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ABSTRACT 

The sizeable amount of recent criticism of Mrs. Gaskell's work 

reveals that her critical reputation is steadily undergoing change. A 

traditional assessment of her work as flawed by her conventional femi

ninity and by her commitment to typically Victorian values has been re

asserted by Margaret Ganz. Re-evaluations have been attempted, notably 

by Edgar Wright, Coral Lansbury, and W. A. Craik. However, none of this 

criticism has discussed the development of Mrs. Gaskell's critical repu

tation and the components of the modern assessment of her canon. 

Mrs. Gaskell's critical reputation is a product of the biases and 

prejudices of the periodical reviewers who first assessed her work. The 

critical response comprised three main emphases: authenticiy, socio-

moralism, and anti-feminism. The reviewers were appreciative of Mrs. 

Gaskell's authentic representative of everyday life in the early novels 

(Mary Barton and Ruth), and this appreciation carried through the re

viewer 's assessment of all of the novels. At the same time, an accen

tuation by the reviewers of the socio-moral effects of novels led to a 

perception of Mrs. Gaskell as a crusading writer who wished to promote a 

particular social doctrine. The emotionalism and misconceptions that 

some reviewers found in Mrs. Gaskell were, they supposed, a result of her 

commitment to socio-moralism in fiction. These faults were, in turn, 

typically feminine characteristics. The third emphasis, by which Mrs. 

Gaskell was established as a conventionally Victorian woman, devoted to 

home and family, and guilty of emotionalism and misconceptions, led to a 

supposition by the reviewers that she thereby was excused from serious 

vi 
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consideration as a novelist. This assessment culminated in David Cecil's 

description of Mrs. Gaskell as one of the "placid dovecotes of Victorian 

womanhood." 

Recent criticism has attempted a redefinition of Mrs. Gaskell's 

achievement. The traditional conception of her that had been transmitted 

through several generations of critics has come under scrutiny. Unper-

ceived virtues in the social-problem novels are now being explored. The 

result is a fuller understanding of the extent of Mrs. Gaskell's artistry 

in the novel. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the novel had gained 

a measure of respectability that it had previously lacked. And, during 

this period, reviewers for periodicals became highly influential in 

establishing and molding a writer's reputation. There were a great many 

periodicals, committed to a full spectrum of political and social 

beliefs; and they were avidly read by everyone who pretended to an 

intellectual or artistic interest in life. The overwhelming influence 

of Blackwood's and the Quarterly Review had passed; but their influence 

had been appropriated by the host of periodicals that arose in the 

nineteenth century: Eraser's, the Edinburgh Review, the Athanaeum, the 

Saturday Review, the North British Review, the British Quarterly, 

Sharpe's London Magazine, Colburn's New Monthly Magazine, and innumerable 

others. The overall reaction to a writer's work, consequently, could be 

immensely significant. Mrs. Gaskell provides an excellent case study of 

the critical reaction to a writer's work during this period, not only 

because her career was so decidedly a mid-century one, lasting from 1848 

until 1865, but also because her first novel received such an enormous 

reaction from the reviewers and because, as I propose in this study, the 

initial reviews had such an important effect on later evaluations of her 

work. 

1 



Mrs. Gaskell has been the subject of a sizable amount of recent 

criticism. Among the books that have appeared in the last decade or so 

are Mrs. Gaskell: Novelist and Biographer, by Arthur Pollard (Manchester 

Manchester Univ. Press, 1965); Mrs. Gaskell: The Basis for Reassessment, 

by Edgar Wright (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1965); The Letters of 

Mrs. Gaskell, ed. J. A. V. Chappie and Arthur Pollard (Manchester: 

Manchester Univ. Press, 1966); Elizabeth Gaskell: The Artist in Conflict 

by Margaret Ganz (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1969); Mrs. Gaskell's 

Observation and Invention, by John Geoffrey Sharps (London, 1970); 

Petticoat Rebels, by Hazel T. Martin (New York: Helios Books, 1968); 

The Novel of Social Crisis, by Coral Lansbury (New York: Barnes & Noble, 

1975); and Elizabeth Gaskell and the English Provincial Novel, by 

W. A. Craik (London: Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1975). In addition, there 

have been several dissertations.1 However, none of these studies 

provides an in-depth examination of an important aspect of Mrs. Gaskell' 

career: how she was received in her own time and how that reception 

affected later evaluations. A full understanding of a writer's critical 

reputation cannot be achieved, it seems to me, without reference to the 

contemporary critical reception of his work. 

1. See Virginia Alice Carwell, Serialization and the Fiction 
of Mrs. Gaskell (Diss. Northwestern Univ., 1965); Anton Donald Raff, 
Elizabeth Gaskell: A Critical Study (Diss. Cornell Univ., 1967); 
Arnold H. Rotner, Mrs. Gaskell's Art (Diss. Columbia Univ., 1968); 
Clara Schnurer, Mrs. Gaskell's Fiction (Diss. Univ. of Pittsburg, 1968); 
Rodger Leroy Tarr, Carlyle's Influence Upon the Mid-Victorian Social 
Novels of Gaskell, Kingsley, and Dickens (Diss. Univ. of South Carolina, 
1969). 
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The contemporary critical response to Mrs. Gaskell's work 

comprises three major emphases: an emphasis on authenticity, an emphasis 

on socio-moral relevance in fiction, and an emphasis on feminism. 

Initially perceived as an innovator and an important writer of socio-

problem fiction, she was praised for her authentic representations of 

the working-class milieu. However, by means of the second emphasis, 

socio-moral relevance, it was established early in her career that 

Mrs. Gaskell was a writer who wished to promote particular social doc

trines. Thus, the more artistic aspects of her early novels were 

subordinated to the socio-moral implications by the reviewers. The 

third emphasis, an accentuation of the feminine qualities of Mrs. 

Gaskell's writings, produced an image of the novelist as an emotional 

and enthusiastic writer who was out of her range when dealing with 

significant subjects. Consequently, she was finally perceived as an 

expert domestic novelist, a practitioner in what was essentially a 

woman's mode and therefore of limited value. Mrs. Gaskell's critical 

reputation was, then, a product of the reviewers' commitment to authen

ticity, their commitment to socio-moral relevance in fiction, and their 

ambivalence towards women writers. 

What I shall try to show in this study is 1) that the adverse 

critical response to the socio-problem novels and the misunderstanding 

by the reviewers of Mrs. Gaskell's intentions were instrumental in 

turning her from that mode to domestic comedies, and that some involve

ment and commitment on the artist's part was thereby lost; 2) that the 

power and the art of the urban milieu in the social-problem novels was 

in the end overlooked by the reviewers when they accepted the domestic 
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comedies as her primary works; 3) that the negative reaction to the 

early works and the promotion of Mrs. Gaskell's skills in the domestic 

mode were results of an underlying anti-feminism on the part of the 

reviewers; and 4) that the establishment of basic critical responses to 

Mrs. Gaskell's work by the early reviewers conditioned the evaluations 

of subsequent criticism. Finally, I shall show that some recent 

criticism has begun to loosen the bonds of influence by the contemporary 

reviewers and to produce a fuller understanding of Mrs. Gaskell's 

novelistic artistry. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE EMPHASIS ON AUTHENTICITY 

Theory of Authenticity 

It follows from what has been said that literature, being 
essentially the expression of experience and emotion—of 
what we have seen, felt, and thought—that only that 
literature is effective, and to be prized according, which 
has reality for its basis (needless to say that emotion is 
as real as the Three per Cents.), and effective in proportion 
to the depth and breadth of that basisT^-

Although it perhaps overstates the case, this passage from 

George Lewes's "The Lady Novelists" is generally representative of the 

opinion of periodical reviewers in mid-nineteenth century England. 

Authenticity had become an important critical tenet. No detailed, 

comprehensive theory of authenticity had been developed; but, as Kenneth 

Graham points out, there was a pervasive "general emphasis, a way of 

2 
thinking, that influences the whole climate of critical opinion." 

Authenticity, as used by the reviewers, can be defined as the 

realization of recognizable human activity and environments in fiction.3 

The requirement that fiction be based on an authentic representation of 

1. "The Lady Novelists," Westminster Review, NS 2 (July-Oct. 
1852), p. 94. Ascription of this article to Lewes is made by Thomas 
Pinney, in The Essays of George Eliot (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1963). 

2. Kenneth Graham, English Criticism of the Novel, 1865-1900 
(London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1965), p. 20 

3. The companion terms "actuality" and "realism", although not 
interchangeable with "authenticity," are close enough in meaning to be 
subsumed under that more general term. 

5 
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life was not a new idea, of course. Authenticity was important to 

the English novel from its inception. One might contend, if one accepts 

Pamela as the first real English novel, that authentic representations 

of middle-class life were an important agent in the birth of the English 

novel. 

Four factors contributed to the importance of authenticity in 

novels after the 1830s. One of these factors was a rejection by 

novelists of the conventions of the Gothic novel and the "Silver Fork" 

school of fiction. ̂ "Imaginative" fiction, such as tales of terror, 

prose medieval romances, oriental fables, and incursions into the 

social interaction of the aristocracy fell into disrepute; and the quiet, 

restrained writing of Jane Austen became the critical touchstone for 

the realistic style. To Lewes, for example, Jane Austen was a true 

artist because of her accurate representations of the trivialities of 

lif e: 

Without brilliancy of any kind—without imagination, depth 
of thought, or wide experience, Miss Austen, by simply 
describing what she knew and had seen, and making accurate 
portraits of very tiresome and uninteresting people, is 
recognized as a true artist, and will continue to be admired, 
when many authors more ambitious, and believing themselves 
filled with a much higher inspiration, will be neglected and 
forgotten? 

A second factor was an attempt by novelists to answer the objections 

of Utilitarians and others that novels were frivolous. In his preface 

to the first issue of the Westminster Review, Bentham had stated that 

4. See Matthew Whiting Rosa, The Silver Fork School (New York: 
Columbia Univ. Press, 1936). 

5. [George Lewes], "The Progress of Fiction as an Art," West
minster Review, NS 4 (Oct. 1853), p. 358. 
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one half of the review would be devoted to important subjects like 

politics and morals, and "the other half to literary insignificancies. 

This disdain for literature led many novelists to try to demonstrate 

the utility of novels by establishing their applicability to "real 

life." The third factor was the emergence of a new audience. This 

audience, composed of middle-class and eventually even lower-class 

readers, wished to see itself and its problems reflected, rather than 

people and circumstances of which it was unfamiliar. Lastly, there was 

a general sense of contemporaneity in society at large that also 

promoted an emphasis on authenticity in fiction. Robert Colby has noted 

this interaction between art and life in his Fiction With A Purpose: 

The illusion of "the Actual" (one of Wilkie Collins' favorite 
terms) sought by writers throughout the nineteenth century was 
aided by contemporaneity. The ephemeral format of much of 
Victorian fiction—weekly or monthly paper-wrapped shilling 
parts, bound up with advertisements for food, clothing, 
furnishings, and patent medicines—caught readers up in a flux 
of day-by-day experiences and domestic life. On a somewhat 
higher level, connections with topics of the day often linked 
up literature with life and blurred the line between the news
paper and the novel.7 

By the mid-nineteenth century, authenticity could be seen as a 

complement of a highly complex and advanced society. For Lewes, there 

was a clear relationship between the progress of society and the 

progress of fiction: 

It has been the tendency of modern writers of fiction to 
restrict themselves more and more to the actual and the 
possible; and our taste would be offended were they greatly 

6. John Bowring, The Works of Jeremy Bentham. Quoted by George 
Nesbitt, Benthamite Reviewing (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1934), 
p. 34. 

7. (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1967), p. 11. 



8 

to overstep these limitations, for a scientific, and somewhat 
skeptical age, has no longer the power of believing in the 
marvels which delighted our ruder ancestors. The carefully 
wrought story, which details events in orderly chronological 
sequence, which unfolds character according to those laws which 
experience teaches us to look for as well in the moral as the 
material world; and which describes outward circumstances in 
their inexorable certainty, yielding to no magician's wand, 
or enchanter's spell, is essentially the product of a complex 
and advanced stage of society; nor do we meet with it until 
science and letters have reached a high place and are 
established firmly enough to influence the popular mind, and 
to mingle with the popular tone of thought. 

The emergence of a "popular mind" and a "popular tone of thought" is 

thus crucial to the increased importance of authenticity. Following 

similar logic, a reviewer for Putnam's Magazine thinks the demand for 

authenticity in fiction to be a product of the democratic principle. 

Actuality, he says in an 1853 review of Villette and Ruth, 

is the very genius and spirit of modern British fiction. . . . 
The democratic principle has ordered romance to descend from 
the throne and evacuate the palace. Romance is one of the 
indefeasible "rights of man." Disraeli's "young duke," and 
Bulwer's "Harley L'Estrange" and "Pelham" are tailor's blocks 
and fashion-plates. Give us men, scarred and seamed as you 
please, that we may feel the thrill of sympathy: and learn, if 
we may, from their thoughts and action, how we should think 
and act. 

And Julia Kavanaugh, in French Women of Letters, also sees a correlation 

between authenticity in literature and an advanced and rational state of 

society: 

This air of truth, this resemblance to nature, is the second grand 
characteristic of the modern novel, as distinguished from its 
heroic predecessors. . . . Our ancestors were more imaginative 

8. "Progress of Fiction as an Art," p. 344. 

9. [George William Curtis], "Villette and Ruth," Putnam's 
Magazine, 1 (May 1853), p. 535. [Further references will be abbreviated 
"Villette and Ruth" or will be given parenthetically in the text by page 
number.] 
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than we are, and certainly more credulous. They could delight 
in enchantments and prodigious deeds of arm that move us not, 
because they have ceased to be, what with all their extrava
gance they once were, the reflex of belief, feeling and manners. 
We require probability, whether the tale deal with history or 
with the lowest reality—the characters and incidents must be 
such as we can believe in.-^ 

Compared with the type of realism that confronts modern readers, 

that of the Victorian novelists may seem tame and comfortable. Annette 

Hopkins, in her biography of Mrs. Gaskell, suggests that the realism of 

the Victorian novelists might best be termed "selected realism.11 

To those who have become accustomed to the appalling realism or 
naturalism in the fiction of the present age, the realism of 
Elizabeth Gaskell and other Victorian novelists seems almost 
like romanticism. It may be termed selected realism, the kind 
practiced by Thackeray, Jane Austen, Trollope, George Eliot, 
the only kind permissible in a period that demanded of the 
novel that it should have an influence for good and be suitable 
reading for the family circle.H 

But, however one views it, authenticity is-a prominent feature of mid-

nineteenth century fiction.12 Thackeray and Charlotte Bronte, for 

10. (Leipzig: B. Tauchnitz, 1862), p. 4. 

11. Elizabeth Gaskell: Her Life and Work (London: John Lehmann, 
1952), p. 325. 

12. One may not agree with Myron F. Brightfield's assertion 
that realism is the major key to the excellence of Victorian novelists, 
but it is certainly a factor of considerable importance. Brightfield 
says, "Cheap and crude stories of violence, blatantly moralistic and 
religious tales, frenetic sensation novels and romances—these were all 
fashioned to meet special circumstances and particular needs among 
various and limited groups of readers. There remains to be viewed the 
fullest and highest expression of the novel form, written by the best 
authors and addressed to the most intelligent classes of readers. To 
this category is to be attached the title of 'realistic novels. ' Their 
artistic success constituted the crowning literary achievement of the 
three decades between 1840 and 1870." Victorian England In Its Novels 
(Los Angeles: Univ. Cal. Press, 1968), p. 33. 
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example, were, according to George Curtis, prime examples of realistic 

writers: 

Thackeray is the most ponderous protestant against this nursery 
and primer view of human life, and close upon him comes Miss 
Bronte. Jane Eyre was a governess, and a strong-minded woman. 
She was by no means the lady with whom Harley L'Estrange in or 
out of "My Novel" would ever fall in love. ... Of course a 
novel of this kind, full of the truthful and rapid play of 
character and frcn which rustling silks and satins are 
rigorously excluded . . . has no interest to those who are 
snuffing in the air of perfumes. It wears an almost repulsive 
sternness to those who quiz it daintily through tortoise-shell 
eye-glasses. (p. 536) 

For Margaret Oliphant, author of "Modern Novelists—Great and Small," 

Charlotte Bronte's authenticity is a product of her artless art. "We 

feel no art in these remarkable books," the writer says. "What we feel 

is a force which makes everything real—a motion that is irresistible. 

