A Cuckoo in the Nest: the Influence of the Intruder’s Gaze on 19th Century Society.
Count Fosco, the villainous mesmerist of The Woman in White (1860), enjoys an extensive description which notes his extraordinary character and appearance, but is summed up thus: ‘the marked peculiarity which singles him out from the rank and file of humanity lies, entirely…in the extraordinary power of his eyes.’[footnoteRef:1] This startling description of the intruder, as a powerful set of mesmerising eyes, offers the possibility of understanding how less obvious textual intruders might be read. While Fosco has all the villainy classically associated with the intruder, villainy is not universally required for the role. An intruder may simply be one that finds themselves in a world that is not their own, a description that could be applied to Fanny Price (Mansfield Park, 1814). Fanny is small, weak, and socially almost mute; this lack of presence also renders her no more than a set of eyes. She employs her gaze so that we see what it is to be a poor relative, plunged into a world of wealth and power without any of the personal advantages required to navigate it. Despite this, like a cuckoo in the nest, Fanny comes to usurp the daughters of the family she joins. She achieves all she could hope for, but only at the family’s near-destruction: as Waldron puts it ‘nobody has got quite what [they] wanted – except Fanny’.[footnoteRef:2] Since all this comes to pass without Fanny ever employing more than her gaze, perhaps there is also something of the mesmerist about her. This connection between Fanny and Fosco allows the influence of the gaze to be studied through their texts, Mansfield Park and The Woman in White. [1:  Wilkie Collins, The Woman in White, (London: Harper Press, 2011), p.249]  [2:  Mary Waldron, ‘The Frailties of Fanny: “Mansfield Park” and the Evangelical Movement’, Eighteenth-Century Fiction, Vol. 6, No. 3, (April 1994), 280] 

The gaze has a destructive and reconstructive power, from both the wicked and the benign intruder. Intertextually, these two sorts of intruder are distinguishable as distinct types. The most immediately powerful is the wicked: a mesmeric foreign or exotic intruder, happy to brutally dismantle the society they intrude upon to meet their own ends. Fosco and Henry Crawford (Mansfield Park) will be deemed such.[footnoteRef:3] In contrast, the benign intruder is one from a lower class; those who, rather than dismantle the society they find themselves amongst, covet it. These include Fanny and Walter Hartright (The Woman in White). Reading Fanny as an intruder exposes a ruling class whose dissipation makes it vulnerable; it needs change from outside that it does not want, in order to stabilise it. Fanny and Hartright take the mantle from 18th century class intruders such as Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (Pamela, 1740). Why they become legitimised by a social class hostile to them, while Fosco and Crawford are not, will be considered a phenomenon particular to 19th century England.  [3:  Although both Mary and Henry Crawford enjoy the intruder status, they do so from subtly different positions. Mary, though perhaps an imprudent choice for a clergyman’s wife, she did love Edmund and would have married him, but would have gained nothing in social standing. In this she stands outside of the category of intruder for the purposes of this essay. Where she does intrude is on Fanny’s relationship with Edmund and so, in many ways, impacts on Fanny more than Henry. But Henry’s impact as an intruder is on the whole society as he entraps its young females for sport. Therefore, with space constraints, as the essay goes on it will focus on Henry and, sadly, consign Mary to the footnotes.] 

