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Abstract:
This research paper focuses on Charles Collins’s decision to give up

painting and seeks to provide a reading of this confessional ‘Apology’ that is
psychologically and aesthetically consistent. It draws on the work of Harold
Bloom and Martin Meisel to try and trace Collins’s creative anxiety through
various kinds of artistic realisation. It establishes a Bloomian anxiety of
influence between Collins and his contemporaries and positions these anxieties
as progenitive, giving rise to potentially beneficial results in terms of critiquing
and reforming the relations between social organisation and machine culture. It
argues that Collins did not leave painting from weakness or lack of resolve but
because he refused to be dominated by any other figure and sought to become
completely independent and establish his own originality of touch: or, in terms

of narrative art, his own ‘voice’.
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Charles Allston Collins’s Apology for his Art

It is the strain, the anxiety, the excitement that kills, even
more than the mere labour. The fate of this man and of the
other is told in a word; but what words can describe the
agony that each of them has endured in the years, and
months, and days which have preceded and ushered in the

end?
Charles Collins’s ‘Chesterfield Junior. A Son’s Advice to
his Father’, All the Year Round, 15 (1866), p. 47.

Introduction

This study has emerged in response to the demand of establishing some thorough way of
gaining a detailed understanding of an artist’s trajectory. It is also an approach that has tried
to adapt to the interdisciplinary nature of the study, which considers historical, cultural, and
biographical factors that influenced Collins’s artworks and works of literature within the
larger arena of Victorian print and visual culture. Most existing accounts of the reasons for
Collins’s transition from artist to journalist and travel-writer are insufficient. They simply
record that in the mid-1850s Collins gave up painting and attempted to become a writer, as
though it was simply easier for him to make a living this way. Other accounts, such as
Catherine Peters’s, stress what we might call the ‘invalid’ explanation, which pictures Collins
surrounded on his deathbed by half-finished paintings, due to physical incapacity, because
the very act of sitting down to draw brought out all of his worst nervous symptoms, and
proved unendurable.! It is my contention that neither of these accounts provides a sufficient
explanation of Collins’s decision. In the A/l the Year Round series of eight comic letters from

‘Chesterfield Junior’ containing ‘A Son’s Advice to His Father’—all now newly attributed to

! Catherine Peters, The King of Inventors, pp. 159, 230.



Collins in the ‘marked-up set’ of the journal—Collins finds space in the complex satirical
structure of the prose to occasionally hint in public at his own dilemma, as the epigraph
indicates. In private, as Meisel is aware (uniquely amongst those who have written on
Collins), Collins also left a lengthy and extraordinary unpublished account of his decision to
give up painting that reveals a series of artistic and ideological scruples that have nothing to
do with physical illness or weakness of mind or body. This research paper is dedicated to an
analysis of this account and will draw on the work of Harold Bloom and Meisel, among

others, to try and trace this anxiety through a variety of kinds of artistic realisation.

Charles Allston Collins’s Apology Letter: an Overview

It is a twenty-three-page document dated 22 April 1856 and is currently archived in The
Huntington Library, San Marino, California, to whom I am grateful for permission to quote
from it. The piece is written on two fascicles of five leaves sewn together of what appears to
be ordinary writing paper 177x110 mm. The document is written on the right side of each
opening, the one exception being the back page of the first fascicle, which is written on. The
pages are unnumbered whereas the two fascicles are numbered. The entire piece is addressed
to Holman Hunt, and is entitled ‘Charles Allston Collins[’s] Apology for his Art under a deep
sense of high-minded responsibility’. The first fascicle chiefly summarises the possible
influence of particular episodes involving Millais, and the second one is chiefly a panoramic
view of numbered conclusions and questions, in which Collins attempts to ‘sum up’ the case
for and against his being guilty of plagiarism, ‘like a judge after a trial’. The document as a
whole constitutes a searching self-interrogation and a defence against the charge of
unintentionally plagiarising Millais in painting. Collins reveals to Hunt that he has worried

over the legitimacy of an idea for a particular painting for two years, and the document is



‘[t]he result of some two years of patient thought and laborious determination to do my best

with this work cost what it might’:

Such causes as those detailed above have operated to stifle the very breath of my professional existence.
Such causes at last after months of struggling were too much for me. They seemed to strike the brushes
out of my hand — and at last it was almost a relief to find that the year had advanced so far that the thing
could not be done in time for the Exhibition.?

The ‘Apology’ letter is clearly a very significant document in its own right, as being a
very detailed account of the genesis of an idea for a painting by someone who, it is fair to call
a leading member of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. It is even more significant in the
context of the oddity of Collins’s career given the unreliability or the absence of other critical
works that interpret the same issue, with the exception of Meisel’s essay. This study therefore
seeks to provide a reading of the ‘Apology’ that is psychologically and aesthetically
consistent. All available interpretive means have been carefully adopted in the present paper
to live within Collins’s own feeling of his document’s subject. Of course, the written
information in the ‘Apology’ might not fully reproduce truly or completely Collins’s mental
dilemma, as, although never published, it is still a textual artefact, but it does at least offer
harder evidence towards the interpretation of hidden motives and subconscious values that
governed his decision to stop painting than any other document. As far as Collins’s persona is
concerned, he refuses to settle for anything that is second best: something that later emerges
in his writing, particularly in the essays on ‘Novelty’ and ‘Something New’. He always seeks

newness and originality in artistic work and seeks his quality in his own work.

Sources and Designs of The Electric Telegraph

The picture that Collins was planning to execute was to be called ‘The Electric Telegraph’,

and while the central figure was to be—as in so many previous Collins paintings—a woman

2San Marino, The Huntington Library, A.L.S. 22 April 1856, HH 1.



depicted undergoing strong emotions, the situation was clearly dependent on the conditions

of modernity and human nature under the stress of technological advances.