Thackeray, according to a Frank Parson, in an article in the Eclectic 

Magazine, charms by his truthfulness: 

What charms us so in the etchings of Mr. Thackeray is, their truth
fulness, their close adherence to life as it is. His fictions are 
not philosophical, in pretension at least, but practical; his 
portraits are not ideal, but real. His heroes and heroines 
are not faultless abstractions, but fallible flesh and blood, 
who, the best of them, have their weak points, which are open 
to the gaze of others as well as valets de chambre.14 

13. [Margaret Oliphant], "Modern Novelists—Great and Small," 
Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, 77 (Jan.-June 1855), 558. 

14. Frank Parson, "Thackeray," Eclectic Magazine, 22 (Jan.-
April 1851), 80. [There is no indication that this article was reprinted 
from another magazine.] 
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Trollope, for all his willingness to consign novels to the realm of 

"light literature," 15 also proceeded from a firm basis in reality. 

"Oh thou, my reader," he says in The Eustace Diamonds, "whose sympathies 

are in truth the great and the only aim of my work, when you have called 

the dearest of your friends round you to your hospitable table, how many 

heroes are there sitting at the board?" And George Eliot's psycho-

dramas are played out against a fully realized background of place. In 

the address to her readers in Adam Bede, she inveighs against falsity on 

any level, contrasting it to a realistic representation of life: 

So I am content to tell my simple story, without trying to 
make things seem better than they were; dreading nothing, 
indeed, but falsity, which in spite of one's best efforts, 
there is reason to dread. Falsehood is so easy, truth is 
so difficult. The pencil is conscious of a delightful 
facility in drawing a griffin—-the longer the claws, and 
the larger the wings, the better; but that marvellous 
facility which we mistook for genius is apt to forsake us 
when we want to draw an unexaggerated lionJ-7 

Not all novelists adhered to a strict standard of authenticity, 

of course. As Kenneth Graham notes, many novels of the most blatant 

improbability found ready audiencesJ-8 Indeed, only a few writers 

achieved critically acceptable levels of authenticity in their work. 

For Oliphant, an authentic representation of life was confined to a few 

15. See Merle Mowbray Bevington's discussion of Trollope's 
depreciation of fiction in The Saturday Review, 1855-1868 (New York: 
Columbia Univ. Press, 1941), p. 175. 

16. The Eustace Diamonds, The Oxford Trollope (1950), p. 318. 

17. Oxford Ed., p. 183. 

18. Graham, p. 33. 
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artists. "So far as it professes to represent this great crowded 

world," she says, "and the broad lights and shadows of universal life, 

with all its depths and heights, its wonders and mysteries, there are 

but few successful artists in fiction, and those few are of universal 

fame."19 On a lower plane, writers tried to satisfy their readers with 

the kind of escapist fare that is always popular. Referring to this 

kind of fiction, Lewes notes a lack of correspondence between literature 

and society: 

The most cursory glance at literature on the one hand and at 
society on the other, will detect a glaring discrepancy. So 
far from literature being a mirror or expression of society, 
it is under most aspects palpably at variance with society. 
Idylls flourish on the eve of violent social outbreaks; ... 
chivalry finds a voice as chivalry is passing from the world; 
wild adventurous novels agitated with hair-breadth ^scapes 
solace a money-making society "so eminently respectable"; love 
in a cottage makes the heart flutter that is about to sell 
itself for a splendid match.^ 

Some of the worst offenders against authentic writing were women, 

according to George Eliot. In her sweeping condemnation of women 

novelists, "Silly Novels by Lady Novelists," she attacked those women 

who described things they knew nothing about. As a general rule, she 

says, 

the ability of a lady-novelist to describe actual life and 
her fellow-men, is in inverse proportion to her confident 
eloquence about God and the other world, and the means by 
which she usually chooses to conduct you to true ideas of 
the invisible is a totally false picture of the visible 

19. "Modern Novelists—Great and Small," p. 554. 

20. "The Lady Novelists," p. 94. 

21. Westminster Review, 66 (July-Oct. 1856), 450. 



Most lady novelists, she claims, give a bad name to lady novelists as 

a class, for their concerns are frivolous and false. 

An aesthetic as simple as was the concept of realism propounded 

by critics in early and mid-nineteenth century England quickly found 

debunkers. Bulwer-Lytton, who generally found it easy to shift his 

style to suit the fashion, but who was serious about the craft of fic

tion, formulated by 1862 a concept of art that went an important step 

beyond the simplified mirror-of-nature theory of literature. Attempting 

to defend morality in art, he invokes the idea of selectivity. We not 

only degrade art, he says, when we call it an imitation of nature; we 

altogether mistake and falsify it. Art, he says, "is a selection from 

Nature of certain details arranged into a whole, to which no whole in 

Nature has resemblance, and intended to convey ideas of something which 

man conjectures or divines to be supernatural by reason of the super

natural within himself."22 Dickens also saw fiction as an arrangement 

to which Nature provided only the initial material. He chose the term 

"fantastic fidelity" to indicate the relationship between the objects 

23 
and characters in his books and the world around him. It was not 

enough, he felt, to say of any description that it was the exact truth: 

The exact truth should be there; but the merit or art in 
the narrative is the manner of stating the truth. . . . 
In these times, when the tendency is to be frightfully 
literal and catalogue-like—to make the thing, in short, 
a sum in reduction that any miserable creature can do in 

22. Lord Lytton, "Caxtoniana: A Series of Essays on Life, 
Literature, and the Manner, No. X—On the Moral Effect of Writers", 
Blackwood's Magazine, 42 (Aug. 1862), 164. 

23. John Forster, Life of Dickens, ed. J. W. T. Ley (New York, 
N. J.), p. 726. Quoted by Richard Stang, The Theory of the Novel in 
England, 1850-1870 (New York: Columbia U. Press, 1959), p. 156. 
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that way—L. have an idea (really founded on the love of 
what I profess), that the very holding of popular liter
ature through a kind of popular dark age, may depend on 
such fanciful treatment. 24 

In other words, the novelist may begin with the reality of everyday life, 

but the artist in him alters that reality to fit the truth that he 

wishes to express. 

By the end of Mrs. Gaskell's career, unalloyed authenticity was 

beginning to fall into critical disrepute. In 1868, for example, the 

Contemporary Review denied the name of novel to Kingsley's Mademoiselle 

25 
Mathilda because it relied too heavily on historical fact. What was 

needed to transform actual events into fiction was the action of the 

imagination. Even the Westminster Review, that bastion of the real and 

the functional, complained in 1867 that writers failed to apply subjec

tivity to their work and about "drab realism" in 1873.^ However, when 

Mrs. Gaskell's first novel flashed upon the scene in 1848, such doubts 

about the quality of authenticity in fiction were yet to be expressed. 

And it was the striking authenticity of her first work, describing in 

detail the misery and suffering of the factory operatives, that made her 

a literary celebrity. 

24. Ibid. 

25. Contemporary Review, 11 (1869), 466-7. Quoted by Graham, 
13. 

26. NS 31 (Jan.-April 1867), 261. NS 45 (July-Oct. 1873), 254. 
Quoted in Graham, p. 35. 
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With the publication of Mary Barton (1848), Mrs. Gaskell's repu

tation as a writer of authentic industrial social-problem fiction was 

27 firmly set. In her next two novels, Cranford (1853) anc. Ruth (1853), 

she turned away from the industrial milieu; but the accuracy of her 

representations and her unexaggerated version of everyday life formed 

the foundation for a continued appreciation of her writings. In North 

and South (1855), she returned to the industrial scene and added another 

careful portrait of factory life, enlarged in scope to demonstrate 

graphically the concept of reconciliation between the workers and the 

factory owners by means of a central love affair. Her later works, 

Sylvia's Lovers (1863), Cousin Phillis (1864), and Wives and Daughters 

(1865) constitute her final drift toward the domestic mode; but in these 

works as well, it is the authenticity of her character portraits and 

natural descriptions that is the basis for critical approval. 

27. John Lucas discusses the relative merits of the terms 
"industrial novel" and "social-problem novel" in his article on Mrs. 
Gaskell, deciding on the latter as his choice. "Mrs. Gaskell and 
Brotherhood," Tradition and Tolerance in Nineteenth Century Fiction, 
ed. David Howard, John Lucas, and John Goode (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1966), p. 161. Neither exactly fits the bill, it seems to me, 
since Ruth and great many other novels are also "social-problem novels" 
but not "industrial novels." On the other hand, Mary Barton, North and 
South, Sybil, and Alton Locke are specifically "industrial novels." 
Therefore, I have used the rather cumbersome phrase "industrial social-
problem novel" here. Elsewhere, I shall use "industrial novel" only for 
Mary Barton and North and South and "social-problem novel" for Ruth. 
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Mary Barton: 
The Value of Direct Observation 

With the appearance of Mary Barton, Mrs. Gaskell joined a small 

group of novelists, including Disraeli and Kingsley, who were exposing 

the conditions of working-class England to the public. The industrial 

novel had made probably its earliest appearance in Harriet Martineau's 

A Manchester Strike (1832). Other novelists who wrote in this vein were 

Mrs. Trollope, with Michael Armstrong (1839-40); Charlotte Armstrong 

[Mrs. Tonna], with Helen Fleetwood (1839-40); and Dickens, with Hard 

Times (1854). However, Disraeli and Kingsley, along with Mrs. Gaskell, 

were the most influential and important writers of industrial fiction. 

Disraeli's Sybil and Kingsley's Yeast reported conditions that had been 

totally unknown by the reading public. A reviewer for Douglas Jerrold's 

Shilling Magazine called the author of Sybil "a traveller into new 

regions of humanity" who "penetrates into the dark and unknown regions 

of the populace."28 

Mrs. Gaskell, however, had a great advantage over the other 

writers of industrial fiction of her time: she had extensive first-hand 

knowledge of the lives of the working classes. As the wife of an 

Unitarian minister, she lived alongside the poor of Manchester. Her 

charitable, quasi-pastoral duties as a minister's wife brought her into 

close contact with people like those who appear in her industrial novels. 

As she said in the preface to Mary Barton, she thought that there might 

28. Anon, rev., "Sybil" (June, 1845), 558. Quoted in Kathleen 
Tillotson, Novels of the Eighteen Forties (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 
1956), p. 79n. 



17 

be "deep romance in the lives of some of those who elbowed me daily in 

29 the busy streets of the town in which I lived.' And it is evident 

from the large number of characters that she develops in Mary Barton 

that her acquaintance with working people must have been fairly exten

sive. Whereas it is true that she was not of the working class and was 

not writing out of personal experience as a participant in working-class 

activities,30 her documentation is based on deeper and more fundamental 

31 
experience than any of the other industrial novelists. Moreover, 

whereas the novels of Kingsley and Disraeli were romans a_ these, Mary 

Barton, is not, strictly speaking. Its roots are different;32 and 

although it inveighs against the bad conditions and suggests a solution, 

it attempts foremost to tell a tale. 

The basic experiential difference between Mrs. Gaskell and her 

peers was not lost on the contemporary reviewers. In an otherwise nega

tive review, a writer for the British Quarterly Review says, "the chief 

excellence of 'Mary Barton' lies in the touching simplicity and force 

with which many of the cottage scenes are depicted. These sketches are 

29. "Preface to the Original Edition of 1848," I, lxxiii. 

30. P. J. Keating, in The Working Classes in Victorian England 
(New York: Barnes & Noble, 1971) notes that the rise of the industrial 
novel was closely connected to the interest in Chartism, and that the 
decline in Chartism removed the novelist's ready-made frame of reference. 
This point deserves more development in studies of industrial fiction. 
Mrs. Gaskell was, finally—as were the others—an alien observer. 

31. Dickens' documentation in Hard Times, for example, was 
based on a short trip to Preston. 

32. As is noted elsewhere, Mrs. Gaskell initially conceived of 
the tale as a "tragic poem." 
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evidently drawn, at least in great part, from actual observation."33 

Although he goes on to deny effectively the overall truth of the novel, 

he must concede this point.34 William Greg, an influential reviewer, 

also concedes that the author has some experience to validate her 

descriptions. The "pictures" and "reflections" of Mary Barton, he says, 

are 

full of those touches of nature which 'make the whole world 
kin'; and its dialogues are managed with a degree of ease 
and naturalness rarely attained even by the most experienced 
writers of fiction. We believe that they approach very nearly, 
both in tone and style, to the conversations actually carried 
on in the dingy cottages of Lancashire. 

Only someone, this passage implies, who had come in close personal 

contact with dwellers in dingy Lancashire cottages could artistically 

transcribe with a high degree of naturalness the lengthy conversations 

of those people. Later in the review, Greg goes a step further. He 

states, without qualification, that a scene in the book is both specifi

cally and generally true: "We are proud to be enabled to testify that 

the scene presented in this extract [depicting the cellar home of the 

33. Anon, rev., 9 (Feb. 1849), 131. [Further references will 
be given parenthetically by page number in the text.] 

34. An initial difficulty occurs here in that it is necessary 
to discuss negative criticism of Mary Barton involving the overall 
validity of the novel and its alleged socio-moral biases in Chapter 3. 
Therefore, it is at times difficult to differentiate between material 
that belongs in this chapter, concerning what might be called physical 
authenticity, and material that belongs in the following chapter, 
concerning the philosophical implications of the novel, or what might 
be called conceptual authenticity. There will necessarily be some over
lapping; however, I think that the purpose of the paper will be served 
by the present arrangement. 

35. [William Greg], "Mary Barton. A Tale of Manchester Life," 
Edinburgh Preview, 79 (Jan.-April 1849), 402. [Further reference will be 
given parenthetically by page number in the text.] 
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destitute Davenport family] is not only true to individual life, but it 

is the expression of a general fact" (p. 410). Throughout most of the 

rest of the review, Greg is at pains to show that Mrs. Gaskell's version 

of life in a manufacturing center is not representative, but rather 

selective; but here he must grant her the general truth of her obser

vations . 

Kingsley, writing in Fraser's Magazine, is highly impressed by 

the factual quality of the novel. Referring to it as a book whose 

message should be posted on lampposts and walls for maximum effect, he 

says, 

the facts—the facts are all in all; for they are facts. As 
a single instance of corroboration, if any were needed, a 
Manchester clergyman has just assured us, that his own eyes 
have seen the miseries there described (as he asserts, without 
the least exaggeration), not merely in the years in which the 
scene of the book is laid—1839-40, but now, in these very 
last years of 1847-9.36 

The book concerns itself, he says, with actual conditions in England, 

not with events distant in time and place: 

The book to which we allude is Mary Barton, a Tale of Manchester 
Life—Manchester life in England in the nineteenth century. Not 
of Indian cholera famines, or Piedmontese persecutions, or 
Peruvian tortures, or old Norman Conquest butcheries, or any of 
those horrors which distance of place and time makes us quiet, 
easy-going folks, fancy impossible in civilized, Christian, 
nineteenth-century England; but of the life-in-death—life worse 
than many deaths, which now besets thousands, and tens of 
thousands of our countrymen, (p. 430) 

36. "Recent Novels," Fraser's Magazine, 39 (April 1849), 430. 
[Further references will be given in the text parenthetically by page 
number.] It is intriguing to suppose that this clergyman was Mrs. 
Gaskell's husband, the Reverend William Gaskell. 
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Another writer, in an article in the International Weekly Miscellany, 

also feels a predominant power of truth in Mary Barton. 