By the 19th century the class ‘intruded’ upon had become more complicated. It was no longer the clearly aristocratic society of an 18th century Mr. B, intruded on by the low-born Pamela. The merchant and professional classes, rising during the 18th century, came to dominate during the 19th. Everything by which the aristocracy differentiated themselves from other classes could be learnt by an aspiring individual. This, combined with the fact that the land which once marked the aristocracy’s unassailable power could now be bought, led to insecurities as boundaries blurred. It also led to anxiety about the stability of position: in a society in which one could rise one could also fall. 
As the century progressed, this insecurity was no longer confined to the social world: new sciences discovered the layers of change that formed the earth and mapped the development through time of the creatures that inhabited it. Disturbingly, the philosophy of the 18th century enlightenment, which had unfettered man from the hierarchy set by religion and social class, was now joined by a science that positively set man adrift. Darwin’s evolutionary theory (presented in 1858 and published 1859) induced a new anxiety: if man were shown to have been the product of evolution, rather than created with intent, then there was a fear one could also devolve, or degenerate. Such science, at odds with religious thought, nevertheless seemed to create a fearful new aspect of the old preoccupation with ‘The Fall’. 
Logically, those most at risk of a fall were at the top. By the mid-19th century the population of England had doubled. The immigrant and lower classes swelled, and lived in the poverty of the city slums; post-Darwin these people were considered the degenerate. But, the fear of degeneration itself became focused on the monied classes, as though their dissolution might usher in this further contagion.[footnoteRef:4] Even before the term ‘degeneration’ was applied to this fear, the dissolution of the upper classes caused concern, it presented a sense of vulnerability to intrusion heightened in the later of these two texts, The Woman in White.[footnoteRef:5] It was blamed in the early part of the century on an excess in lifestyle, born of decadence, which included a cult of unnecessary improvement and innovation.[footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7] While this dissolution was not caused by intruders, it created the weakness which made the ruling classes vulnerable to that intrusion. However, since the dissolute upper classes remained the repository of wealth, power and security, they continued to entice intrusion for either plunder or membership.    [4:  For ideas about degeneration and contagion see: Jeanette Roberts Shumaker, ‘Degeneration and Mesmerism in Wilkie Collin’s “Heart and Science”’, The South Carolina Review, Vol, no and date unavailable, 102. Accessed 7th Feb 2019 
<https://ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=hus&AN=509868146&site=ehost-live>
]  [5:  In Mansfield Park there is only a small, closed world, and is certainly one Fanny rarely leaves, but there is at least a society, also, the sense of over-protection is not there. Granted, the arrival of one small niece and later two suspiciously urban, exotic intruders are about the limits of ingress, and the trouble brought by the Crawfords teaches the family a little late to be more cautious. But fifty years later in The Woman in White, the aristocratic social world is claustrophobically small despite the generous space the characters live in. In a household of four Hartright could not help but make an impact. Further, one of the four, the supposed head of the household, perpetually shuts himself in his own quarters, shuttered and silent. The sense of quarantine makes the intrusion of Fosco and Glyde feverish, and their presence seem unavoidable even in a large house and estate.]  [6:  See: Michael Karounos, ‘Ordination and Revolution in “Mansfield Park”’, SEL Studies in English Literature 1500-1900, Vol. 44, No. 4, (Autumn 2004)]  [7:  It is interesting that the dissipation of the aristocracy is connected to the word improvement. In the latter part of the 19th century the term became entirely cynical as it also came to be applied to the ‘improvement’ of the slums. The slums were tightly packed, filthy with raw sewage and had scant shared facilities: there was often only one stand pipe and privy to several hundred people. Flanders notes the ‘improvements’ meant sweeping away the slum housing, though often this was really to access the land for factories and the railway, not to replace the homes that were lost. The poor were forced to move on to other slums, swelling their ranks. Sometimes, the areas remained; the example given is St Giles - which lost its sole privy as a consequence of its ‘improvement’. Judith Flanders, ‘Slums’, Discovering Literature: Romantics and Victorians, The British Library, (2014). < https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/slums> Accessed 10th Feb. 2019] 

The intruder too was changing. Intruders such as the low-born Pamela, who herself was increasingly gentrified by Richardson with each revision of the text, were replaced in the early 1800s by such as Fanny. Fanny was one step up: a poor relative, she at least belonged to her affluent extended family, and only adopted a role of servitude. Equally, Hartright, as a painting instructor was not a member of the ruling classes, but he was hardly a member the lower classes either. Fosco is of the aristocracy, but foreign and unreadable. Gindele remarks on his ‘important attributes…[of] urbanity…culture and knowledge’.[footnoteRef:8] These are attributes shared by Crawford who, despite belonging to the upper classes, cannot be read by the landed gentry when he arrives dark, charismatic and urbanely exotic in their rural world.  [8:  Karen C. Gindele, ‘Wonders Taken for Signs: Marian and Fosco in “The Woman in White”’, Literature and Psychology, Vol. 46, No. 3 (2000), 71] 
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