A fatal train crash took place on 9 June of 1865 at 2:30 pm. One of the passengers
was Charles Dickens who was travelling together with his mistress Ellen Ternan and her
mother. While he survived, others were not as lucky. Ten people were killed and almost 50
were injured in the Staplehurst railway accident. This crash is known to have had an effect on
Dickens’s writing. One of his short stories from the 1866 extra Christmas Number, called
‘No. 1 Branch Line. The Signalman’,’> was a ghost story relating to a train crash. Matthew

Wilson Smith has interestingly described ‘The Signal-man’ as follows:

‘The Signal-Man’ is the tale of a consciousness traumatized, not by a single event, but by a system in
which disaster hovers forever overhead, and it is a story that wrestles with ghosts not only of dead
passengers but of a dying genre. The narrator of the story is a gentleman out for a stroll in the countryside
who encounters a signalman occupying alone some signal-box by a tunnel in a deep railway cutting. The
signalman is able to send and receive warnings of danger on the line by means of a telegraph and an alarm
bell. Three times in recent days, he has heard his alarm bell ring in a mysterious fashion, and each
warning has been followed by the appearance of a phantom. Shortly after each appearance, a railway
disaster occurs by his post. The first time, two trains crash in the tunnel; the second time, a young woman
dies aboard a train; and the last time, it is the signalman himself who is struck down by an oncoming
train. Throughout the tale, the signalman goes pale for no clear reason, stares at the alarm bell even when
it doesn’t ring, and looks again and again toward the red light in the tunnel: all nervous conditions that
recall Dickens’s own post-traumatic stress, with its shake, its loss of voice, its persistent illusions. The
modernity of this trauma is underscored by the fact that Dickens locates the signalman’s experience
within a profoundly industrialized environment. Over and again, Dickens draws the reader’s attention to
the technologies that structure the signalman’s sense of space and time.*

Although Dickens wrote ‘The Signal-Man’ almost eleven years after Collins planned ‘The
Electric Telegraph’, the former seems to echo the latter or at least they both agree that

modern technology generates an exorbitant melodramatic anxiety.

However, here is how the project is described in Part 1 of the ‘Apology’—

I thought of the Electric Telegraph as a dramatic agent in a picture and determined that the subject should
be a wife enquiring by means of it after her husband’s safety. At first I thought it should be the wife of a
traveller by sea who had heard of the wreck of the ship in which her husband was sailing. Then I thought
it would be more completely a subject of our own day if it was a Railway accident which had caused her

3 Charles Dickens, ‘No. 1 Branch Line. The Signalman’, A/ the Year Round, 16 (1866), 592-597.
4 Matthew Wilson Smith, ‘Victorian Railway Accident and the Melodramatic Imagination’, Modern Drama, 55
(2012), 497-522 (p. 515).



fears. My idea was that having heard that an accident had happened to the train in which her husband was
travelling, she had hastened to the nearest station to enquire through the Telegraph after her husband’s
fate. [. . .] It subsequently became apparent to me that it would be a wonderful increase of the dramatic
effect of the picture if the writing [on the telegram] were shown, and Millais suggested that the figures
ought to be done on such a scale that the writing might be easily legible.’

Collins initially sets out how he thought of the subject and carried out research by sending
test telegrams and going to various stations with telegram offices to take characteristic PRB
observations ‘from nature’ but also records how Millais would make suggestions about how
the three main figures, the woman, her daughter, and the clerk, in the painting should stand or
look. At this point it becomes clear that Collins cannot accurately remember during the
lengthy process of sketching designs for the painting, how much or what specific input
Millais has had. He does recall, however, that ‘over and over again [I] besought him not to
suggest’ improvements, and that he tried to limit Millais’ role to ‘helping me to decide which
of my own designs I should adopt’.® Collins’s painful pride and desire to dissociate his work
from Millais even as he recognises him as a role model comes across as quite obsessive at the
beginning of the ‘Apology’, where he tells Hunt that the purpose of the document is to
analyse how his ‘difficulties’ in completing the painting ‘are attributable in this case to one

cause’:

The fear of winning success by means of Millais’ brains, or in any measure doing so. Let me then
examine how much of this work is all my own or at any rate not the result of any advice from Millais on
this particular subject [. . .] as to throwing off the influence of his conversation and opinions on art
generally of course that is impossible.’

Millais had suggested, for example, that ‘the child might be left out of the design as it was
not likely that the mother would bring it with her when so hurried and on such an occasion’.®
Collins had countered that if the child was only two or three years, the mother would be

unable to leave it at home. There were exchanges too, over whether the veil the woman

5 A.L.S. 22 April 1856, HH1, fols 3-5
® A.L.S. 22 April 1856, HHI, fol. 7.
T A.L.S. 22 April 1856, HHI, fol. 2.
8 A.L.S. 22 April 1856, HH1, fols 7-8.



wears should be in the act of being thrown back—which Collins thought ‘too momentary an
action for painting’—or being held up while reading.’

Sketches for ‘The Electric Telegraph’ survive in The British Museum, and are
reproduced here with permission. They show Collins experimenting with different positions
for the daughter, who is reading one of the posters, particularly one announcing
‘INSURANCE RAILWAY ACCIDENT’ in three of the sketches. It is clear Collins intended
to create situational irony through showing how commercial interests assume visitors to the
office will only be motivated by desires to make insurance claims, an assumption which is
rebuked by the emotion of the woman’s figure, which speaks of her pure anxiety for her
husband’s safety. The sketches are all titled by the Museum as ‘The Railway Accident’,
presumably in ignorance of Collins’s ‘Apology’ and the fact that the painting for which they

are studies was to be called ‘The Electric Telegraph’.

® A.L.S. 22 April 1856, HHI, fol. 8
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Fig. 1: Charles Allston Collins, Design for ‘The Electric Telegraph’

British Museum

1891,0404.22

number

Description Study for the painting ‘The Railway Accident’; a telegraph clerk taking down
a message from a woman, woman lifting a veil, on the wall a notice of
insurance for railway accidents. Verso: Study for the head and arm of the little
girl in 1891-4-4-25 Pen and brown ink, touched with brown wash

Materials papers

Dimensions * Height: 241 millimeters * Width: 146 millimeters

Exhibition history 1947 Jun-Jul, Birmingham CAG, ‘The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood’, no.139b

1994-5 Sept-Jan, BM, Pre-Raphaelite Drawings, no. 79

Acquisition name

* Purchased from: Charles Fairfax Murray ¢ Previous owner/ex-collection:
Wilkie Collins

Registration number

1891,0404.22




Fig. 2: Charles Allston Collins, Design for ‘The Electric Telegraph’

Museum number 1891,0404.25

Description One of several studies for the picture,”The Railway Accident’; a
telegraph clerk taking down a message from a woman, man and
woman turned r, a little girl in the foreground at left Verso: A
separate study for the woman's head and arm Pen and brown
ink, touched with brown wash.

