. The wife even tended the graves of Wilkie and his mistress, both of whom were buried in the same plot, until her own death some years later.

Collins' greatest successes were produced from 1859 with The Woman in White to The Moonstone, ten years later. During this period he gained his greatest popularity and wealth, established the two female liaisons and had his closest ties with Dickens. They collaborated, writing plays and articles. This was also the period of Dickens' marital problems and when he began an affaire d'amour with Ellen Tiernan. Typically, Collins kept close both to Dickens and his estranged wife.

Constant use of opium medicines began to hurt the quality of Collins' output after  the publication of The Moonstone. His superb ability to describe became less precise and the visual impact of his writing diminished. The tension and atmosphere found in his best work began to fade. 

In September 1873, Collins left England for a visit to the United States and Canada. He was here 6 months. Dickens who had died in 1870 at 59, had been very successful in his American tours. Collins did not have Dickens' performing ability. Nevertheless the readings and presentation of his plays were well attended.

He spoke in Cleveland at the Case Hall on January 8, 1874, his 50th birthday. The Cleveland Leader said that, with no introduction, he walked on stage to a long table with a green covering and two lamps. A little below medium height, the Leader continued, he had a fine beard, pleasant continence and stout shoulders. He seemed unaccustomed to reading to large groups. For two hours, his audience listened intently and no one left as he read his short story, Dream Woman. 

Collins hoped to cross the continent but because of ill health he only got to Chicago. His plays were popular here. He met Herman Melville, Fennimore Cooper and Charles Dana. He seems to have returned to Cleveland to present an actor performing in one of his plays a commemorative walking cane. Collins liked the United States. He said of Americans: "When an American says, 'Come and see me', he means it. This is wonderful for an Englishman."

Illness from Gout, was not mitigated by Collins' love of rich sauces, plentiful alcohol and his opium habit. It did not prevent him from writing prodigiously until his death in 1889, at 65. In all he wrote 33 novels. In his last decade, he wrote 7 novels, 20 volumes of short stories, many articles and plenty of letters. He wrote a novel in one month by working 12 hours each day. When he could not write because of periods of blindness, he often dictated to his mistress's daughter, who adored him and helped him with his literary affairs. 

All of Collins' work was pre-planned before he started to write. Dickens and Trollope, who rarely did this and in the case of Trollope, even cared to, still admired this skill. Collins emphasized story telling and felt it to be the main purpose of fiction. His art was to keep the reader involved and interested in what was to happen next. His skill was to insert unexpected turns of the plot and to develop very interesting and revealing characters. 

He was, in the opinion of T. S. Eliot, the first and greatest writer of English detective novels. He was, Eliot goes on to say, supremely endowed with the gift of holding the reader's interest and was never dull. In a letter to Eliot, A. E. Houseman agreed. He was admired by his younger contemporaries Hardy, Stevenson, and Kipling for his enormous imagination and technique. His affable disposition and courteous iconoclasm shines through his work. Collins' life was remarkable and in some ways like his plots, improbable. Yet he was of signal importance to the novel, even to the improbable novels of today.
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