[It] conducts us into the factory workman's narrow dwelling, 
and depicts his joys and sorrows, his aims and efforts, his 
wants and misery, with a power of truth that irresistibly lays 
hold upon the heart. ̂7 

The truth, a reproduction of "real life," is the highest standard for 

these reviewers. Only the truth can produce, they believe, a model that 

readers could learn from. This regard for the truth was an aspect of 

the Victorian devotion to the functional and the practicable. Litera

ture that was life-like was valuable; that which was a product of the 

imagination was suspect. 

Thus Mary Barton is an intensely "life-like" book, many of the 

reviewers contend, because its author used documentation based on first

hand experience. A reviewer for the Athenaeum thinks the book to be 

forcible and fair, and especially "life-like" in its dialogue: 

We have met with few pictures of life among the working 
classes at once so forcible and so fair as Mary Barton. 
The truth of it is terrible. The writer is superior to 
melodramatic seductions, and has described misery, temp
tation, distress and shame as they really exist. Only 
twice has he (?) had recourse to the worn-out machinery 
of the novelist—and then he has used it with a master's 

37. Reprinted Eclectic Mag., 21 (Sept.-Dec. 1850) 430. [No 
other bibliographical data available.] 
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hand. But he is excellent in the anatomy of feelings and 
motives, in the display of character, in the life-like and 
simple use of dialogue;—and the result is a painful interest 
very rare in our experience.38 

A reviewer for the Westminster Review also commends the "life-like" 

quality of Mary Barton. Jem's early offer of marriage to Mary, while 

she is still attracted to a manufacturer's son, Henry Carson, strikes 

him as a particularly authentic scene. "We would like to transcribe," 

he says, "the whole of this scene, as one of the life-like and truly 

touching parts of the book."39 The scene seems overdone now, sentimental 

and affected; but for the Westminster reviewer, it was perfectly 

expressive of a factory love-affair. 

38. Anon, rev., Athenaeum, no. 1095, 21 Oct. 1848, p. 1050. 
[Further references will be given parenthetically in the text by page 
number.J Melodrama is the enemy of authenticity here, as it is in some 
of the other reviews. The problem of melodrama in fiction does not fit 
neatly into my discussion of the critical response to Mary Barton, but 
it is perhaps instructive to contrast the claims of a "life-like" quality 
in the book with the fact of the melodramatic elements. Certainly, 
melodrama is defined somewhat differently now than it was then, yet this 
reviewer's choice of melodramatic scenes coincides, I think, with what a 
modern reader would choose. And it is important to realize that some 
elements of Mrs. Gaskell's first novel could not quite pass muster with 
some reviewers as authentic representations of life. This reviewer 
singles out the fire at which Jem acts the part of a hero and Mary's 
dramatic race to find her father and convince him to return to stand 
trial for the crime for which Jem has been wrongfully accused as melo
dramatic incidents. One might well list other melodramatic passages. 
Importantly, however, this reviewer pointedly notes that the non-
authentic passages are of small significance and that the writer is 
"superior to melodramatic seductions." 

39. [W. E.] "Mary Barton," Westminster Review, 51 (April-July 
1849), 56. [Further references will be given in the text parenthetically 
by page number.] Clark Northrup ascribes this article to E. W. This 
seems to be a simple inversion. See Clark Sutherland Northrup, 
"Bibliography," in Gerald de Witt Sanders, Elizabeth Gaskell (New Haven: 
Yale Univ. Press, 1929). 
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Another reviewer, J. J. Taylor, writing in the Prospective 

Review, identifies certain other nonauthentic elements in the novel. 

These melodramatic passages are not necessarily bad, he implies, but 

we turn with far greater delight and deeper admiration to the 
soft and quiet touches of natural pathos and the incidental 
revelations of character with which the tale abounds. Here 
we trace true genius and own the presence of a beautiful and 
highly gifted mind, full of sensibility,—familiar with man's 
heart—giving out its sympathies in rich unconscious overflow 
wherever human joy or sorrow comes before it. It is in the 
byplay of the general action, where nothing great is thought 
of, and no effect is contemplated, that the workings of true 
genius betray themselves most unequivocally.^® 

"The byplay of the general action, where nothing great is thought of, and 

no effect is contemplated" is especially significant in a discussion of 

authenticity in the domestic novels, which will be considered later. I 

note it here because the reviewer has perceptively touched on a point, in 

a review of Mrs. Gaskell's first major work, that has far-ranging signif-

cance in the development of the critical response to her work as a whole. 

Here, however, in relationship to Mary Barton, it again underscores the 

reviewers' acceptance of the "life-like" quality of the book. Elsewhere, 

this reviewer says, 

Our authoress seizes with singular felicity the salient points 
of characters and manners, and paints them distinctly to the 
very eye. Take the opening chapter. The description of the 
sauntering group of holiday idlers—the dress and bearing of 
the girls, and the rude gallantry exchanged between them and 
the lads, with the married couples quietly trailing along 
their toddling little ones—will strike every inhabitant of 
Manchester with its vivid truthfulness. Then, the tea-party 
at Barton's at the conclusion of the afternoon's stroll 
[is]. . . a complete and most admirable piece of Dutch 

40. [J. J. Taylor], "Mary Barton," Prospective Review, 5 (1849), 
43. [Further reverences will be given parenthetically in the text by 
page number.] 
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painting, which for the accuracy of its details respecting 
the habits and economy of the poor might almost be studied 
by a collector of social statistics. (p. 42) 

Mrs. Gaskell's descriptive "felicity" is more thoroughly appraised in 

the reviews of Ruth, but here it is used to validate again the "life

like" characteristics of the book. The "stern realities," as well as 

more pleasant activities, are perfectly realized by Mrs. Gaskell, 

according to this reviewer: a description of the cellar home of the 

Davenport family is almost "Dantesque," he says, in its "terrible truth

fulness" (p. 46). 

That Mrs. Gaskell has eschewed exaggeration in Mary Barton is 

also approvingly noted by a number of the reviewers. The adverse review 

that appeared in the British Quarterly Review includes an admission that 

Mrs. Gaskell does not "overdraw" conditions: "The incidents of the tale 

before us are supposed to take place in that period of great and 

continued distress under which the manufacturing districts suffered for 

some years and which reached its maximum in 1842. The account which the 

author gives of the state of affairs at that time is not overdrawn" 

(p. 123). The reviewer's overall burden is to disprove the supposed 

allegations of the novel, but he is forced to admit that the book is not 

all exaggeration. Another writer, reviewing Ruth, retrospectively notes 

the intense but unexaggerated authenticity of Mary Barton: 

Too terrible it was indeed in parts, too heartrending were 
the pictures of distress presented to the mental eye; but 
for the combination of delicate pathos with stern power, we 
know not where to find the equal of this writer. The sternest 
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Alpine gorge brightens for her with fairy flowers. She 
discovers the poetry of life under the homeliest aspects, 
and reproduces it without the shadow of exaggeration.41 

This unexaggerated authenticity also extends to the characters, 

many reviewers contend. The Westminster reviewer found in Mary the 

perfect antithesis to the unrealistic heroines of conventional romances: 

Compare Mary Barton with the Evelinas, Cecilias, and 
Belindas which superseded the Romances of the Forest, 
the Children of the Abbey, and the Haunted Towers of 
the age which preceded theirs: Mary Barton is no 
heiress nursed in the lap of luxury, living upon the 
produce of other people's labour, without knowing, or 
even the curiosity to know, how it comes to her—refined, 
generous, capricious, indolent—dying first of ennui, then 
of love, and lastly falling prey to a fortune-hunter, or 
a military swindler. No, Mary Barton is one of Labor's 
daughters—heiress of all the struggles, vicissitudes, 
and suffering consequent upon the ignorance and prejudice 
of the society into which she is born (p. 48). 

The authenticity of the character of John Barton, Taylor implies in 

the Prospective, is guaranteed by the existence of a living model. 

"The characters in this Tale have great variety and contrast, are finely 

discriminated and sustained with a vigilant consistency," he says; 

"Barton himself, we have heard, is a draught from life" (p. 42). 

Some reviewers are not so sure, however, about the consistent 

truthfulness of the characters of Mary Barton and John Barton. For some, 

John is not an authentic representation of a workingman; or else they 

41. Anon, rev., "Ruth," English Review, 19 (April 1853). 193. 
Mary Howitt, for whose husband Mrs. Gaskell had written some earlier 
sketches, also congratulated the writer on her authenticity in Mary 
Barton: "Dickens never wrote anything superior ... because here there 
is no exaggeration, no caricature, and every character appeals and takes 
such hold of one's heart." From an undated fragment of a letter 
(c. autumn, 1847) in Gaskell Collection in Brotherton Library, Univ. of 
Leeds, "Shorter Collection." Quoted in Annette Hopkins, "Mary Barton: 
A Victorian Bestseller," Trollopian, 3 (June 1948), 2. 



feel that as an Intelligent workingman, he would not have acted as he 

did. John Barton is "unhappily true to life," Greg says, but adds that 

he is not representative (p. 412). Barton does not succeed as a 

character, and is not representative, the British Quarterly reviewer 

states, because it would be difficult to find an intelligent worker so 

ignorant of economic principles (p. 129). This supposed inconsistency in 

Barton's character is also noted by Taylor. The character is not 

completely coherent, he says: John is given a strong and active 

intellect, and "we doubt whether a spirit capable of deliberately com

mitting a crime imputed to him, could co-exist with the other qualities 

of John Barton's character" (p. 52). 

For at least two of the reviewers, Mary's character is also 

inconsistent. Her earlier actions in the novel do not logically corre

spond to her later actions, they assert. For Taylor, the character of 

Mary is the worst fault of the novel: "We confess, then, that the worst 

thing in the whole Tale seems to us the character of its heroine, or 

rather the unnatural combination of the two elements that go to make up 

her character" (p. 50). The change in Mary's character, he says, is too 

sudden: 

If Mary had been the vain, selfish, cold-hearted creature 
which her connection with Mr. Carson implied—encouraging 
attentions without affection and stifling a purer love in 
her heart—years would have been required to convert her 
into the sweet and gentle and earnest being which she is 
represented as having immediately become; and to preserve 
consistency in the groundwork of her character, traces of 
her former self should have shown themselves in the latter 
part of her history. (p. 51) 
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And William Greg feels that there is an improbable discrepancy between 

the aspects of Mary's character: 

We cannot believe that the long coquetting of the heroine, 
Mary Barton, a weaver's daughter and apprenticed to a 
milliner, with Henry Carson, a young master manufacturer 
and one of the beaux of Manchester—still less her long 
ill-usage of her rough and faithful lover, Jem Wilson, and 
her sudden and passionate devotion to him—are consistent 
with the sense and spirit all along attributed to her. (p. 434) 

However, the minor characters do not share this doubting criti

cism. Rather, they are often specifically mentioned as excellent 

features of the novel. The Westminster reviewer, for example, says, 

"We must not pass altogether in silence the admirably portrayed and 

sustained characters of Jane Wilson (Jem's mother), Job Legh, and his 

granddaughter, old Alice (Jem's aunt), the boy Charley, and last, but 

not least, the admirable Ben Sturgis and his wife" (p. 59). And the 

Athenaeum reviewer, giving testimony for the importance of the concept 

of mirror-image realism and its significance in the early critical 

response to Mrs. Gaskell, says, "The accessory characters are touched 

with the fidelity of a Daguerreotype" (p. 1050). 

A specific element of the characterization that receives 

favorable response is Mrs. Gaskell's use of dialect. The "graphic-power" 

of the cottage scenes that he admires, singularly, in Mary Barton, is 

enhanced, says the reviewer for the British Quarterly, "by the liberal 

use of the broad, though vigorous Lancashire dialect" (p. 131). The 

Athenaeum reviewer also commends the use of the dialect: "In yet another 

respect 'Mary Barton' deserves praise. The author has made use of the 

Lancashire dialect—a vigorous and racy, but in some districts scarcely 
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intelligible, patois—with ease, spirit, and nicety in selection" 

(p. 1050). Lastly, the Prospective reviewer notes that the dialect gives 

the novel "a warm local hue": 

As for the northern patois which is liberally introduced into 
the dialogue, we are not ourselves sufficiently masters of it, 
to say how far it may be taken as a correct representation of 
the language of the people; but the copious sprinkling of it 
on every page, is to our feelings very agreeable, as giving a 
peculiar raciness to the speech of shrewd and earnest men, and 
diffusing a warm local hue, without vulgarity or obscurity, 
over the whole narrative.42 (p. 42) 

Certainly, Mary Barton was not received as an absolutely accurate 

representation of factory life, especially by reviewers whose sympathies, 

for one reason or another, were with the manufacturers. These manufac

turers were angered and mortified by what they thought to be inaccurate 

and malicious misrepresentations of life in Manchester, and several 

reviewers set about to correct these misrepresentations. 43 However, 

what they were concerned with were the philosophical implications of the 

novel, the conceptual authenticity, rather than with the accuracy of 

what Mrs. Gaskell observed and transcribed. This problem, the alleged 

misrepresentations and biases of Mary Barton, belongs to Chapter 3 of 

this study, which covers the socio-moral emphasis in the contemporary 

42. Mrs. Gaskell's husband, the Reverend William Gaskell, was a 
student of dialects; and he had helped her to transcribe the Lancashire 
dialect. About this aspect of her novel, Mrs. Gaskell was completely 
serious. In a letter to her publisher, Edward Chapman, she said, "It 
is so difficult living in Lancashire to decide upon words likely to be 
unintelligible in another county; but my husband has put notes to those 
we believe to require them." Letter No. 25 (1848), The Letters of Mrs. 
Gaskell, ed. J. A. V. Chappie and Arthur Pollard (Manchester: Manchester 
Univ. Press, 1966), p. 56. Another time, she said, "In looking over the 
book I see numerous errors regarding the part written in the Lancashire 
dialect." Letter No. 33 (to Edward Chapman, 1848), p. 64. 

43. See Letters, pp. 66 and 68. 
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critical response to the novel. Here, it should be noted that the 

authenticity of Mary Barton was denied only by those reviewers who were 

especially sensitive to the manufacturing ethos, and even they granted 

a certain degree of authenticity while denying the accuracy of the 

whole. 

In general, the reviewers responded very favorably to what they 

saw as a powerful, authentic representation of factory life in Mary 

Barton. Specifically, they approved of the factual quality of the 

novel; the life-like quality of its scenes; the lack of exaggeration; 

and the believable, recognizable characterizations. With the appearance 

of her first novel, Mrs. Gaskell's reputation as a writer of authentic 

fiction was firmly set. 
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Ruth: 
The Painful Realities of Everyday Life 

In the contemporary critical response to Ruth, one finds the 

first appreciation of Mrs. Gaskell's use of the domestic mode. That is, 

some reviewers submit that Ruth's virtues rise from its apolitical, 

non-societal basis. "It is," says the reviewer for Bentley's Miscellany, 

"entirely a story of common life. It has no political or social envir

onment." ̂  As a story of "common life," it is a precursor—although not 

to such a complete degree as Cranford—of the later domestic comedies. 

It is not a factory novel, but rather represents an attempt by Mrs. 

Gaskell to find new thematic material and to turn away from factory 

fiction.45 However, it is not accurate to say that it has no social 

environment. The town to which Ruth goes after the Bensons rescue her— 

and which provides her protection, then rejects her—certainly forms "a 

social environment." Furthermore, Ruth is a theme novel (although not, 

again, a roman £_ thdse exactly) that investigates a specific social 

problem; and it is to this degree related to Mary Barton. 