Materials papers

Dimensions * Height: 253 millimeters » Width: 197 millimeters

Exhibition history | 1994-5 Sept-Jan, BM, Pre-Raphaelite Drawings, no.82

Acquisition name | ¢ Purchased from: Charles Fairfax Murray ¢ Previous owner/ex-
collection: Wilkie Collins

Registration 1891,0404.25
number




Fig. 3:

Charles Allston Collins, Design for ‘The Electric Telegraph’

Museum number

1891,0404.23

Description Study for the painting ‘The Railway Accident’; a telegraph clerk
taking down a message from a woman, woman looking over
clerk's shoulder Verso: A separate study for the woman's head
Pen and black ink, touched with grey wash

Materials papers

Dimensions * Height: 188 millimeters * Width: 138 millimeters

Exhibition history | 1947 Jun-Jul, Birmingham CAG, 'The Pre-Raphaelite

Brotherhood', no.139a 1994-5 Sept-Jan, BM, Pre-Raphaelite
Drawings, n0.80

Acquisition name

* Purchased from: Charles Fairfax Murray * Previous
owner/ex-collection: Wilkie Collins

Registration
number

1891,0404.23
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Fig. 4:

Charles Allston Collins, Design for ‘The Electric Telegraph’

Museum number

1891,0404.24

Description One of several studies for a picture, ‘The Railway Accident’; a
telegraph clerk taking down a message from a woman, interior
scene, man and woman turned r, with view of horse and two
figures through window at left Verso: Head of a bearded man
Pen and brown ink, touched with brown wash

Materials papers

Dimensions * Height: 261 millimeters » Width: 201 millimeters

Exhibition history | 1994-5 Sept-Jan, BM, Pre-Raphaelite Drawings, no.81

Acquisition name | ¢ Purchased from: Charles Fairfax Murray * Previous

owner/ex-collection: Wilkie Collins

Registration
number

1891,0404.24
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The designs are obviously quite early ones, and show many signs of changes of plan
and uncertainty of line. Nevertheless, it is clear Collins took them very seriously. Collins
even ‘built up in [his] room a kind of imitation of the office desk &c.’,'° but he could not get
Millais’s suggestions out of his mind: he reported in his ‘Apology’ that ‘such is a kind of
brief view of the history of a very painful part of my life more painful than any one would
believe’.!! Part of the painfulness is that Collins represents Millais as not just someone whose
ideas and suggestions can take hold of him, but also as someone who has some degree of

control of something as fundamental as Collins’s sight or vision itself:

Millais’ influence on the education of my eye has doubtless been great, and must affect everything I paint
whether I ever see him again or not. I cannot alter my opinion of what I believe to be the canon of right &
wrong in art because his opinion has had a share in forming mine as to its laws. [. . .] If made use of, it is
probable that it is the picture I should be known by and that people would often say to me ‘was not that
picture yours of the Electric Telegraph’? It is therefore especially important that I should be able to feel
that it is really my own, and that I should not be occupied half my life in trying to get known by some
other work that I might not be tormented by feeling myself associated with what I should feel ashamed to
claim.!?

Collins’s desire to project a future in which he would feel free of any recollection of Millais’s
influence, not just on the final version of the painting, but on the whole of the decision-

making process behind its composition, seems almost pathological:

Should I hesitate to make the wife watching what the clerk is writing because I have an indistinct
recollection that when I was undecided as to whether I would make her do so or have her looking away 1
took Millais’ opinion on the question and he said he thought she should be looking at the writing. This is
only an impression. Should I hesitate to do the figures on a tolerably large scale so that the words which
the clerk is writing should be legible, because Millais was of opinion that they ought to be so done that
the spectator might be able to read the writing. Having stimulated my memory to the utmost these are all
the tangible objections I can find to my proceeding with this work. 3

There is a strong mixture of pride and jealousy here, as well as a kind of over-thinking, which
Collins clearly tries to limit, by reference to Millais’s much-praised 1853 RA exhibit, The

Order of Release, see below:

10°AL.S. 22 April 1856, HH1, fol. 7.

WA L.S. 22 April 1856, HH1, fol. 11.

122 A.L.S. 22 April 1856, HH1, fols 12-13.
13 A.L.S. 22 April 1856, HH1, fols 16-17.
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Fig. 5: John Everett Millais, The Order of
Release, 1853. [Online display at] Tate Gallery

This picture shows a weeping young Jacobite soldier being released from prison on
presentation of an order evidently obtained for him at great personal expense by his forceful
but triumphant wife, with a babe in her arms. Collins concludes that to speculate as to
whether he was trying to come up in ‘The Electric Telegraph’ with an equivalent subject ‘in
which a wife’s care for her husband’s well-being might be displayed” with equivalent force’
to The Release would be ‘to enquire too curiously’: ‘To go so deep as this with the
investigation of motive is generally productive of little besides perplexity’.!* This leads him
to conclude, as part of his summing up, that ‘it is not necessary to enquire how I came to
think of the subject at all’. !> There are clearly a number of ironies here, given that the
‘Apology’ is a detailed enquiry of this nature, and an important study of how artistic ideas are
developed.

It is interesting at this point to compare Collins’s methodology with another of

Millais’s paintings, namely 7he Rescue. Both artists had been planning to exhibit their

4 A.L.S. 22 April 1856, HH1, fol. 11.
15 A.L.S. 22 April 1856, HH1, fol. 14.
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paintings in the exhibition of 1855. Just as Millais designed the frame for Convent Thoughts,
Collins painted the fire-hose of The Rescue, which occupies a prominent position in the
bottom right-hand corner of the painting. Robyn Cooper describes The Rescue as ‘a pictorial
narrative telling the dramatic story of a fireman’s rescue of three children from the blazing
nursery of a grand London house and their delivery into the arms of their grateful mother’.!®
In so doing, Cooper prompts us to consider some interconnecting matches between the main
theme of Collins’s ‘The Electric Telegraph’ and Millais’s The Rescue. Both paintings
accurately represent a problematic story of modern society and both were constructed when
the two men were working in close collaboration with each other. The central implication of
both paintings is a domestic focus whose primary goal is to reflect the urgent necessity of
safety which, lets the audience experience a depth of immense sensation in the sense that they
are watching women and children in the face of a close domestic calamity. In February 1855
Collins wrote an important letter to Hunt (unpublished) in which he compares the
technological inventions of the nineteenth-century, in terms of incredible craftsmanship, to
the Gothic cathedrals of the Middle Ages, in a move which shows him shifting away from

simplistic ‘Pre-Raphaelite’ nostalgic ideals towards a kind of progressive modernism:

