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Abstract

As the second stage of a study of
nineteenth-century English popular fiction,
this project aims to trace the development of
the English sensation novel in relation to its
social context. The English sensation novel
made its appearance in 1859 when Wilkie
Collins started the serialization of The IWomen
in White. Mzis. Henry Wood’s East Lynn
and Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley s
Secret, along with The Women in White, are
generally regarded as the three formative texts

of the subgenre. Although often



marginalized by Victornan citics and
reviewers as “low art,” for more than a decade
the sensation novel in both sernal and bounded
forms had swept the literary market of
England. The success of the “spmn-offs” of
the sensation novel, such as theatrical
adaptations and commercial products named
after the sensational protagonists and titles,
commodified the genre and reflects the
capitalist spint at the time. The common
themes of the sensation novel are none other
than bigamy, adultery, illegitimacy, disguise,
dentity shifts, and murder, which apparently
violate the sanctity of Victorian household
and class stability. The reasons why such
“sensationalism” could have survived the
moral and class ngidity of high Victoranism
and still succeeded commercially are therefore
Is there any hudden
subversve power of this subgenre that

worthy of examination.

provides its readers, especially female ones,
an escape from the specific chronotope of its
production? Or in spite of 1ts obvious
violation of moral codes, does the sensation
novel still abide to the dictation of domimant
1deology so that its readers can be easily
guided back into the fold? The main focus of
this project, therefore, 1s to mvestigate the
complicated relationships among the

sensation novel as a genre through readings of
the three formative texts and other works; to
locate the subgenre in its social context and
look mto 1its relations with Victornan social
norms, domestic ideology and the tremendous
mmpacts of social reforms, economic changes
as well as colonial expansion of the
nineteen-century England; to examune the

readership of the sensation novel with a
strong emphasis on gender 1ssues.
Keywords: Nineteenthe-Century English
literature, the sensation novel,
popular fiction
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