Ruth does, nonetheless, lack the "tumult and the terror" of Mary 

Barton. It points forward to a quieter mode and to a critical appraisal 

that does not depend on accurate physical authenticity. The physical 

authenticity of the later novels, we shall find, helps the reader to 

44. Anon, rev., "Contemporary Literature," 33 (3 Feb. 1853), 
237. [Further references will be given parenthetically in the text by 
page number.] 

45. Mrs. Gaskell's career will not exactly fit the dichotomy 
of social novel vs. domestic novel that is so appealing to critics. 
There is a pattern, certainly, but Ruth and Sylvia's Lovers each have 
elements that disrupt the pattern. 
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conceive of a fully realized place, against the background of which a 

subdued theme can be enacted. The quieter mode of Ruth was nonetheless 

perceived by the reviewers as an appropriate kind of authenticity for 

fiction. Mrs. Gaskell's skill as a writer of authentic fiction was as 

fully recognized in the reviews of Ruth as it had been in those of Mary 

Barton. The "painful realities of every day," as J. M. Ludlow in North 

British Review has it, are as imposing as the violent realities of the 

manufacturing centers. The incidents in Ruth are, he says, 

almost without exception, elements of dramatic interest, 
which never approach the outer verge of likelihood, scarcely 
transcend the painful realities of every day. And the setting 
is as simple as the picture. The most harrowing struggle of 
the book, perhaps, takes place, as it might in common life, in 
a drawing-room by the sea-side, amidst all the amenities of 
social life. 46 

The use of simple setting as a kind of guarantee against exag

geration is throughout one of the virtues of Mrs. Gaskell's writing in 

Ruth, according to the reviewers. Mrs. Gaskell has utilized common 

incidents in Ruth, the reviewers contend, and she has let the conse

quences logically evolve from these incidents. "The dramatic power 

of the authoress of 'Mary Barton' was not to be doubted," Ludlow 

adds: "But what marks 'Ruth' is her extreme sobriety in the wielding 

of it, the common incidents out of which she evolves it, the distinctive 

abstinence from exaggeration in her most highly-wrought and pathetic 

passages" (p. 153). George Lewes, in a review of Ruth and Villette,is 

also impressed by the logical simplicity of the action in the former. 

46. [J. M. Ludlow], "Ruth: A Novel," "North British Review, 
19 (May-Aug. 1853), 53. Ascription of this article to Ludlow is given 
by The Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals, 1824-1900, ed. 
Walter E. Houghton (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1966), p. 676. 
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"The working up of the concluding scenes," he says, "is beautiful, yet 

they are so simple and unexaggerated, that they haunt the reader like a 

reality."^7 The lack of exaggeration results from a "balanced fineness 

of perception," the reviewer for Putnam's suggests. "The story is 

managed with the utmost delicacy and skill," he says. "Ruth does not 

overestimate or underestimate her sorrow. The young girl knew no wrong, 

felt no wrong; but the woman and mother knows and feels it. It is this 

balanced perception which is so very winning in the book" (p. 539). 

The balanced perception, he implies, keeps Mrs. Gaskell safe from 

excesses: "There is no exaggeration, no impassioned denunciation, 

which would destroy its own effect by a wild enthusiasm. The book is 

mellow, mature, and sober" (p. 539). The reviewers accept the fact that 

a particular effect was intended in the novel, but they do not feel that 

the effect is essayed at the expense of a realistic portrayal of life. 

Even the reviewer for the Athenaeum, especially wary of didacticism in 

fiction, felt that in Ruth the message was properly subordinated to 

authentic representation. 

The misery of her apprenticeship is well described because 
it is not exaggerated with the view of exciting false 
sympathy. Her employer, Mrs. Mason, is no tyrannical 
ogress,—she is merely a self-interested woman, pinched 
and pre-occupied by her own struggle with narrow fortune.^® 

47. "Ruth and Villette," Westminster Review, NS 3 (Jan.-April 
1853), 483. [Further reference will be given in the text parenthetically 
by page number.] 

48. Anon, rev., "Ruth: A Novel," Athenaeum, no. 1316, 15 Jan. 
1853, p. 76. [Further references will be given parenthetically in the 
text by page number.] All of the Athenaeum reviews are strongly anti-
didactic. The reviews of Mary Barton and Ruth, and the obituary are 
attributed to Henry P. Chorley by Leslie Alexis Marchand in The 
"Athenaeum": A Mirror of Victorian Culture (Chapel Hill, N.C.: Univ. of 
South Carolina Press, 1941), pp. 192-3. 
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Two other aspects of Ruth elicited favorable commentary from the 

reviewers: the characterization and the natural descriptions. By their 

extensive references to character and description in the novel, the 

reviewers seem to be implying that the quality of authenticity is 

dependent on Mrs. Gaskell's concrete realization of person and place. 

The critical reaction to the characters in Ruth was as favorable 

as it had been for Mary Barton. "The character of Ruth," says a reviewer 

for the English Review, "is reflected with exquisite grace, and preserved 

throughout with admirable self-consistency."49 "Other characters,11 he 

says, "are embodied with the same life-like intensity and truth [as Ruth 

herself]" (p. 194). The natural interaction of characters and the natu

ral disclosure of their inner selves contribute to the authenticity of 

the book, Ludlow contends. "The characters in ^Ruth' are all real 

characters," he says, "even when, like Mr. Benson, Mr. Farquhar . . . and 

[Jemina Bradshaw] ... they grow slowly upon view, half-riddles at the 

first" (p. 158). A reviewer for Tait's, also impressed by the inter

action of the characters, states, "The dramatic conduct of the tale is 

well sustained; not only the character of each person is consistently and 

roundly developed; but their mutual action upon each other educes just 

the probable modification of personal character. "50 And, giving the 

element of character, and Mrs. Gaskell's skill with minor characters, 

special importance by its placement, the reviewer for the Athenaeum 

49. English Review, pp. 193-4. 

50. Anon, rev., "The Story of Ruth," Tait's Edinburgh Magazine, 
NS 20 (April 1853), 218. [Further references will be given parenthe
tically in the text by page number.] 
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devotes the whole last section of his article to an accolade to the 

character of the servant, Sally, "A bit of honest unlicked, unpainted 

nature" (p. 78). 

There was not universal praise for the characters in the novel, 

of course. For several reviewers, Ruth is too intellectual and too pure 

to be an adequate representation of a fallen woman. The reviewer for 

Sharpens» for example, in a very negative review, criticizes the 

character of Ruth for being unrealistic. "Her portrait is untrue," he 

says, "to the daily experience of actual life; she rubs against the 

reader's moral sense of truth, and Ruth, in her childlike purity and 

innocence, is not a veritable type of her class.George Lewes and 

William Greg also think that Ruth has been presented as being more 

perfect than she needed to be;52 and the author of "The Lady Novelists 

of Great Britain" wishes that Ruth had been a more active emotional 

participant in her love affair, someone with more dramatic inner life. 

"We think that it would have been more true," he says, "to paint Ruth as 

more alive and less simple."53 

51. Anon, rev., Sharpens London Magazine, 15 Jan. 1853, p. 125. 
[Further references will be given parenthetically by page number.] 

52. "Ruth and Villette." p. 480; William Rathbone Greg, "False 
Morality of Lady Novelists," Literary and Social Judgements (Boston: 
James R. Osgood & Co., 1873), p. 114. [Further references will be given 
in the text parenthetically by page number.] 

53. "The Lady Novelists of Great Britain," Gentleman's Magazine, 
40 (July-Dec. 1853), 18-25. Reprinted Eclectric Magazine, 30 (Sept.-Dec. 
1853), 137. [Further references will be given in the text parenthe
tically by page number.] 
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Other characters who draw some criticism are Mr. Bellingham, 

Ruth's seducer; Ruth's son by that liaison, Leonard; and her protector, 

the Reverend Mr. Benson. Referring to Bellingham, the reviewer for 

Sharpe's says, "She [Ruth] meets a gentleman by chance (who is drawn as 

worthless and heartless as it is the erroneous and unwise habit of some 

to portray gentlemen)" (p. 126). In a less emotional and more technical 

criticism, Lewes charges the character of Leonard with being, at least at 

one point, unbelievable. He says he must protest "against one portion of 

the work, which strikes us as conventional and unnatural; we allude to 

the intensity of grief with which Ruth's child is afflicted on hearing 

that his mother has not been married."54 Benson's character is attacked 

for his having acted in a supposedly non-Christian manner. His well-

meaning lie to protect the true identity of Ruth, by referring to her as 

Mrs. Denbigh, is the basis for this criticism. The reviewer for Sharpe's 

is adamant on this matter: "We fearlessly assert, that no Gospel 

minister who knew and valued truth could have done this" (p. 126). 

Meeting such criticism, the author of "Lady Novelists of Great Britain" 

suggests that readers who reject Benson and Bradshaw missed some infor

mation that the novel gives: 

Much exception has been taken to the characters of both Benson 
and Bradshaw. We have little sympathy in the ordinary objec
tions made to either of them. They are fine studies, and 
deserve most careful examination. Thurston Benson is a man of 
whom many good people say that it is nearly impossible such a 
one could be a party to deceit. They cannot surely have taken 
into account all the antecedents. He appears at no part of his 
career to have been a strong, well-exercised man. With a weak, 
ailing frame, habits of dependence upon others have early been 
nourished in him, and a studious, contemplative, poetical turn 
of mind has been fed by his way of life. (p. 138) 

54. "Ruth and Villette," p. 484. 
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Overall, the negative reactions to the characters in Ruth are 

decidedly in the minority. The general reception by the reviewers is 

expressed by Ludlow in the North British Review, who conceives of the 

characters in the novel as illustrations of Mrs. Gaskell's impartial

ity. "The authoress of *Ruth' is one," he says, "who looks at life so 

simply, with so little partiality or one-sidedness, that we have a 

right to expect her characters to be as natural as the development of 

their actions" (p. 157). 

The natural description in Ruth impresses the reviewers by its 

evocative quality. Ludlow notices an emerging skill in the author of 

Ruth: "There is also developing more and more in the writer ... a very 

striking power of describing the aspects of nature, such as equalled by 

very few of the writers of the day" (p. 157). Curtis, in Putnam's, sees 

a kindred spirit at work in the novel: "Those who know the woods, and 

water, and country life, and small town life, and the lonely sea-shore, 

will recognize in the descriptions in this book, the heart and hand of 

one who has also felt them as they are" (p. 539). Even the negative 

reviewer for Sharpens has to admit that he admires the book's "elegance 

of style, its tenderness and power, and its delicious scenic descriptions" 

(p. 125). And the reviewer for the Dublin University Magazine, while 

maintaining that the novel is derived from reflection rather than obser

vation, is nonetheless enthralled by the descriptions: 

The authoress is evidently possessed of a clearer perception 
of external imagery, than that inward life which gives force 
to the outward character. But, of all things she excels in 
description; her country scenes are so elegantly drawn, that 
the reader, even in the murky atmosphere of London, can almost 
imagine, while he reads them, that he breathes once more the 
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pure, fresh, invigorating air which sweeps across the Cambrian 
hills; and that he smells the fragrance of flowers blooming in 
the garden of the kind-hearted old dissenting minister. 

In a perceptive essay, the reviewer for Tait's remarks on Mrs. Gaskell's 

effective use of detail in the novel: 

How truthful an observation of the workings of our minds 
it is, that in the wildest astonished despair, when the 
deserted girl has been running up the interminable road, 
pursuing her betrayer's carriage till it is out of sight, 
breathless falling on the ground, she notices and ever 
afterwards remembers, a tiny trifle, the green beetle on 
the grass, (p. 218) 

For this reviewer, this effective use of detail is an example of the way 

in which a clever writer uses description to approximate emotion. 

The inventor of fictitious life uses the privilege, there
fore, of surrounding his persons with that kind of scenery, 
by describing which he may infect the reader with a senti
ment akin to what his persons are feeling. The author of 
Ruth has been very skillful in this art; nor do we remem
ber any prose narrative, where it is more successfully, 
though perhaps too prodigally applied. (p. 217) 

This early, tentative anticipation of T. S. Eliot's "objective correl

ative" is rather remarkable. The use of the gargoyle in the church that 

attracts Ruth's attention as she contemplates marrying her regenerate 

seducer, and the lonely seashore where she rejects him, argue that Mrs. 

Gaskell was aware, as this reviewer implies, of the efficacious use of 

description for conveying emotion. 

55. "Recent Novels," Dublin University Magazine, 42 (Nov. 1853), 
622. [Further references will be given parenthetically in the text by 
page number.] 
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As was noted above, one reviewer saw Mrs. Gaskell's character

izations as illustrations of her impartiality. For another reviewer, 

Mrs. Gaskell's descriptive felicity produces a "real, living world," 

which is also conducive to the establishment of her impartiality: 

She does no more than give simple utterance to her own 
aspects of the truth—she does not exclude other views, 
other sides of a question—she merely presents one real, 
living picture, which she justly thinks the world, in 
its great purity and wisdom, may, if it is true to nature, 
be better for knowing.56 

An adherence to an authentic representation of nature, this would seem 

to suggest, leads the writer to a balanced, impartial conception of 

life. In nature there is balance, according to such a view, and 

descriptive authenticity compels the writer to place human activity 

within that balance. 

The response of the reviewers to Ruth suggests that they con

ceived of Mrs. Gaskell as a writer with a specific virtue that raised 

her above the common run of novelists: the authentic portrayal of life 

about her, especially in its common, everyday aspects. Unlike the 

writers of romances and those whom George Eliot satirized as being of 

the "mind and millinery" school, but like Jane Austen—with whom she is 

often compared in the reviews of the later novels—Mrs. Gaskell provides 

a realizable foundation for the action in her novels. Ruth lacks the 

forcefulness and the terror of Mary Barton, but it presents, the 

reviewers seem to be saying, an authenticity of another but not inferior 

kind. 

56. "Lady Novelist of Great Britain," p. 137. 
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Later Works; 
The Air of Perfect Reality 

What strikes one immediately about the contemporary critical 

reaction to the other major works in Mrs. Gaskell's canon is its sparse-

ness. Apparently, there was a sharp falling off of interest after Ruth. 

In large part, this was because Mrs. Gaskell ceased being controversial. 

North and South was again about factory life; but it was in some ways a 

reprise of Mary Barton, and the interest in factory agitation and reform 

had greatly diminished by the time of its publication. It therefore did 
f 

not cause the intense reponse by reviewers that Mary Barton had caused. 

In the other novels, Mrs. Gaskell mostly eschewed controversial 

subjects. The final novel, Wives and Daughters, produced the greatest 

critical reaction since Ruth, occasioned, one might suppose, by the 

fact of Mrs. Gaskell's death while the novel was still being written. 

However, in comparison to the response to the first two novels, the 

reaction was small indeed.57 

Within this slight critical response, however, one still finds 

a series of approbatory comments on Mrs. Gaskell's authentic represen

tations. Again and again, Mrs. Gaskell's foundation of authenticity 

in the construction of her fiction is singled out as a distinctive and 

positive aspect of that fiction. 

Three elements of Mrs. Gaskell's fiction that the reviewers 

had emphasized in their response to the first two novels continue to be 

of particular interest. One is the quality of common, everyday life 

57. It is noteworthy that an immense reaction met the publi
cation of The Life of Charlotte Brontel but the consequence of that 
reaction—to a biography rather than a novel—affects this study only 
marginally. 
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that the novels express. The reviewers, partly as a result of Mrs. 

Gaskell.'s shift toward the domestic mode, place more and more emphasis 

on the quiet, reserved character of her later work, to the detriment of 

an appreciation of the innovative and dramatic nature of her early 

fiction. The second is Mrs. Gaskell's ability to develop believable and 

well-rounded characters. The third element, which is similar to the 

first, but which would seem to have a separate significance, is a 

pervading "sense of reality." 