They [People] look back to old days when half a town was voluntarily engaged in piling up a Cathedral
where strength and beauty we cannot approach and then they divide their time between, the aforesaid
lamentations that we produce nothing like this now, and miserable attempts at pseudo gothic dilettante
imitations—forgetting/narrow minded soul that they are/that we have now [new] things around us, natural
emanations from the modern mind, [ words deleted] just as glorious as the triumphs of masonry, or rather
much more so. For surely this little mahogany instrument not two foot high which [words deleted] tells
the wife whether the wreck she has had news of has made her a widow or whether her children are
fatherless through the railway accident which has befallen the train in which she knew her husband was
travelling[—]something of this my subject—which summons a physician to one in extremity or one to a
death bed when pardon the dying man desires—surely the instrument which does these and a thousand
other marvels—setting time and distance at defiance is a thing to glory in. This, and the lighting of this
town by gas, and our railways and machinery are the natural production of nineteenth century mind just as
these buildings so justly admired were of the thirteenth—and it is worse than useless to ignore these
colossal achievements of our own day and [words deleted] try to force back the stream to its source
again[,] an experiment the pitiable results of which there are abundant opportunities of judging of in every
cheap new gothic structure which is added to the list of London edifices. For the right view of such
wonders as the Electric Telegraph [. . .] refer to Exodus 31. 1 to 7. A most wonderful passage. !’

16 Robyn Cooper, ‘Millais’s The Rescue: A Painting of a ‘Dreadful Interruption of Domestic Peace’, Art

History, 9 (1986), 471-486 (p. 474).
17 San Marino, The Huntington Library, A.L.S. 7-14 Feb. 1855, HH 68.
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This is indeed ‘a most wonderful passage’ of writing since it completes part of the puzzle,
and denotes very clearly the point at which Collins parted company with the more reactionary
aestheticism of Pre-Raphaelitism, which is focused on the phrase ‘pseudo gothic dilettante
imitations’. It is absolutely in tune with the progressivism of Dickens’s manifesto for
Household Words ‘A Preliminary Word’. Collins might surely have a clever plan to frame the
theme of his painting and he knew exactly what the painting was going to represent. He
might address a continued social issue he experienced and he might think that it was the job

of the modern artist to record it. Therefore, he had connected its theme with Exodus 31. 1-7:

Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘See, I have chosen Bezalel son of Uri, the son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah,
and I have filled him with the Spirit of God, with wisdom, with understanding, with knowledge and with
all kinds of skills— to make artistic designs for work in gold, silver and bronze, to cut and set stones, to
work in wood, and to engage in all kinds of crafts. Moreover, I have appointed Oholiab son of Ahisamak,
of the tribe of Dan, to help him. Also I have given ability to all the skilled workers to make everything I
have commanded you: the tent of meeting, the ark of the covenant law with the atonement cover on it,
and all the other furnishings of the tent’.

The biblical passage obviously celebrates technical genius and the way in which the
craftsmen of any age fulfil God’s work. But in conjunction with the letter to Hunt, we can
also see how Collins was aiming to create a model for himself and for his fellow artists that
places them in the same role as inspired craftsmen. He might try to uplift the artists’ moral
and spiritual condition in the sense that the artist should be filled ‘with the Spirit of God, with
wisdom, with understanding, with knowledge and with all kinds of skills’ in order to ‘make
artistic designs for work in gold, silver and bronze’. Collins might consider himself as ‘one of
the strongest and most unmistakable types of” artist who was able to create no fewer than six
artistic designs for ‘The Electric Telegraph’, the ‘glorious subject’, and he yet might sacrifice
them all for ‘the noble idea of the scapegoat’. This item derives from another unpublished
letter to Hunt, from February 1855, in which Collins also works between biblical and modern

ideas to discuss one of his friends’ ideas for a new painting:

15



You speak of your want of sympathy in lonely labours. I wish I could convey to you the deep interest
with which I think with them. I was especially struck with the noble idea of the scapegoat. It is a glorious
subject full of wild terror and/much more/one of the strongest and most unmistakable types of Him who
bore our sins and was wounded for our transgressions and as that it becomes a theme of the utmost and
most touching interest and importance I envy you the subject.'®

Returning to The Rescue, Collins was clearly present for much of the painting’s
development, noting in the same letter to Hunt that ‘his picture of a fireman rescuing a family
of children and bringing them to their mother is beginning to look truly glorious’.!” The
possibility of Collins’s influence on The Rescue, through suggestions and critique as it was

under development, seems obvious, particularly as, with the deadline looming, Collins was

actually permitted to touch the canvas.

Fig. 6: John Everett Millais, The
Rescue, 1855. [Online display at]
National  Gallery of  Victoria,
Melbourne. Oicture credito

The Rescue represents a fireman assisting a mother and her three children to escape
from their burning house whereas ‘The Electric Telegraph’ was to depict the moment of a
married woman’s realisation that her husband’s train has evidently been involved in an
accident and she becomes very worried about his safety. She goes to the Telegraph Office,
standing anxiously behind the shoulder of a railway telegraph operator as he slowly takes

down a message. We can safely conclude that the narratives of The Rescue and ‘The Electric

'8 A.L.S. 7-14 Feb. 1855, HH 68.
9 A.L.S. 7-14 Feb. 1855, HH 68.
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Telegraph’ were directed towards the same domestic purpose which was to give ‘priority to
gender over class by attempting to assimilate “the man” and “the woman” to the Victorian
abstract types of hero and mother’.2° Like the fireman in Millais’s The Rescue, Collins gives
the railway telegraph clerk in ‘The Electric Telegraph’ power and authority and lets the
mother become subordinate to the Telegraph Office Clerk as a man. However, while there is
a similarity, there is not necessarily a debt or a specific reference. We can also see, for
example, that the clerk occupies a similar role as unwitting messenger as the peddler in
Collins’s own Berengaria’s Alarm. In the light of the Victorian ideology of male and female
roles, ‘The Electric Telegraph’ can be firmly characterised by the masculinity and power of
the operator, but like other of his pictorial narratives, Collins makes the drama of the

mother/woman’s emotions his central focus of attention.
Collins’s Apology: Literary and Psychological interpretation

As the account above suggests, some kind of combination of literary and psychological
theory seems required in order to explain the anxieties of indebtedness evident in the
‘Apology’: the artist’s fear that he has failed to create himself or that others will believe that
he has copied somebody else. Usually, fear is provoked by a specific and immediate reaction:

‘fear is a useful, rational kind of fright elicited by realistic external dangers’.?! Similarly:

[flor long time, psychiatrists and psychotherapists have also overlooked the fact that anxiety not only has
negative, disintegrative facets but also some positive, constructive ones. [ . . .] Anxiety [. . .] shows in a
great variety of ways. Subjectively it may be experienced as a most unpleasant interference with thinking
processes and concentration, as a diffuse, vague and frequently objectless feeling of apprehension or as a
discomforting feeling of uncertainty and helplessness. As it arises in its milder forms, it may show
objectively by a shift in tone of voice, and/or tempo of speech, by a change of posture, gesture and
motion, also by the anxious person’s intellectual or emotional preoccupation or blocking of
communication. 22

20 Robyn Cooper, ‘Millais’s The Rescue: A Painting of a ‘Dreadful Interruption of Domestic Peace’, Art
History, 9 (1986), 471-486 (p. 479).

2! Maurice R. Stein, Arthur J. Vidich and David Manning White, Identity and Anxiety: Survival of the Person in
Mass Society (Illinois: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1960), pp. 112-168 (p. 130).

22 Stein and White, Identity and Anxiety, pp. 129-130.
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Harold Bloom has famously argued in his Anxiety of Influence (1973) that ‘the largest truth of
literary influence is that it is an irresistible anxiety’.* His central point is to confirm that the
phenomenon of ‘the anxiety of influence comes out of a complex act of strong misreading’, 2*
sometimes referred to as ‘creative misprision’, which is then linked to a series of
psychological and rhetorical movements in an artist’s work (the six so-called ‘revisionary
ratios’). Bloom’s ground-breaking theory was developed from studying the work of the
young Romantic poets of the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century, and looking at
their relationship with famous predecessors. In Collins’s case, there is ample evidence of his
attempt to define his personal style as a painter in distinction to the work of famous
predecessors from an earlier generation (his own father, David Wilkie, Washington Allston,
E. M. Ward), as well as—more powerfully—to the work of forceful members of the PRB,
whose stated mission, was, specifically, to escape from the influence of the artistic traditions
of Raphael and, in England, Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723-1792), portrait and history painter
and art theorist, who enthusiastically praised the artistic efforts executed by Raphael.> Given
his evident ability to ignore or deny the extent of his own influence on his contemporaries, it
is possible to argue for a reading of the ‘Apology’ that shows Collins profoundly misreading
the situation and experiencing the stages of Bloomian anxiety of influence in regard to his
Pre-Raphaelite friend, John Everett Millais.

For example, in the ‘Apology’ we can see that Collins, with painful objectivity,
attempts to distinguish his own creativity from that of the group, and this must, in Meisel’s
words, connect both with ‘Collins’s personality and how he thought and felt about himself” as
well as the ‘complex of emulation and fellowship, competition and mutual support’, which

existed between Hunt, Millais and Collins, suggesting that each ‘artist is more likely to be

23 Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p.
XViii.

24 Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence, p. Xxiii.

% For more information see Martin Postle, ‘Reynolds, Sir Joshua (1723-1792)’, ODNB, online edn.
<http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/23429> [accessed 1 September 2017].
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nervously aware of what his contemporaries are up to that of the triumphant achievements of
the past masters’.?® There is an interesting distinction that can be developed here between
Bloom’s presentation of influence anxiety working across generations and centuries, and
Meisel’s exploration, which involves the present. This reproduces, in a way, the debate
between the choosing of historical subjects for representation and modern ones, which is
clear in PRB choices of subject and in Collins’s work. In ‘The Electric Telegraph’ Collins
attempts to produce a painting that reflects modern life and this is precisely the heart of the
matter. Because it represents modern life, it will be subject to immediate cultural criticism
that may be interesting for the viewer but which may give additional anxiety to Collins
because it reproduces the pattern of his own stress about his own trajectory as an artist. His
pattern of anxiety is not so distanced as Bloom presents it, this ‘anxiety, this mode of
melancholy, is the anxiety of influence, the dark and daemonic ground upon which we now

enter’.?” Meisel puts it this way:

Collins expressed his anxiety as a concern over his originality, not over the insufficient support, loyalty,
and cohesion of the group [. . .] nor even over his formal standing. His insecurity is not about belonging,
but about autonomy, and it suggests a deeper anxiety over identity. A secure sense of self is what enables
one to hold the balance between autonomy and community we experience. This is generally familial, and
it is reasonable to suppose that its comforts (provisional identity and relief from autonomy) and its
anxieties (threatened identity and inhibition of autonomy) carry over into subsequent experience.?®

This leads to a kind of adaptation of Bloom to take into account the fact that in reading the
‘Apology’ ‘what emerges, however, are not revelations about the formative past, which
remains obscure and conjectural, about rather future insights into the subjective present’.?
Collins’s anxiety might have its roots in ‘the oedipal and pre-oedipal rainforest, but its

preoccupations are with the threats and uncertainties in the indeterminate present’.’° Thus, for

an artist like Collins, participating in what may be thought of as one of the first avant-garde

26 Meisel, ‘Fraternity and Anxiety: Charles Allston Collins and the Electric Telegraph’, p. 127.
27 Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence, p. 25.