Cranford, the first domestic comedy, was entirely a book of 

everyday occurrences. It was unlike either of the two novels that 

Mrs. Gaskell had previously published. It made no pretensions to social-

problem significance. Not having been intended as a major work,58 it 

had as its unifying devices only the central locale and the group of 

elderly gentlewomen who inhabit the town. Mrs. Gaskell, that is, did 

not set out to develop a theme, as she clearly did in Mary Barton and 

Ruth. With such characteristics, the book had a very positive effect 

on those reviewers who noticed it. They seemed to be disposed to 

applaud a work of fiction that could serve as an antidote to the 

excesses of conventional, romantic fiction, and even to the intensity 

of Mrs. Gaskell's previous novels. 

The Athenaeum, whose reviewers often chastised Mrs. Gaskell for 

her alleged thematic fervor, reacted with an especially favorable review. 

58. Cranford appeared initially as a self-contained two-part 
story in Dickens' Household Words on Dec. 13, 1851. 



40 

The reviewer remarks that the novel avoids those elements that would 

appeal to "lovers of excitement." The author, he says, 

has wrought it out just enough and not too much—so as to 
produce a picture of manners, motives and feelings which 
is perfect. Her theme, it is true, has not an iota of 
romance, or poetry, or heroism in it such as will attract 
lovers of excitement. There are no wicked and hardened 
rich people—no eloquent and virtuous paupers—in Cranford. 
The scene is a small drowsy country town, such as will 
hardly have an existence of a quarter of a century hence: 
the persons a few foolish and faded gentlewomen of limited 
incomes, moving round a younger daughter of a deceased 
rector, as central figures—and their gentilities, their 
sociabilities, their topics and their panics fill many 
pages.^ 

The novel accurately reflects, the reviewer says, the "current of real 

life," because it has "touches of love and kindness, of simple sacri

fice and of true womanly tenderness"; and it does so "with no appeal, 

and for no applause, but naturally and truthfully" (p. 765). One of 

the novel's chief virtues, the reviewer implies, is its consistent 

adherence to the values of everyday life: 

There is not a single blemish or inconsistency to be pointed 
out, in short, from first to last;—there is hardly a 
solitary incident which is not of everyday occurrence— 
unless it be, the opportune return of Peter in reply to 
the Cranford Chronicler's letter.^0 (p. 765) 

For the reviewer for the Daily Times, Cranford is one of the 

best novels published for many years, one of the best because it is so 

"easy" and so replete with everyday characters. 

59. Anon, rev., Athenaeum, no. 1339, 25 June 1853, p. 765. 
[Further references will be given parenthetically in the text by page 
number.] 

60. Ibid. There are other "blemishes" in the novel, if we are 
to take elements that are not stricly realistic as blemishes; and it is 
surprising that this reviewer identifies only one, for the novel has a 
large measure of fantasy beneath its surface authenticity. 
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It is really her best work,—it is one of the best works 
published for many years,—because it is so easy, so 
unartificial, so exceedingly truthful. Not a character 
in it, but breathes and lives, with a special individuality, 
a flesh and blood personality. They are our everyday 
friends and acquaintances, and we know them.^l 

It is significant that this reviewer prefers Cranford to Mrs. Gaskell's 

other novels, for this preference points to the direction that the later 

criticism of Mrs. Gaskell's work followed. That is, it points to the 

reviewers' increasing preference for the domestic comedies over the 

works that initially established Mrs. Gaskell's reputation, the social-

problem novels. 

"The Moorland Cottage," a story that appeared in 1851, slightly 

before Cranford, also received praise for its concentration on everyday 

life. "It is so truthful in its portraiture of every-day characters," 

one reviewer says, "that it will be equally appreciated by all 

classes." 62 The reviewer also finds, conversely, that Mrs. Gaskell has 

indulged in an improbable "accident" to resolve her plot. However, 

the reviewer's distinct approbation of the story's "common-life" basis 

sets this review within the context of a general, abiding interest in 

authenticity. 

The common-life basis of Mrs. Gaskell's fiction can probably be 

said to come to its highest level artistically in Wives and Daughters. 

It was subtitled, "An Everyday Story," and certainly Mrs. Gaskell was 

61. Anon, rev., "Mrs. Gaskell and Her Sketches of Cranford," 
The Daily Times [date unobtainable]. Reprinted in The Literary World, 
13, 3 Sept. 1853, p. 92. 

62. [William Whewell], "A Gossip About the Christmas Books," 
Fraser's Magazine, 43 (Jan. 1851), 42. 
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attempting to avoid therein any tincture of controversy or overt socio-

moral commentary. The attention to everyday occurrences and everyday 

psychology, and the avoidance of sensationalism and the usual trappings 

of romance, is of particular interest to the reviewer for the Athenaeum. 

Being "simply" an everyday story was high recommendation for the 

Athenaeum reviewer: 

Here is no cunning plot,—no heroine who, having two husbands, 
pokes one of them into a well, and sets a house on fire, to 
burn out the evidences of her attempted murder. Here is no 
mysterious "uncle, cruel (not bold)" but crafty, who fits up 
a murder-chamber with a revolving window, by way of disposing 
advantageously of the people whose death would be profitable 
to him. Here is no possible or impossible fortune, showered 
into a last chapter, in the midst of a pink, blue, green, 
yellow fire (not to speak of electric light) of a transfor
mation scene. The tale is simply one of every-day deeds,— 
of every-day people,—of every-day motives.63 

A reviewer for the Saturday Review, who conveys an implication that he 

may not have intended, also remarks on the common-life quality of the 

novel: 

Mrs. Gaskell's thoughts ... are ever with rich and poor 
alike, as they pass the routine of ordinary ways, 
checkered with sunshine and sorrow, not tortured with 
any unsolved problems of weal or woe, but satisfied to 
sustain and brighten life with the gentle resources that 
are at hand to every one who will use them.64 

This is not a completely accurate assessment: the Hamleys, at least, 

have woes that are only resolved by the deaths of the elder son and 

Mrs. Hamley. The implication, moreover, is that Mrs. Gaskell was 

63. Anon, rev., Athenaeum, no. 2001, 3 March 1866, p. 295. 
[Further references will be given parenthetically in the text by page 
number.] 

64. Anon. rev., Saturday Review. Reprinted in Eclectic 
Magazine, NS 3 (Jan.-June 1866), 720. [Further references will be given 
parenthetically in the text by page number.] 
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concerned only with comforting and mundane thoughts. This delimiting 

implication becomes explicit in much of the criticism that followed her 

death. 

Turning to the characterizations in these later works, we find 

that the critical appreciation of Mrs. Gaskell's characters holds firm. 

The reviewer for the Daily Times, as I have noted above, praised the 

characters in Cranford for their believability. Another reviewer, 

writing in the Monthly Review, finds the characters in North and South 

comparably believable. 

The dreamy, conscientious clergyman—refined, courteous, 
and utterly unfitted to breast the tides of a life of 
action, much less" the waves of a sea of troubles; his 
nervous, little-minded, faint-hearted wife; their faith
ful old servant, Dixon, with her airs and assumptions; 
Mrs. Thornton, rigid,forbidding, and coarsely tyrannical, 
but sound at the core, and as liable to be misread as to 
misread others; Mrs. Bell, affectionate and ease-loving, 
bon vivant but fast friend; all these, and others in 
North and South, are done to the life.65 

The reviewer for the Athenaeum is impressed by Mrs. Gaskell's use of 

dialect in North and South. "There has been," he says, "no use of 

English patois in English fiction comparable to hers." This use of 

dialect contributes, one assumes, to the naturalness of the dialogue 

that he discovers in the novel. He also finds that Mrs. Gaskell's "eye 

for character is keen. "66 

65. Anon, rev., "The Author of Mary Barton," Colburn's New 
Monthly Review. Reprinted Eclectic Magazine, 37 (Feb. 1856), 262. 
[Further references will be given parenthetically in the text by page 
number.] 

66. Anon, rev., Athenaeum, no. 1432, 7 April 1855, p. 403. 
[Further references will be given parenthetically in the text by page 
number.] 
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Interestingly, the main character in North and South, Margaret, 

comes in for some negative comment. Margaret Oliphant, in "Modern 

Novelists—Great and Small," thinks that the "secondary characters are 

well drawn," but that Margaret is too perfect to be believed (p. 559). 

A similar complaint, it may be remembered, was lodged by several 

reviewers against the character of Ruth. 

The other works receive like praise for their portrayals of 

recognizable and well-rounded characters. Although he has doubts about 

the work as a whole, the reviewer for the Westminster does specifically 

admire the character of Canon Livingstone in "A Dark Night's Work": 

We can but admire the sound taste with which the faithful 
Canon Livingstone ... is made to love, woo, and win, in 
a grave, sedate manner, conformably to the sombre tone of 
the scenes in which he bears a part, without becoming either 
an offensively sentimental or an unnaturally lachrymose 
suitor.67 

Writing of Sylvia's Lovers, a reviewer for the Westminster acknowledges 

the presence of humor and sympathy in Mrs. Gaskell's character portraits. 

"The subordinate characters," he says, "are drawn in all their homely 

reality with the abundant humor and cordial sympathy which are the great 

charms in Mrs. Gaskell's works."68 

And lastly, the reviewers see Mrs. Gaskell's final novel, Wives 

and Daughters, as rich in complex but distinct everyday characters. "It 

would be hard to cite," says the Athenaeum reviewer, "a novel more rich 

67. Anon, rev., "Belles Lettres," Westminster Review, NS 24 
(July—Oct. 1863), 307. 

68. Anon, rev., "Belles Lettres," Westminster Review, NS 23 
(Jan.-April 1863), 622. 
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in distinctly-marked characters than this. There is not one of the 

people in the every-day play to whose identity we could not swear" 

(p. 295). There is revealed, he says, in Mrs. Gaskell's characters, the 

"art of divination": 

The three male Hamleys—the Squire, his picturesque and 
his practical son—, are discriminated with that art of 
divination which sets the real artist apart from the 
pretender. The grief and remorse of the homely old man 
on the death of his delicate firstborn, betwixt whom and 
himself there had been a coolness, is as touching in its 
reality as anything which could be cited (p. 296). 

Referring to an ability similar to this "art of divination," a gift for 

empathizing with the products of her imagination,69 the reviewer for 

the Saturday Review says, 

But it was Mrs. Gaskell's special gift not only to create 
men and women in whom the complexity of character is just 
as is met with in every-day prosaic life, but so to enter 
by hearty sympathy into these heterogeneous creatures of 
her imagination as to exhibit that complexity in every 
word they utter and every step they take. This, in fact, 
is the secret of the popularity of her writings, and of 
the air of perfect reality which, with few exceptions, 
they wear (p. 719). 

Mrs. Gaskell is, the reviewer believes, particularly effective with the 

character of Squire Hamley. "It is the skill displayed in perfectly 

realizing the complexity of the feelings," he says, "that must exhibit 

itself in the actual life of a man of such a character that Mrs. 

Gaskell's singular power is conspicuous" (p. 719). Such praise leads 

one to think that for these reviewers, at least, Mrs. Gaskell's 

characterizations had achieved a high level of excellence. And, for 

69. What is being considered here, apparently, is something akin 
to "negative capability." 
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these reviewers, the characters constitute an important contribution 

to the overall authenticity of Mrs. Gaskell's novels. 

Lastly, in their emphasis on authenticity in Mrs. Gaskell's 

later novels, the reviewers accentuate the "sense of reality" that these 

works convey. Even in an article that has only the briefest reference 

to North and South, and is in fact not a literary review at all, a writer 

for the Edinburgh Review pays tribute to this sense of reality. Citing 

the book's adherence to the rules of probability, he uses the novel as 

evidence for the efficacy of charitable home visits. Home visitors may 

avert tragedies, he suggests (disregarding the satiric truth of Mrs. 

Jellyby in Bleak House); and this leads him to North and South; 

And here it is impossible not to allude to a work most fruit
ful in suggestion on this subject. We mean that part of Mrs. 
Gaskell's North and South, which portrays the gradually acquired 
ascendancy of Margaret over the radical and infidel weaver, 
Nicholas Higgens. The more nearly it is examined, the more 
genuine and free from blemish does this appear. Humility and 
deep sympathy, on one side, meet in time with the due abatement 
of pride on the other: the whole coming quite within the range 
of ordinary probabilities. 

There is, in other words, a strong enough sense of reality in North and 

South for a writer who is basically concerned with social problems to 

refer to it as evidence. Another writer, whose subject is "Lancashire 

Strikes," also refers parenthetically to North and South in order to 

praise its strong sense of reality. Suggesting that Dickens, having 

given a "thrilling description of the presecution to which a poor 

operative was subjected" in Hard Times, might still be suspected of 

exaggeration, he says, 

70. Anon, article, "Lectures to Ladies on Practical Subjects," 
Edinburgh Review. 103 (Jan.-April 1856), 151. 
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Let us turn to Mrs. Gaskell, then, whose knowledge of 
Lancashire life is superior to that of any modern 
fictionist, and who, in her North and South, has 
drawn to the life the situation of a man who works in 
a factory, and dares to think differently from those 
around him.71 

In an output as disparate as Mrs. Gaskell's, however, there were 

bound to be some works that the reviewer would feel did not adhere to a 

strict standard of authenticity. One such work was "The Moorland 

Cottage." Appearing soon after Mary Barton, this story was not free of 

the creaky melodramatic structuring that Mrs. Gaskell apparently thought 

appropriate to fiction early in her career. Mrs. Gaskell, says William 

Whewell in Fraser's, indulges in artificiality in this story in order 

to resolve her plot: 

Such incidents . . . are out of keeping with the flow of a 
truthful and passionate narrative; and although Mrs. Gaskell 
deserves the highest praise for the subdued taste with which 
she depicts circumstances, in themselves forced and extra
vagant, she is not free from the objection of having worked 
out a truthful design by artificial means. (p. 42) 

Another later story that is identified as an example of non-authentic 

fiction by the reviewers is "A Dark Night's Work." The reviewer for 

the Westminster, for one, considers the plot of this story to be ludi

crously improbable. At the same time, he does concede that there is 

some value in the working out of the dramatic action (p. 305). These 

stories, I think one can contend, were outside the dominant pattern of 

development in Mrs. Gaskell's fiction. 

By the time of the publication of Wives and Daughters, the reviewers 

were in strong agreement about the pervading sense of reality in Mrs. 

71. Anon, article, "Lancashire Strikes," Blackwood's Magazine, 
79 (Jan.-June 1856), 55. 



48 

Gaskell's fiction. "A sense of reality—and this should be the aim of 

the novelist—pervades every scene," says the reviewer for the West

minster. 72 And, comparing Mrs. Gaskell favorably to George Eliot, the 

reviewer for the Saturday Review says that in both "there is the same 

thorough genuineness and reality both of thought and feeling; in both 

everything has been studied from real nature, and nothing from novel 

nature" (pp. 720-1). Even Henry James, in an otherwise ambivalent 

review, finds that the sense of reality in Wives and Daughters leads 

one to feel an empathetic co-existence with the characters in the novel: 

So delicately, so elaborately, so artistically, so truth
fully, and heartily is the story wrought out, that the 
hours given to its perusal seem like hours actually spent, 
in the flesh as well as the spirit, among the scenes and 
people described, in the atmosphere of their motives, 
feelings, traditions, associations.73 

Wives and Daughters was the culmination of Mrs. Gaskell's career 

as a writer of authentic fiction. In it, she achieved an unerring style 

for the representation of everyday life. In their reviews of the novel, 

the reviewers settle on authenticity as the salient feature that raises 

the novel above the general run of novels and the thing that can cause 

it to be compared favorably with the works of two of the most formidable 

of English novelists: Jane Austen and George Eliot. Declaring it to be 

the greatest novel since Romola, the Westminster reviewer bases his 

72. Anon, rev., "Belles Lettres," Westminster Review, NS 29 
(Jan.-July 1866), 587. [Further references will be given parenthetically 
in the text by page number.] 