28 Meisel, ‘Fraternity and Anxiety’, pp. 112-168 (p. 135).

2 Meisel, ‘Fraternity and Anxiety’, p. 135.

30 Meisel, ‘Fraternity and Anxiety’, p. 128.
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movements, a distinction has to be made between ‘anxiety over success’ and ‘anxiety over
influence’: ‘the two are not very well insulated from each other, but neither are they
indistinguishable’.?! Bloom argued that ‘the irony of one era cannot be the irony of another’*?
but the anxiety of influence amongst contemporary artists is embedded in a set of stylistic
choices and intentions (synchronic) that are perhaps harder to distinguish than they are over
time (diachronic). The discussion of the relation between specific works such as the proposed
‘The Electric Telegraph’, Millais’ The Order of Release, The Rescue, and Collins’s own

Berengaria’s Alarm or even Convent Thoughts has illustrated this complexity.

This may be particularly the case with narrative painting that attempts a modern-life
genre subject, as we see occurring in the mid 1850s, this being a topic that ‘has received
relatively little attention as a scholarly category’.>3 Again, important work in cultural theory
has been carried out by Martin Meisel, on which I draw. In his 1983 publication Realizations:
Narrative, Pictorial, and Theatrical Arts in Nineteenth-Century England, Meisel draws
explicit links among pictures and works of literature (novels and plays) since they all
constitute a convenient dialectical field that developed in the late nineteenth century: ‘the
novel is the most thoroughly narrative and serially progressive of forms; painting is the most
pictorial and static; and plays, with a story unfolding through a visible enactment, appear to
combine something of both’.3* Meisel remarks that narrative painting and drama should be

closely linked:

[T]he narrative language of painting and that of the drama had much in common. In both, emotion
became typified character, and was subordinated to situation. The fact that situation—a word with static
overtones—played so large a part in storytelling in the theatre, on canvas, and between boards, is one of
the considerations that points to what might be called a common structure or style.>

31 Meisel, ‘Fraternity and Anxiety’, p. 128.

32 Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence, p. Xxiv.

33 Mark Bills, Dickens and the Artists (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), p. 84.

34 Martin Meisel, Realizations: Narrative, Pictorial, and Theatrical Arts in Nineteenth-Century England
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), p. 3.

35 Meisel, Realizations: Narrative, Pictorial, and Theatrical Arts in Nineteenth-Century England, p. 10.
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The Electric Telegraph and Apology: Revisited

Thus, it would be interesting to try to read ‘The Electric Telegraph’ for its latent as well as
surface story as you would read a novel. Like many paintings, this incomplete artwork can be
regarded as a text in its own right because it was circumstantially, contextually, and
effectively intended to relate a situation that has wider significance than the individual drama
that is being depicted and the language of the story is charged with the artist’s own disabling
anxiety and desire about himself. It can be argued from various perspectives that ‘The
Electric Telegraph’ is an attempt to make a link between the new relations of people and
technology by considering the relation between modernisation and culture, paying more
attention to communication than transportation. But as safe transportation relies on perfect
telegraphing communication—how precisely the signalman receives and sends signals—the
reading of the situation in Collins’s painting basically depends on cultural sources in which
the impact of the technological modernity on the human becomes a source of trepidation or
even terror. It has been noticed that, as suggested by Nicholas Daly, ‘industrial modernity is
predicated on intellectual separation’ between people and machines. The corollary of this is a

modernity that obsessively replays the meeting of the two. 3¢

From this perspective, both literature and narrative painting are actively involved in
modernisation, rather than simply mirroring it. To argue that literature and narrative painting
take part in and help constitute modernisation is to take a more general position on the
politics of culture. In the 1850s and 1860s literature and narrative painting continue to be
preoccupied with Victorian machine culture, and in fact they play an important part in the
accommodation of new technology. The narrative picture can tell its story in a silent

symbolic way that satisfied a large number of mid-Victorian spectators. This is supported by

36 Nicholas Daly, Literature, Technology, and Modernity, 1860-2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press:
2004), p. 2.
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Kate Flint’s substantial argument that ‘for many mid-Victorian spectators, their favourite
paintings were those which told stories. Art had the function of confirming the narrative
which they used to make sense of their lives’.’” In ‘The Electric Telegraph’, Collins can thus
be seen to try to assist readers to acclimatise to certain changes in technology and social
organisation. His picture clearly connects to elaborately staged ‘railway rescue’ / ‘fire
rescue’ scenes in the dramas of 1850s (see pp. 73-4), arguing that the historical roots of these
scenes are in the experience of industrial modernity, including industrial accidents. His
picture might be said to represent an anxiety about the railway or the train as part of a larger
and hostile machine culture. The continuous experimentation with the position of the radio-
operator in ‘The Electric Telegraph’ seems to work towards the climactic scene of Collins’s
anxiety that shows him struggling with how to make fantasy perform distinct cultural work. If
its manifest content shows a scene that conforms to Victorian stereotypes of the wife’s role,
and presents her anxiety over her husband’s safety in a sentimentalised way, the picture also
works to link its gloomy portrait of new technology to the hidden drama of railway rescue

sequence scenes.

In the mid-Victorian era there was a cultural trend for the vivid evocation of the

potential danger of the railway. As Daly puts it elsewhere:

[T]he railway journey is described as a constant assault on the fragile nervous system of the traveler in
ways that suggest a more than casual resemblance to the sensation novel. The traveler, like the reader of
sensation fiction, is thought of as having been harnessed into a particular apparatus.®

In this regard, there was possibly a sort of anxiety associated with the concept of the
deleterious effects of railway travel even in the absence of a specific accident. The subject of
‘The Electric Telegraph’ may shield itself against modernity by secreting a layer of

consciousness, a kind of progenitive anxiety that may protect the subject rather than cause

37 Kate Flint, The Victorians and the Visual Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p.
197.

38 Nicholas Daly, ‘Railway Novels: Sensation Fiction and The Modernization of The Senses’, ELH, 66 (1999),
461-487 (p. 470).
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harm and show that anxiety may have its own uses. One of these is its direct link with
sensation genres in exploring the contemporary fears of possible degeneration. Not
surprisingly, the sensation genres, whether in the novel, drama or narrative paining, rely on
anxiety to frame their story, allowing the reader/audience/spectator to generate the kind of
variety of excitement and expectations characteristic of a powerful response to an artistic
stimulus. In its testing of new opinions and courting of new impressions, Collins’s ‘“The
Electric Telegraph’ is gesturing to the larger role that the new transportation and
communication systems play in mediating our experience, making pioneering use of
‘telegraphic messages’. The planned painting is a suspense-machine and ‘that suspense works
to retool the subject of modernity’, for those who have no training risks being overwhelmed
by modernity.?® This all helps explain Meisel’s feeling that in ‘The Electric Telegraph’
Collins deliberately ‘turns the original Pre-Raphaelite programme in another direction’ by
presenting in the same painting ‘a continuity embracing modern dress, domestic anxiety, the
forces of nature, human agency and invisible social organisation’ in such a way that it is not

just nature alone but human culture that speaks for the spirit.*°

Let us analyse this a little further. In the 1830s and 1840s there were many disastrous
railway accidents. They were directly caused by mechanical failure of critical components of
the train: engine, track, points tender axles, and wheels.*! In his narrative painting, arguably,
Collins is almost performing a journalistic task in proposing that ‘The Electrical Telegraph’
would help in a small way to remind those who run railway networks (or the government)
that lessons can be learnt from past catastrophes in order to prevent them recurring. He
invites the spectator to speculate on how the accident came about, drawing on their

knowledge of real-life accidents.

3 Daly, Literature, Technology, and Modernity, 1860-2000, p. 52.

40 Meisel, ‘Fraternity and Anxiety’, p. 127.

41 Peter R. Lewis and Alistair Nisbet, Wheels to Disaster! The Oxford Train Wreck of Christmas Eve 1874
(Stroud: History Press, 2008), p. 56.
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When we now look back to a typical statement about Collins’s ‘failure’ as an artist
and his ‘giving up’ of painting for literature—for example, Ellis’s statement that he was ‘too

sensitive and highly-strung and nervous for success in the battle of life’*?

—We can now see
that these simplistic criticisms of Collins’s weaknesses obscure various sophisticated forms
of anxiety that were in play during the composition of ‘The Electric Telegraph’ and, its prose
equivalent, the ‘Apology’. There is a Bloomian anxiety of influence in relation to perceive
stronger artistic spirits, but contemporary rather than historical; there is also a profound
concern about originality and a success anxiety; there are also progenitive anxieties that give

rise to potentially beneficial results, in terms of critiquing and reforming the relations

between social organisation and machine culture.

Collins was to a demonstrable extent conscious of the almost frightening power of the
subject and situation he had thought of in ‘The Electric Telegraph’. The systemic nature of a
disastrous railway accident was obvious enough to create traumatic anxiety, via the press, in
the public at large. In a recent essay, Matthew Wilson Smith pinpoints the main reason
behind most railway catastrophes in mid-Victorian era, namely ‘the communication
technology on which the whole system relied’, which could fail to cope with an overcrowded
network given that, for example, signalmen were forced to remain on duty ‘for fifteen,
twenty-four, and thirty consecutive hours’.** Victorians were therefore acutely aware of the
importance of communications technology for the safety of the rail system. Collins’s ‘The
Electric Telegraph’, as we have seen, pays obsessive attention to the figure of the operator in
the telegraph office whose difficulty in sending or receiving the signals is the object of the

wife’s tortured attention (see figs. 3 and 4). That Collins understood what was at stake here

42 Ellis, ‘Charles Allston Collins’, in Wilkie Collins, Le Fanu, and others, pp. 71-2. My emphasis.
43 Smith, ‘Victorian Railway Accident and the Melodramatic Imagination’, p. 502.

24



is obvious from the first of the ‘Chesterfield Junior’ essays, quoted above. In reversing the
usual order of wisdom flowing from father to son, by parodying the original Chesterfield
Letters to His Son on the Art of Becoming a Man of the World and a Gentleman (1774),
Collins is playing with the theme of modernity, in ways that, as suggested, are not always
ironic, though the reader supposes initially that most of what is said by the young upstart son
is to be viewed with suspicion. The question of the speed of modern progress comes up, and
the way in which any man who is employed to work to deadlines is subject to ever increasing

pressure:

This is the kind of work that kills. Or, if it does not kill a man at once, it knocks him up, reduces him into
what is called ‘a low bad state’—a state which consigns bun to the hands of the physician—an invalided
state, to last, more or less, always. Then is he bidden—though there are mouths to be filled which can
only be filled by his professional exertions—to leave off. He must abandon work for a time; and though
this may mean abandoning income too, he is strictly forbidden to be anxious, or to have ‘anything on his
mind’. #

It is hard to resist reading this as in some respects an autobiographical confession, or at least,
reading it in the light of Collins’s own professional experiences. ‘Chesterfield Junior’, then
goes on to connect this presentation of professional anxiety (what is now called ‘stress’)

specifically to the electric telegraph:

Does not everyone know of similar instances? But what does all this come to? Are we to give up the
‘glorious gains’ of modern times? Are we to cut down our telegraph-posts and coil away the magic wires?
Are we to pull up the rails upon the iron-road, and make a ‘turnpike’ of it again? Shall we send our
merchandise by the road-waggon and the barge, and our letters by the old mail-coach? Such questions are
ridiculous. There is no going back in this world; no standing still even, with impunity. The fact is, that
these painful results of modern practices are in some sort inevitable. In every age the weak have gone to
the wall.*®

From the advance of technology, which cannot now be escaped, Collins, as ‘Chesterfield
Junior’ then moves on to the operator, the signalmen whose human error Wilson Smith has

pinpointed as the centre of public anxiety about railway accidents:

My respected father remembers, perhaps, the case of a certain signal-man at one of our most frequented
junctions, whose duties were so manifold and bewildering, and involved such intricate calculations of
time and place—a half second wrong here, or a half inch wrong there, being sure to bring about the most
dreadful consequences—that the man at last fell into a morbid condition about his work, and, being

44 Charles Collins, ‘Chesterfield Junior. A Son’s Advice to his Father’, A/l the Year Round, 15 (1866), 45-48 (p.
47).
4 Collins, ‘Chesterfield Junior’, p. 47.
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strained and bewildered to a degree far beyond his powers of endurance, remarked at last, with terrible
calmness to one of his comrades, ‘He knew the day would come when he must make a mistake, and that
when that day came he should most surely be killed’? This is quite a modern instance, and is no doubt
fresh in your memory, as is also the end of the poor wretch who did at last make a mistake, and was at last
killed.*¢

From this sequence, written up almost a decade later, it can be concluded that the narrative
topic of the painting, ‘The Electric Telegraph’, was chosen to encapsulate the social anxiety
over new technology and represent it as a human-level drama. The catastrophic railway
problem is determined, here, as neither personal nor moral, but technological and systemic—
and it is one and the same with the personal, professional stress ‘that kills a man’, or which

invalids him out of his trade.