73. Henry James, "Wives and Daughters," The Nation, 2 (Jan.-June 
1866), 246. [Further references will be given parenthetically in the 
text by page number.] 



evaluation almost entirely on its authentic representation of life: 

"Whether we look at the art of its construction, the natural development 

of situation after situation, the ease of the dialogue, the subtle humour 

and happiness of description, it is in each admirable" (p. 587). 



CHAPTER 3 

THE SOCIO-MORAL EMPHASIS 

The Literary Climate 

During much of the nineteenth century, the relationship between 

novels and morality was in question. The undeniable importance of novels 

as a cultural phenomenon led many commentators to attempt to reconcile 

the popularity of novels with some recognizable value, such as socio-

moral significance. Early in the century, novels had often been 

consigned to the level of "light literature", insignificant excursions in 

fanciful writing. The staff of the Saturday Review, according to Merle 

Bevington, generally treated novels condescendingly as "light litera

ture.""'" Even Trollope referred to the novel as the "recognized amuse-

ment of our lighter hours." By mid-century, however, most reviewers 

probably agreed with the Edinburgh Review that the finest works of 

fiction were "in a very high rank among the achievements of the human 

intellect."^ None, at least, could refuse to acknowledge the influence 

of novels on a vastly enlarged readership. 

The rise in the readership of novels was a result of several 

factors. One was the establishment of circulating libraries, which made 

1. Bevington, p. 154. 

2. "Novel Reading," The Nineteenth Century, 5 (Jan. 1879), 26. 

3. 97 (April 1853), 380. Quoted by Stang, p, 46. 
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books available for the first time to nearly all levels of society. 

Mudie's opened in 1842, and such institutions soon became important 

cultural forces. The acceptance of a novel by a circulating library 

ensured its success. Cheaper printing processes also put books into the 

hands of readers who could not previously afford them. These processes 

made possible the publication of cheaper editions, such as the Railway 

Library and "Yellow Book" novels. A third reason was serial publication. 

The effect of this enlarged audience was an unprecedented 

influence by novels on the opinions of readers. Some reviewers worried 

about the potential ill effects of this influence, especially among the 

young. Fitzjames Stephens was concerned that the cheap publication 

processes increased the normal power of novels to influence young 

readers. To inquisitive youth, he says, "novels are a series of lectures 

upon life," which lay bare, "for the first time, the springs of human 

actions," in a manner "intelligible and attractive to young imaginations 

and young hearts."4 it was his opinion that novels adversely affected 

the "moral and political opinions of the young, the ignorant, and the 

inexperienced" by tending to "beget hasty generalizations and false con

clusions." 5 However, many people saw the novel as an unexcelled 

teaching device. The pervasive moral effect of novels impressed a writer 

for Macmillans: 

4. [Fitzjames Stephen], "License of Modern Novelists," Edinburgh 
Review, 145 (July-Oct. 1857), 125. 

5. Ibid. 
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It were idle to reason how the thing has come about; but, 
undeniably, the modern novel is one of the most important 
moral agents of the community. The essayist may write 
for his hundreds; the preacher preach to his thousands; 
but the novelist counts his audience by millions. His 
powers are three-fold—over heart, reason, and fancy. ... 
The really good writer of fiction takes us altogether by 
storm. Young and old, grave and gay, learned or imaginative, 
who of us is safe from his influence? He creeps innocently 
on our family-table in the shapes of those three well-thumbed 
library volumes—sits for days after, invisibly at our fire
side, a provocator of incessant discussions; slowly but surely, 
either by admiration or aversion, his opinions, ideas, feelings, 
impress themselves upon us, which impression remains long after 
we have come to that age, if we ever reach it, which all good 
angels forbid! when we "don't read novels." ̂  

For Swedish novelist Frederika Bremer, writing for Sharpens, the novel 

was "one of the most influential productions of art that civilization 

has produced." Even George Lewes, who elsewhere repudiates didac

ticism, attributed a "high and holy mission" to novelists, for, he says, 

their "words frequently reach ears which will hear no other."® This 

estimate of the power of novels is affirmed by Julia Kavanaugh: "Novels 

have assumed a remarkable position. They have been the teachers for good 

or for evil of many; their power can be exalted or deplored—it cannot be 

denied."9 

The degree to which the novel was seen as a moral force is 

revealed by the frequent comparisons in reviews between novelists and 

preachers. Even some novelists were inclined to accept the validity of 

6. "To Novelists—And a Novelist," Macmillan's Mag., 3 (Nov. 
1860-April 1861), 442 

7. "The Novel—Considered the Epos of Our Time," Sharpens London 
Mag. Reprinted in Eclectic Mag., 29 (July 1853), 391. 

8. "Progress of Fiction as an Art," p. 373. 

9. French Women of Letters, p. v. 
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the comparison. In his Autobiography, Trollope authorizes the comparison 

for himself: "I have ever thought of myself," he says, "as a preacher of 

sermons, and my pulpit as one which could make both salutary and agree

able to my audience." 10 In reviews, the comparison crops up again and 

again. A reviewer for the North British Review, for example, considers 

the relationship between novelist and preacher a truism. And the rela

tionship implies a responsibility. 

However much we may regret that such a thing should be, it 
cannot be denied that in the present day the novelist and the 
poet rival the preacher in the influence and importance of 
their instructions. This truth is become such a truism that 
we should not have repeated it but for a corollary which is 
of great significance, although it has been hitherto almost 
neglected in criticism and practice: it is, that the 
responsibility of the poet and the novelist, for the whole-
someness of their instructions, is also scarcely inferior to 
that of the preacher.H 

Other instances of this comparison appear in the specific reviews of Mrs. 

Gaskell's work. 

Not all reviewers accepted the direct relationship between novels 

and morality, of course. Many were offended by direct moral exhortation. 

Using the preacher-novelist analogy negatively, a reviewer for Putnam's, 

George Curtis, says, "No man likes to sit down to a sermon when bidden to 

a feast of fiction."12 And Kingsley, a proponent of social-purpose 

10. Autobiography (1883), i, 195. 

11. "American Novels," North British Review. Reprinted in 
Littel*s Living Age, 4 (2nd series) (Jan.-March 1854), 51. 

12. "Villette and Ruth," p. 536. 
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fiction, was criticized by George Eliot and George Meredith in separate 

articles in the Westminster and by a writer in the Athenaeum for 

confusing his two occupations of clergyman and writer.13 

However, the extreme importance among reviewers of socio-moralism 

in fiction tended to becloud their perceptions of the artistic integrity 

of novels. Novels, supposedly failing to achieve the artistic values of 

poetry and the drama, needed to be assigned other values. One such 

value, the reviewers seen to suggest, might be socio-moral effectiveness. 

Therefore, they assumed that novels could be evaluated almost exclusively 

in terms of their socio-moral content. 

Mary Barton: 
The Predominance of Matter 

The contemporary reviewers immediately assumed that Mrs. 

Gaskell's intentions in Mary Barton had been to promote a socio-moral 

doctrine. In fact, however, Mrs. Gaskell's intentions cannot be clearly 

determined. Undeniably, the novel has socio-moral significance. Yet, 

although she apparently wished to promote understanding between the 

workers and the manufacturers, there is evidence that she conceived of 

Mary Barton as the drama of an individual, in which the socio-moral 

significances played a relatively small role. In the preface, Mrs. 

Gaskell referred to a "deep romance" that she saw in the lives of those 

13. [George Eliot], 64 (July 1855), 289-91; [George Meredith], 
67 (April 1857), 609-611; anon, rev., Athenaeum, no. 1431, 31 March 1855, 
p. 376. 
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who elbowed her daily in her walks through Manchester.^ By this 

phrase, she apparently meant a quality of life that was antithetical to 

the conditions of manufacturing life and which could not be destroyed by 

those conditions. And she conceived of the career of her main char

acter, John Barton, as the possible subject of a "tragic poem."15 

We might suppose, from what Mrs. Gaskell said in a letter to the wife of 

one of her critics, William Rathbone Greg, that such a work would have 

been a study of the psychological disintegration of a man beset by 

enormous forces beyond his control. He was to be man of the people, but 

his cultural positioning was an accident of the novel's milieu. 

However, the critical response to Mary Barton emphasized its 

socio-moral aspects, and Mrs. Gaskell's vision of "deep romance" in the 

lives of the Manchester working people was not perceived. Her 

detractors, she complained, seemed to have missed the idea of the novel 

as a "tragic poem." 16 Apparently her publishers had also been unable to 

see, for they compelled her to change the concentration (and the title) 

from John Barton to Mary Barton.17 Forced to add material to pad out 

the novel to the length desired by her publishers, Chapman and Hall, at 

whose office the manuscript had languished for fourteen months before the 

14. "Preface to the Original Edition of 1848," I, lxxiii. 

15. The phrase appears several times in her letters. The 
Letters of Mrs. Gaskell, no. 37 (to Edward Chapman), no. 39 (to Miss 
Lamont), no. 42 (to Mrs. Greg). 

16. Letters, no. 37, to Edward Chapman, p. 68. 

17. Ibid., no. 39, to Miss Lamont, p. 70. 
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changes were requested, Mrs. Gaskell felt that she had prostituted her 

original intentions. -̂® She was forced into a compromise, and, the novel 

having lost its original focus on the tragic career of John Barton, 

critical misinterpretations of at least part of Mrs. Gaskell's intentions 

were almost inevitable. 

In her letter to Greg's wife, Mrs. Gaskell tried to explain her 

original intentions: 

I can remember now that the prevailing thought in my mind at 
the time when the tale was silently informing itself and 
impressing me with the force of a reality, was the seeming 
injustice of the inequalities of fortune. Now, if they 
occasionally appeared unjust to the more fortunate, they must 
bewilder an ignorant man full of rude, illogical thought, and 
full also of sympathy for suffering which appealed to him 
through his senses. I fancied I saw how all this might lead 
to a course of action which might appear right for a time to 
the bewildered mind of such a one, but that this course of 
action, violating the eternal laws of God, would bring with 
it its own punishment of an avenging conscience far more 
difficult to bear than any worldly privation. Such thoughts, 
I now believe, on looking back, to have been the origin of 
the book. 

Although her letter is conciliatory, Mrs. Gaskell must have felt after 

reading Greg's article and other reviews that much needed to be 

clarified. The novel's main importance for the reviewers, it had become 

apparent, was its sociological ramifications. 

This sociological emphasis took two forms. One was angry denial 

of the truthfulness of the novel. The other was acclamation for the 

writer's veracity and courage, along with agreement with the need for 

social reform that Mary Barton apparently proclaimed. The limited 

18. Ibid., no. 42, to Mrs. Greg, p. 74 

19. Ibid. 
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practical criticism in the reviews is usually overwhelmed by the socio-

moral emphasis or serves only to illustrate the effectiveness or lack of 

effectiveness of the novel's message. The novel's artistic aspirations 

are largely ignored. 

William Greg's review was one of a group that criticized Mary 

Barton for what the reviewers thought to be its anti-manufacturing bias. 

For these reviewers, the novel's greatest and perhaps sole interest lay 

in its representation of manufacturing life. Mary Barton was being 

reviewed, as the British Quarterly states, only because it had a special 

interest. Mary Barton, according to these reviewers, gave an inaccurate 

and unfair representation of conditions in manufacturing centers. Greg, 

for one, admits that the novel might have a salutary effect on informed 

workers and manufacturers in the North; but for people in the South, 

ignorant of the true state of affairs, the novel's alleged misrepresen

tations would have an effect "mischievous in the extreme" (p. 402). 

Furthermore, Greg suggests, Mary Barton could be harmful because, by 

ignoring the facts, it confirms in the operatives' minds the Tightness of 

their very faults. The whole book, he says, is tainted by a central 

error. 

[It] is pervaded by one fatally false idea, which seems to 
have taken possession of the writer's mind, and can scarcely 
fail to be impressed with equal vividness on the merely 
passive reader, viz. that the poor are to look to the rich, 
and not to themselves, for relief and rescue from their 
degraded condition and their social miseries. An impression 
more utterly erroneous, more culpably shallow, more lamentably 
mischievious, it would be difficult to conceive, (p. 419) 

A reviewer for the British Quarterly Review concedes that some value is 

to be derived from discussions of the conditions of the poor, but, he 
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says,self-serving politicians and philanthropists have made capital of 

it; and the laboring factions have in fact been given too much attention 

and too much compassion (p. 131). There has been, he says, intemperate 

partisanship, and evidence has been offered "based upon representations 

and fabrications obtained in the most disreputable manner through paid 

agents, sent to collect all they could that would tend to blacken the 

character of various leading men connected with manufacturers" 

(p. 118).20 a great deal of false information about factory life has 

been disseminated, the reviewer claims; and the author of Mary Barton 

is guilty by association: "A work which professes to exhibit the 

condition of this class of the population," he says, "takes its place as 

one of a series . . (p. 119). Such a work must necessarily be viewed 

through a distorting medium, and "it becomes accountable," the reviewer 

says, "not only for what it does contain, but for a great deal that it 

does not, if it tacitly sanctions, or partially coincides with, the 

representations that have previously been made, without carefully 

marking the limits to which that sanction or coincidence extends" 

(p. 119). Little could escape such a blanket accountability. 

What Mary Barton most signally misrepresents, according to these 

critics, is the relationship between the workers and the manufacturers, 

lending the erroneous impression, so they say, that a strong animosity 

exists between the two parties. Greg quotes Mrs. Gaskell's preface as 

20. For background information, see William Dodd, The Factory 
System Illustrated In a Series of Letters to the Right Hon. Lord Ashley, 
intro. by W. H. Chaloner (New York: Augustus M. Kelley, 1966). 
[Originally published: London: John Murray, 1842.] 



evidence that her intentions had been to further the workers' cause. 

Early in the review, he acknowledges that the author had evidently lived 

among the poor, but at another point he contends that Mrs. Gaskell's 

description of the workers' plight is nonetheless inaccurate. Disre

garding the qualifying power of the phrases "seemingly happy lives" and 

"well founded or no" and "in too many of the poor," Greg declares that 

the sentiments in the preface are in fact exceptional, not general, as he 

feels the novel suggests (p. 411). Sentiments of animosity do exist, he 

admits, "in a considerable degree," but they have been exaggerated by the 

author of Mary Barton (pp. 411-12). The acrimony is more and more 

exclusively confined, he contends, to "the irregular, dissolute, and 

discontented ex-workmen who form the acting staff of trades' unions and 

delegations" (p. 412). If the unions would only stop agitating, he 

implies, everyone would be quite content. 

The British Quarterly reviewer, like Greg, places a heavy 

emphasis on the socio-moral aspects of the novel. He agrees with Greg 

that the dissension between workers and owners is exaggerated. There 

are probably a few malcontents who get excessive publicity: "No doubt 

there are discontented men, filled with vague ideas of a levelling and 

communistic character; for socialism and chartism have not been idle in 

these parts" (p. 120). He admits that there are a few "unjust and 

grasping employers"; but he maintains that nothing like the situation 

depicted in the novel exists (p. 120). As far as ill treatment of the 

workers is concerned, he suggests that the worst kind of tyranny proceeds 

from their own class (p. 131). Furthermore, he says, the novel sets out 

in detail the suffering of the poor and suggests by its omissions 
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that the wealthy are indifferent to that suffering. That Mrs. Gaskell 

indicated in her preface that she was not judging whether the feelings 

of the operatives were correct does not impress this reviewer. "It will 

not do," he says, "to reply, that it formed no part of the writer's 

design to touch upon the point" (p. 122). 

An allegiance to a manufacturing ethos, creating a need to defend 

manufacturing practices, seems to be a major impetus for these reviews. 