In these ways, then, we can begin to understand why the composition of ‘The Electric
Telegraph’ represented such an acute crisis in Collins’s trajectory as a creative artist and why
it held together some very powerful forces at once deeply personal and also public: powerful
enough to produce a change of course. The ‘structured intensity and affective interest of the
narrative situation, and the bold modernity of the dramatic agent’*’ in the proposed picture
filled Collins with excessive excitement and the stress of producing it for the deadline of a
public exhibition brought on the kind of complex series of anxieties that I have outlined
above. Although Collins’s experience and talent eminently qualified him to achieve the task,
the suspense of the outcome gave it an almost sensational hold over him, as this further
extract from his unpublished letter to Holman Hunt, written in the run-up to the 1855

Exhibition, indicates:

I noted what was cause of comfort to me, I mean indications that I do not stand alone in the extreme
suffering and anxiety which painting causes me and which I never have found so wearing and torturing as
in what I am at this time engaged in. It is a picture in which the Electric Telegraph plays a prominent part
and every day for months past or almost every day has been loaded with anxiety so great that I almost

46 Collins, ‘Chesterfield Junior’, p. 47.
47 Meisel, ‘Fraternity and Anxiety’, p. 115.
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wonder that I have not given up what so distresses me. But the subject is one so pregnant with greatest
interest to me that I go on thankful that I have got it. People are apt to groan over these times.*

The subject, Collins believes, is ‘pregnant with greatest interest’ to him, so in other words,

the progenitive anxiety still predominates at this point. By the time of the ‘Apology’

however, Collins has clearly also confronted, and in many ways over-thinks and

overestimates Millais’ power over him, in a form of Bloomian anxiety of influence, but one

which is so bound up with the immediate forms of artistic suggestion and idea that it cannot

be overcome. The engagement with non-Pre-Raphaelite ideas of technological modernity and

mass communication also leads Collins into new and dangerous territory, resulting in a form

of guilt that in turn led to the ‘Apology’ taking on, in Part II, the narrative form of a judge’s

summing-up after a trial. The act of sending the papers to Holman Hunt, and waiting for his

verdict was also part of a process by which, like the stressed professional in the ‘Chesterfield

Junior Letter’, Collins surrendered his case to other experts to decide.

The unpublished letter below therefore helps complete this phase of Collins’s journey:
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Many thanks for your friendship in making your way through the documents, and for your
encouraging review of them. I only write this to thank you. I must see you to talk the matter over a little. I
see that you recommend a healthful rest. I do not think it would do me much good — Neither rest nor
travelling alter facts. I ever find them awaiting me on my return — The rest over — The journey
concluded — You find care perched upon the top of your easel when you enter your studio or earlier still

48 A.L.S. 7-14 Feb. 1855, HH 68.

27



he is sitting on the end of your bed and strikes you a blow that turns you sick when you wake in the
morning.
But enough of this for the present. I will come I hope very soon and take my chance of finding you.
Meanwhile thanking you again very heartily for your letter.
I am yours ever affectionately | Charles Allston Collins
2 Percy Street Rathbone Place | May 10. 1856.%

This is crystal clear evidence that Hunt replied to Collins’s ‘Apology’ and it sounds as though
Hunt has, in sending his verdict, or diagnosis, suggested that Collins should take a break from
his grappling with the painting, before returning to his challenge. It would seem that Hunt,
like other commentators such as Ellis, Peters, and Hawksley, also diagnosed Collins’s case
wrongly, or at least understood it in insufficient depth. This is harder to explain because
Hunt was the direct recipient of the ‘Apology’ whereas the others did not know of its
existence. Whatever Hunt’s counsel, or perhaps in taking it to a further dimension, Collins
did give up painting, but permanently and reinvented himself as a writer. Short though it is,
the ‘Apology’ is a document in the form of a quest for the very hallmarks of originality. The

relation between painting and literature informs the experience of each.

Final Remarks

This study has explored the neuroeconomics of Collins’s artistic transition between art forms
and the role of different kinds of anxiety in the decision-making process. It argues that
Collins did not leave painting of his own free will, but because he refused to be dominated by
any other figure and in order to become completely independent and establish his own
programme and originality of touches or, in terms of narrative art, ‘voice’. It is not too much
to suggest that, rather than give up painting because of rejection by the PRB, Collins in fact
ended up breaking from it to establish his own norm or standard of representation. Collins
went on to harness progenitive anxiety as a sensational source of power in his non-fictional
and fictional writing. In an unpublished letter to Wilkie, archived in the Morgan Library, not

previously noted by any commentators, Collins reveals that by the 1860s he was taking a

4San Marino, The Huntington Library, A.L.S. 10 May 1856, HH 70.

28



medicine called ‘super phosphates of Soda’ as ‘a brain tonic’.>° A brief survey of this type of
medicine shows that the sustained use of this formula was believed to calm the mind and
relieve anxiety. !

In some degree, we can now understand that in the mid-1850s, ‘The Electric
Telegraph’ represented, to him, a nervous network of an achieved anxiety rather than an
accomplishment. In subsequently forsaking painting for writing, Collins’s artistic gifts did
not lose their exceeding vitality or strength of novelty, but given the disparity of form in the
majority of his literary work, it will not be easy to establish if he achieved his artistic
intentions more or less completely. Nevertheless, various characteristic traits of observation,
sensibility and visual understanding have now been established in Collins’s artistic
programme, as well as the depressive tendency, by which we can see that he was at the mercy
of his own acutely observant mind and his own mind was disposed to deal very mercilessly

with his own perceived shortcomings.

50New York, The Morgan Library, A.L.S., 16 January 1865, MA 3152.8.
5! Brain Tonic ‘is a safe, non-addictive, natural remedy containing 100% homeopathic ingredients. These
ingredients have been specially selected to temporarily relieve symptoms of mental fatigue’. Source:

<https://www.nativeremedies.com/brain-tonic-relieve-mental-fatigue-symptoms.html> [accessed 27 March
2018].

29