Another reviewer, writing for the Prospective Review, shows his 

allegiance to this ethos, after much favorable commentary, by noting that 

a "graver charge" had been brought against Mary Barton than the few 

stylistic "blemishes" that he remarks upon. This charge is that the 

novel is one-sided and unfair, that it misrepresents the relationship 

between the masters and the workers (p. 52). An impression can be left 

with readers, he suggests, that does not correspond to truth and justice; 

and this is the danger that a novel such as Mary Barton is open to 

(p. 53). The few pictures of the manufacturers in the novel are unfavor

able (p. 54). Parliamentary interference, he adds, has resulted in an 

impression that a perpetual class feud exists, and a superficial reading 

of Mary Barton may tend to strengthen that impression (p. 56). Instead 

of a class feud, he contends, there is a new unity; and the only ones 

attempting to disturb that unity are "mischievous and self-seeking men" 

(pp. 55). 

In large part, these reviewers hold, the misrepresentations are 

carried out by means of the character of John Barton. The author, they 

suggest, intended to make him representative of a class, but instead he 

is a thoroughly exceptional case. John Barton is "unhappily true to 
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life," Greg says, "but he is not representative" (p. 412). Barton does 

not succeed as a character, and is not representative, the British 

Quarterly reviewer states, because it would be difficult to find an 

intelligent worker so ignorant of economic principles (p. 129). This 

supposed inconsistency in Barton's character is also noted by Taylor 

(and by Greg). Barton's character is not completely coherent, Taylor 

says: he is given a strong and active intellect, and "we doubt whether 

a spirit capable of deliberately committing a crime imputed to him, could 

co-exist with the other qualities of John Barton's character" (p. 52). 

Nowhere, of course, does Mrs. Gaskell imply that John Barton is to be 

taken as a representative character; rather, he was initially conceived 

of as the subject of a "tragic poem";21 a man caught up in the flow of 

forces he cannot comprehend nor control. However, for these reviewers, 

he is a workman; ergo, he must be a representative workman. 

The special nature of these reviewers' interest in Mary Barton 

is well illustrated by their excursions into sociological theory. The 

improvidence of the workers draws comment from all three. The masters 

are not at fault for the workers' troubles, these reviewers contend. 

Rather, the workers are responsible for their own troubles and must look 

to themselves for rescue. Mary Barton, Greg says, by its false repre

sentations, strikes at the root of all social improvement (p. 419). 

Nothing could help, he says, "men who will lend no helping hand to their 

own emancipation, who persist in standing aloof from the cure of their 

21. These are not necessarily antithetical ideas, but a 
character in a "tragic poem" is not representative of the mass of men in 
their daily activities, but rather of a certain aspect of all men, i.e., 
pride or passion. 
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own malady, and expect to achieve comfort and independence, while 

refusing to pay down the appointed purchase-money of frugality and fore

sight" (p. 421). He is "painted as utterly unconscious," Greg says, 

"even to the last of his own improvidence and of its sinister influence 

on his condition" (p. 413). Instead of providing lessons for him, his 

privations "are merely made to heap up fresh fuel for that funeral pile 

to which his senseless and vindicative passion is at last to set fire" 

(p. 413). Similarly, the British Quarterly reviewer says that the 

operatives must look to themselves for any improvement in their 

situation. There has been, he maintains, a sincere attempt to assure 

fair play for the operatives, and "it would be but a cruel kindness 

which went beyond this and neutralized in any degree their own energy and 

self-reliance. The worst enemy with which the factory population have to 

contend is their own improvidence" (p. 132). Concurring, with some 

reservations, Taylor says that the improvidence of the people is every

where a great part of the problem. "God knows," he says, "enough has 

been done everywhere for the conversion of our drunken, improvident, 

uneducated and irreligious masses into thoughtful, respectable, and 

Christian citizens" (p. 56). And, lastly, in a generally positive review, 

the reviewer for the Westminster Review says that enlightened employers 

of the future will have the duty of guarding against the folly and 

improvidence of their employees (p. 62). 

Rather than resisting the operatives, the manufacturers have done 

everything possible, so these reviewers say, to help them. The novel, 

Greg says, implies to the point of "culpable misrepresentation" that 

there is a total lack of kindness between the rich and poor in 
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manufacturing districts. On the contrary, Greg asserts, Manchester is 

"notorious" for its charities; and "visiting societies" would have 

rendered the distressed state of the Davenports in Mary Barton almost 

impossible (pp. 425-26). As evidence of the effects of Manchester 

charities, we are told that "In 1849 soup kitchens were open for eight 

months; soup and rice to the extent of 800 gallons were distributed— 

affording relief to about 400 persons daily" (p. 425). Failing 

elsewhere, the workers can turn to their wealthy friends: "We have 

reason to believe," Greg writes, "also, that there are very few reputable 

families among the factory operatives, who have not some friends among 

the upper classes to whom they could apply ..." (p. 426). Such a 

supposition would be merely laughable but that it reveals how thoroughly 

an intelligent observer, yielding to none, as he says, "in a hearty 

appreciation of, indeed a fellow-feeling with, the workers" (p. 434), can 

delude himself about actual factory conditions. Again, Manchester is, 

according to Taylor, distinguished for "its large and intelligent 

benefice," and the manufacturers are conspicuous "among those who 

administer it" (pp. 54-55). He adds later that in fact South Lancashire 

generally provides better education, better care, and a "more comfortable 

subsistence" for the working people than any part of England (p. 56). 

The improvidence of the people, worse conditions in the South, 

improper Parliamentary interference, the benefice of the manufacturing 

centers, rabble-rousers among the unionists and Chartists—these are the 

watchwords among the manufacturing apologists. The author of Mary 

Barton, these writers maintain, has attempted to turn exceptions into 

generalities and has therefore written a book full of misrepresentations. 
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The novel, Greg says, for all its virtues, will leave an impression 

"erroneous, partial, and imperfect" (p. 403). He concedes that the 

novel is "a work of higher pretensions than an ordinary novel" (p. 402) 

and that "the literary merit of the work is in some respects of a very 

high order" (p. 403). However, he feels that its sociological misrepre

sentations have to be dealt with; and correcting these errors is a duty 

he, as an earnest Victorian gentleman, cannot shirk. 

None of these reviewers does any extended literary analysis of 

Mary Barton. It is being reviewed because it has topical interest. 

"Circumstances," the British Quarterly reviewer says, "frequently give 

to a work a degree of importance somewhat out of proportion to its 

intrinsic value" (p. 117). Mary Barton's special importance lies in its 

commentary on the condition of the poor of England. Furthermore, such a 

work allowed the reviewers an opportunity to theorize about labor and 

economics and to defend the manufacturing system, which was under fire 

from reformers. Mary Barton is for these reviewers a socio-moral tract, 

a work that attempts to convince the populace, through misrepresentation, 

that the workers were being evilly oppressed by the manufacturers. 

The other reviews, some of which are extremely enthusiastic, also 

take little account of Mary Barton as a work of art. The reviewers 

assess its value almost exclusively in socio-moral terms. 

For the reviewer for the Westminster Review, the novel is "an 

appropriate and valuable contribution to the literature of the age" 

(p. 48). However, he thinks it to be appropriate and valuable because 

of its pertinent socio-moral commentary rather than for its literary 

quality. Such a critical bias was in keeping with the editorial policy 
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of the Westminster. Although it had changed since its inception under 

Bentham as a radical review, with "one half consecrated to politics and 

morals and the other half left to literary insignificancies,"22 the 

critical approach that its reviewer takes to Mary Barton reveals that 

something of the earlier editorial policy was still operative. The novel 

is made the excuse for a long discourse on the virtues and efficacy of 

political economy. The praise is generous, but it is qualified by the 

reviewer's assertion that the author of Mary Barton has not made adequate 

use of the revelations of political economy. The reviewer is not really 

blaming Mrs. Gaskell for this oversight; he thinks that a future novel— 

about a Mary Barton of 1899—might be able to show a society operating 

smoothly under the influence of political economy. Mrs. Gaskell had said 

in her preface that she knew nothing of political economy nor of the 

theories of trade. Taking her therefore to be totally ignorant of 

economic theory, the Westminster reviewer sets out in the latter, major 

portion of the article to instruct Mrs. Gaskell in political economy, so 

that she, after applying herself to a study of that system, can exert 

her influence to introduce such a subject into the curriculum of the 

Manchester schools. 

There is no disagreement here with the novel's version of manu

facturing conditions. The reviewer sees no inconsistency in the 

character of John Barton: "That John Barton should have had the discon

tent, engendered by want, increased to hatred towards the class of rich 

employers, is not strange nor forced" (p. 51). Barton's character 

22. Nesbitt, Benthamite Reviewing, p. 31. 
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reflects the bad conditions of the times, the reviewer suggests; he sym

bolizes the fact that reform is desparately needed. The novel "embodies 

the dominant feeling of our time," — the reviewer says, "a feeling that 

the ignorance, destitution, and vice, which pervade and corrupt society, 

must be got rid of" (p. 48). 

The reviewer appreciates the artistry of Mary Barton. At one 

point he says, "We can hardly trust ourselves to speak of the merits of 

the work as they deserve to be spoken of" (p. 59). However, he appraises 

Mary Barton almost entirely in terms of its socio-moral impact. The 

novel, according to this point of view, has a cause-and-effeet function 

and is a reflection of society. The artistic integration of the novel 

is apparently of secondary importance. 

Mary Barton's supposed call for reform is also commended in a 

review that appeared in Fraser's Magazine. Fraser's was fundamentally a 

"literary" magazine; but in this instance, the socio-moral implications 

of Mary Barton are again the most significant aspect. The review was 

written by Charles Kingsley, who becomes quite fervent in his advocacy 

of the reform the novel supposedly proposes. He had intended to end his 

review of "Recent Novels" with the preceding piece, Kingsley says; how

ever, the third edition of Mary Barton had come into his hands, and "lest 

any human being, whose eyes these pages may reach, should remain ignorant 

of the book and its contents," he felt compelled to write of it. The 

pages of the novel, Kingsley says, should be attached to every wall and 

read from every pulpit so that the nation, ostensibly Christian, would 

begin to act upon the "facts" that the book reveals, "not in the present 

piddling and desultory manner, but with an united energy of shame and 



repentance proportionate to the hugeness of the evil" (p. 429). The 

style of the review reflects Kingsley's fervency. At one point, he 

exclaims, "Oh, shame unspeakable!" (p. 430). Then he repeats the phrase 

"Then let them read Mary Barton" to accentuate the intensity of his 

concern. If "people on turkey carpets" want to know why operatives, 

sympathetic and kind among their own people, hate the rich, "Then let 

them read Mary Barton." If they want to know what causes strikes and 

violence, "Then let them read Mary Barton." If they want to know why 

workingmen turn to gin and opium, "Let them read Mary Barton." And so on. 

The phrase occurs six times in the paragraph in which it appears (p. 430). 

Kingsley's enthusiastic partisanship in social matters is, of 

course, well known; so it is perhaps not surprising to find him thus 

affected by Mary Barton's account of human suffering. His own fiction 

of purpose Yeast, for example, and Alton Locke perhaps conditioned him to 

see clearly only the socio-moral significance of other novels. He 

attributes artistic excellence to Mary Barton; but for him, the "matter 

puts the manner out of sight" (p. 430). The novel is calculated to "try 

one's faith in God to the uttermost," he says (p. 430). Nonetheless, the 

book is "Christian and righteous," and it contains information that must 

be made known, "till the Good Time come at least" (p. 430). 

Only the reviewer for the Athenaeum, among those discussed in 

this section, fails to treat Mary Barton as, above all else, a socio

logical exhibit. The Athenaeum had been founded as a scrupulously honest 

periodical that repudiated political or religious influence, 23 and that 

23. See Marchand, The Athenaeum," pp. 97-98. 
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editorial policy remained in force during the life of the periodical. It 

was a magazine of short reviews, leaving little room for indirect com

mentary. The reviewer responds very favorably to Mary Barton, but with

out reference to a socio-moral standard. He has no particular ax to 

grind, and he deals with the novel as an integrated whole. He fixes on 

the novel's authenticity, referring only briefly to the sociological 

aspects. "The truth of it is terrible," he remarks; but otherwise he 

concentrates on specifics of style and characterization. 

This review is the first of several notices of Mrs. Gaskell's 

works that appeared in the Athenaeum that question the role of didac

ticism in fiction. In this instance, the reviewer feels that whatever 

didactic elements may be present are transcended by the novel's truth

fulness. 

How far it may be kind, wise, or right to make Fiction the 
vehicle for a plain and matter-of-fact exposition of social 
evils, is a question of limitations which will not be 
unanimously settled in our time. The theory and practice of 
"Agitation" are, as all the world knows, adjusted by a sliding 
scale, on which "Choleric Word" and "Flat Blasphemy" indicate 
every conceivable degree of heat and excitement, according to 
conscience, convenience, of chances of success—as may be. 
But we have met with few pictures of life among the working 
classes at once so forcible and so fair as Mary Barton 
(p. 1050)^ 

The later reviews are sometimes not so charitable. The important thing 

here, however, is that the reviewer does not think of Mary Barton in 

terms of its socio-moral function. Rather, he implies that such a func

tion is antithetical to the novel as literature. The review is perhaps 

too unreservedly favorable, but it stands alone among the more important 

reviews of Mary Barton as an impartial, if not altogether discriminatory, 

evaluation. 
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One might note, to balance the picture somewhat, that there was 

some validity to the critical emphasis of the reviewers. Mrs. Gaskell 

was herself partly responsible for the ideological approach of the criti

cism, for her preface largely emphasized the conditions of factory life. 

Her remarks about "deep romance" in the lives of the people she passed in 

Manchester are overwhelmed by the sociological content of the rest of the 

preface. She found the workingpeople,she says, bitter and vindictive. 

She refers to the operatives as "this dumb people," and she calls atten

tion to necessary legislation and to private and public effort that must 

be exerted. Such comments could only encourage a sociological approach 

by the reviewers. 

Furthermore, partly because of the concern about the condition-

of-England question, partly because of the excitement caused by the 

growth of the factory centers, the legislative attempts to institute con

trols, and the unionizing agitation of the workers, and partly because of 

the revolutionary activity abroad, a book such as Mary Barton must 

inevitably have caused the kind of reaction it did. The novel brought 

the conditions of the working people before the public in a manner that 

nothing previously had, 24 and the need to contradict and rationalize 

the assertions the novel seemed to make was very strong for many 

reviewers. For these people, the whole fabric of English life was under 

attack, and Mary Barton only served that attack. 

24. Other industrial novels preceded Mary Barton, of course: 
Sybil (1845), Frances Trollope's Michael Armstrong, the Factory Boy, Mrs. 
Tonna's Charlotte Elizabeth (both 1839-40). However, as was noted in 
Chapter 1, Mary Barton was the first based on close, extensive obser
vation. 
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Finally, however, the strength of the socio-moral emphasis in 

the critical response to Mary Barton suppresses whatever other interest 

the novel might have excited. This socio-moral emphasis largely negates 

the reviewers' praise of Mrs. Gaskell's artistically valid, authentic 

representations of factory life. The predominant perception of her was 

that of an emotional and enthusiastic novelist, committed to the task of 

improving the world. Nearly all of the reviewers would seem to have 

agreed with Kingsley that in Mary Barton the "matter puts the manner out 

of sight." 

Ruth: 
A Very Plain and Earnest Truth 

With the publication of Cranford and Ruth, Mrs. Gaskell demon

strated that she had no intention of limiting herself to industrial 

fiction. Cranford, which appeared in novel form in 1853 almost as an 

afterthought, owed nothing to Mrs. Gaskell's first novel. Ruth, 

published also in 1853, five years after Mary Barton, concentrated on a 

single person who, having faltered, has to regain her respectability. 

Although JohnBarton dominates Mary Barton, that novel takes in a compre

hensive social scene. The social scene in Ruth, however, is very much 

more compact. Ruth's reclusive life in a little village with her bene

factors, Reverend Benson and his sister, her son, and the Bradshaw family 

constitutes almost the entire social situation. Ruth's career is the 

paramount concern. Nonetheless, different as it might be in this 

respect, Ruth met with a contemporary critical response that was in its 
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most Important aspects similar to the response of Mary Barton. That is, 

the socio-moral quality of the novel became its most significant feature 

for the reviewers. 

Most of the reviewers imply that Mrs. Gaskell's intentions in 

Ruth were wholly sociological or moral. The socio-moral purpose is 

repeatedly stated. The reviewer for Sharpens London Magazine, for 

example, although he initially claims that he cannot understand why Ruth 

was written, is never in doubt about the author's purpose. At first, he 

says he admires its "elegance of style, its tenderness and power, its 

delicious scenic descriptions"; but he cannot, he claims, comprehend the 

writer's intentions (p. 125). This, however, turns out to be only 

rhetorical disingenuousness, for he soon states what he thinks to be Mrs. 

Gaskell's intentions. She did not intend to amuse, he says; "she wished 

to interest and plead for a class" (p. 126). According to the reviewer 

for the Gentleman's Magazine, Mrs. Gaskell had a strong conviction about 

the evil of society's rejection of girls such as Ruth. This conviction, 

2 5 
he says, "is the one idea present to her mind and under it she writes." 

Noting that the novel has other charms, the reviewer for Bentley's 

Miscellany says, "But it is the high moral purpose of the story that we 

most admire" (p. 238). The writer of "Villette and Ruth," although he 

would seek to limit moralizing in fiction, does not enter far into his 

analysis before stating that Ruth has an obvious aim (p. 537). It is a 

general aim, he says, not a particular aim, not an attack on a specific 

institution, such as the attack on Chancery in Bleak House, but an aim 

25. "Lady Novelists of Great Britain", pp. 137-38. 
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nonetheless. For J. J. Ludlow, writing in North British Review, who also 

decries blatant moralizing, "The book is above all written for an earnest 

purpose; written less for those who are whole, than for those who are 

sick, or bear the seeds of disease within them" (p. 162). He assumes 

that the novel was written as a warning to and a guidebook for those who 

had strayed or might stray from the path of virtue. The reviewer for 

Tait's Edinburgh Magazine sees Mrs. Gaskell as that type of novelist "who 

dedicates art, in sad truth, to the service of humanity" and may 

therefore "tread the ground which fools and sophists should not be 

allowed to enter" (p. 220). The reviewer for the Athenaeum supposes that 

the author of Ruth wishes to be included "within the circle of what must 

be called religious novelists" (p. 76). Later, he says, "Now begins the 

important part of the story,—the lessons of Faith, Hope, and Charity 

to inculcate which the tale in hand has been undertaken" (p. 77). And, 

finally, whereas he attacks the false morality that he thinks permeates 

Ruth, William Greg also makes the same basic assumption. The novel was 

probably written, he says, "with the design of modifying and correcting" 

the usual estimate of the moral culpability of "fallen women." 26 

For most of the reviewers the moral or morals in Ruth are easily 

defined and readily accessible. The implied moral for the Gentlemen's 

Magazine reviewer is the general evil of intolerance: "The tale tells by 

implication the author's views of the evil of closing summarily the doors 

of mercy and hope; it points out the danger of driving merciful people 

into falsehoods, and, at the same time, the author shows, with all of her 

26. "False Morality of Lady Novelists," p. 112. 
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might, the short-sighted, confusing, evil nature of such expedients . . 

(p. 137). Intolerance, as emphasized in the subplot involving Bradshaw 

and his son, is also the moral discovered by the reviewer for Bentley's 

Miscellany. 

It teaches that the difference between those who commit and 
those who do not commit certain offenses against God and man, 
is to be found rather in circumstances than in themselves, 
and that we should never take account of the sin without 
also measuring the temptation. It beautifully indicates 
the difference between a sin, however great, and habitual 
sin, and suggests that it is a want of charity among men 
that converts the former into the latter, and peoples the 
world with outcasts (p. 237). 

Even George Lewes, although he begins his article, "Ruth and 

Villette," by condemning novels that force a moral, identifies without 

hesitation and without condemnation two specific morals in Ruth. The 

first moral is that women "noble and pure in their own lives" must come 

forth to help rehabilitate those who have fallen into wickedness. The 

second moral is that only truth can help those in need: "The Bensons," 

he says, "have but suffered for their want of reliance on truth and the 

moral is plainly this,—however dark and difficult our course may seem 

the straight path of truth is the only one to lead us through it into the 

light" (p. 484). Later, noting that Mrs. Gaskell has avoided the "sickly 

sentimentality" into which many writers who have used seduction as the 

subject of novels have slipped, and complimenting her on a "delicacy that 

is strong in truth, not influenced by conventions," Lewes nonetheless 

manages to reduce the novel's message to advice to the fallen: 

In Ruth there is ... a clear insight into the nature of 
temptation and wise words of exhortation to those who have 
fallen—showing them, that no matter what clouds of shame 
may have gathered around them, they may still redeem them
selves if they will only rise and do honestly the work that 
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still lies before them to be done, and that, in every 
position, however dark or degraded, there is always a 
certain right course which, if followed, will lead once 
more into light. (p. 476) 

Christian forbearance is again the moral extracted by George Curtis. 

Ruth's meaning, he finds, can be quite concisely stated: 

The deep moral meaning of Ruth is precisely that of the 
story of Mary Magdalene. It is, that, sinners, as we are, 
we undertake to hunt down the young who fall, careless 
whether there was any explanation, alleviation, or ignorance, 
and that, in doing so, we only harden our hearts and imbrute 
our souls .... In fine, the moral of Ruth is, that being 
miserable offenders, we should not hurry to spit upon those 
who offend, and that, being impure, we should take heed how 
we cry, "unclean, unclean!" (pp. 537-8) 

And re-stated: 

Its aim is that of all Christian teaching, to inculcate a 
kindliness, a forbearance, a seventy times seven forgive
ness, and for the very reason that was above alleged [in a 
Times review of Alton Locke]: "Because the whole family of 
man have lost sight of the commandment and example of God." 
(p. 538) 

And, after an attack on "pharisaical superciliousness" and unchristian 

lack of charity on the part of "professing Christians," re-stated: 

Now what is the moral of all this, but that inflexible 
formality is not virtue nor Christianity, however rigidly 
it may wash, and fast, and pray; and that an error, or a 
sin, does not necessarily ruin a character, but it may be 
the very occasion of its development into the greatest 
beauty? (p. 538) 

The reviewer for the North British Review, Ludlow, sees a series 

of morals emerging from the natural development of events in Ruth, 

leading to a "perfect clearness of purpose" (p. 154). This purpose is 

expressed by means of three truths. The first truth that the author has 

attempted to convey is "the inculcation of the plain old English maxim, 

%tell the truth and shame the devil"' (p. 154). A second truth is that 



"children . . . are an heritage and gift which cometh of the Lord" 

(p. 155). Child-murder, abandonment, and concealed births illustrate, 

this reviewer maintains, how far this truth has been denied. Out of this 

truth emerges a third, he says, which is the lesson that "every peniten

tiary, ill or well-regulated," also teaches: the sin of unchastity in 

women is "a breaking up or a loosening of the family bond" (p. 155). And 

this family bond is essential to social stability, for "the violation of 

God's family order lies at the bottom of all social evils" (p. 157). 

Finally, Ruth's story, according to the reviewer for Tait's, "is the 

story of Margaret and Mary, and many other betrayed and forsaken women" 

(p. 218). Ruth's case, however, is slightly different. What it shows by 

example, he says, is the severe social reaction that occurs when a woman 

acts wrongly once; it reveals a "pitiless severity toward feminine 

fraility," based on an archaic "Teutonic rigour" (p. 219). 

The socio-moral emphasis of the reviews is further illustrated by 

the manner in which reviewers slip into moralizing digressions. George 

Lewes attempts at one point to place the onus on the sinners for saving 

themselves rather than on the need for social awareness and tolerance: 

"If women who have placed themselves in Ruth's position only could find 

the moral courage to accept the duties entailed upon them by their own 

conduct, it would much lessen the misery and social evil that now follows 

in the train of illicit connexions."27 Expanding on the holiness of 

motherhood, Ludlow says, 

Is there a harlot mother in whom the germ of these feelings 
cannot be found, if we only look deep enough for them? But 

27. "Ruth and Villette." p. 460. 
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no. It is so much easier to point the lesson of the sin 
through the consequence, to insist on the shame, on the 
trouble, on the expense of the unlawful motherhood! Another 
time, perhaps a tiny corpse will be found in the cess-pool,— 
why would you wonder? Is it not one "incumbrance" the less 
in this world, both to the mother and to the country at large, 
over-population taken into account? (p. 155) 

The reviewer for Tait's stops to point out that there are women who form 

a "very different class of offenders" from Ruth. Some women in the 

world are, he says, in fact very depraved. This assertion leads the 

reviewer into a digression about possible alternate methods for dealing 

with such women. He says, "We are convinced, after a long and painful 

study of this subject, that much is to be done, by legislation or by 

other agencies more adequately supported than our Female penitentiaries 

are, to reclaim a large proportion even of the abandoned" (p. 219). An 

open foundling hospital system in Austria that admits girls without 

enforcing moral sanctions draws his disdain, yet he is sure that 

something must be done to improve the lives of the "fallen." A high fre

quency of infanticide in England, he notes, shows that the problem of 

socially outcast women is severe (p. 219). 

Some reviewers are almost indiscriminately favorable toward Ruth. 

The novel would have a salutary effect, the reviewers often suggest, if 

only it were to reach enough people and be fully understood. To the 

reviewer for the Gentleman's Magazine, the inherent socio-moral power of 

Ruth is clear. "We think it a beautiful poem," he says, "full of lovely 

lights and refreshing shades, ministering to the best part of our nature, 

rising into the region of our highest contemplations" (p. 139). Whether 

or not the novel will have a specific sociological effect he cannot say; 

but he contends that it is a valuable and well-timed book, undeserving of 
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the attacks made upon it, for "where it has been most censured it has 

been least understood" (p. 139). 28 The reviewer for Bentley's sees Ruth 

as a means for effective socio-moral instruction. The novel contains 

"noble teaching," he says; many "will respond affirmatively to the ques

tion ^Is it not time to change some of our ways of acting and thinking?"1 

(p. 239). Making known the "sad histories of all those poor outcasts who 

people by night the streets of our large towns" might well, he says, 

result in a shifting of blame from them to the righteous who unthinkingly 

condemn them (pp. 239-49). Comparing Ruth and Villette, George Curtis 

writes in Putnam's that "They are both admirable and remarkable books," 

which show the effectiveness of novels in subtly influencing morality 

(p. 539). The moral of Ruth is more readily realizable than that of 

Villette, he implies; it will bring tears to the eyes. Its very sadness 

is part of its effectivenss: "Like an autumn day, full of a low wailing 

wind, and a nameless sorrow, the tale sweeps on with its wan sunlights 

and long mournful shadows to the end" (p. 539). Employing a ministerial 

metaphor, Ludlow reveals the way in which he conceives of the novel as 

an effective means of inculcating morality in the populace: 

On the whole, we take it, our authoress has written a good, 
righteous, true book; such a book as shows that she has taken 
her calling as an author in Christian earnest; such a book as 
befits her own sweet spirit, and will make her, if possible, 
somewhat more lovely to all who love her already. (p. 167) 

28. None of the reviews under discussion herein qualifies as an 
excessively negative response. References such as this show that some 
strong attacks did appear. The closest thing to attacks in these reviews 
under discussion are those in the Dublin Univ. Magazine and Sharpens 
London Magazine. Mrs. Gaskell refers to some strongly negative reviews 
in her letters: "Spectator, Lity Gazette, Sharpens Mag; Colborn have all 
abused it as roundly as may be." Letters, no. 151, to Eliza Fox, p. 223. 
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This reviewer claims that the socio-moral "purpose" of Ruth is 

effectively presented because, being in the form of a tale and not 

blatantly didactic, it will reach a great many people. It will have a 

significant socio-moral effect because, he implies, it makes its moral 

message more accessible and more digestible to the public than can the 

"appliances of nineteenth century philanthropy" (p. 157). 

The reviewers do not all agree, however, that Ruth succeeds as a 

socio-moral device. For the Sharpens and Dublin University Magazine 

reviewers, Ruth fails in large part because it does not make a clear 

socio-moral statement. The socio-moral effectiveness of the novel is 

reduced, according to these reviewers, by the inconsistency of Ruth's 

character and by the book's alleged lack of focus. Ruth is not, the 

Sharpe's reviewer thinks, true to the type. She does not, "in her child

like purity and innocence," effectively represent a fallen woman (p. 125). 

For the Dublin University Magazine reviewer, Ruth's is an exceptional 

case. Moreover, he maintains that the novel is unsuccessful in formu

lating a distinct socio-moral statement because there was no distinct 

purpose in the writer's mind, only a confusion of ideas (p. 622). The 

novel does not achieve what he assumes it attempted. "The lesson, be 

says, "—if lesson there was to be learnt from Ruth Hilton's career—did 

not come home to us either in principle or sympathy" (p. 622). 

In fact, many of the reviewers feel that Ruth's character 

diminishes the effectiveness of the novel. There are too many extenu

ating circumstances, according to Lewes; Ruth has much to regret, but 

very little to repent (p. 477). Her overly positive characteristics 

work against the moral principle of the work: "We confess that, for the 
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sake of the teaching," he says, "we should have preferred having Ruth 

more homely, less richly endowed in good qualities and good looks. We 

should have preferred a more simple trust in the principle involved, 

and less attempt to interest and propritiate the reader by all manner of 

graceful accessories" (p. 48). According to the Tait's reviewer, the 

force of the novel is vitiated by the innate innocence of Ruth (p. 218). 

The adverse reaction to the socio-moral effectiveness of Ruth 

is most clearly and fully stated by William Greg in his "False Morality 

of Lady Novelists." Referring to Ruth as a "most beautiful and touching 

tale," intended for "modifying and correcting" a social system, Greg 

decides that the "author's ideas were not quite clear or positive enough 

to enable her to carry out boldly or develop fully the conception she had 

formed" (p. 112). This is the basis for his criticism: the author's 

noble intentions have been vitiated by her vacillating and insecure moral 

position. 

Greg is considering Ruth as only one of a whole set of novels 

that rest on faulty moral structures. He finds a false conception of 

honor and duty to be central, for example, to the socio-moral philosophy 

expressed in Mildred Vernon. The dramatic question in the novel is 

solved, Greg says, "according to the radically immoral notions of *honor' 

prevalent in the highest ranks of most countries" (p. 95). Gaston, the 

hero of the novel, sacrifices his real love and marries the woman whom 

his duty binds him to, and this strikes Greg as immoral. 

He breaks his faith, lest he should be supposed to have 
stained his honor. With whole heart and soul bound up 
in one woman, he goes to the altar with another, and plights 
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to her his exclusive devotion and his eternal tenderness. 
He prefers the reality to the appearance of doing wrong 
and acting falsely (p. 96). 

The false morality in Ruth, however, is of a slightly different 

hue. Novelists often err, Greg says, in their estimates of relative 

culpability, as does the world at large (p. 110). This is particularly 

true in reference to lapses in the virtuousness of women, he says: 

But provided a woman, however young, however ignorant 
of the world's ways, however desolate and sorely tried, 
has unloosed for one moment the girdle of her maiden 
innocence—though the lapse may have been instantaneous, 
delirious, instantly repented, and resolutely retrieved 
—though in her essential nature she may still be all 
that is noble, affectionate, devoted, womanly and 
unstained—she is punished without discrimination as the 
most sunk of sinners; and, what is more, especially to 
our present purpose, writers of fiction represent her as 
acquiescing in the justice of the sentence (p. 111). 

Mrs. Gaskell, as such a writer of fiction, does just this, Greg suggests. 

Her execution of the novel, he says, is fatal to the realization of her 

intentions (p. 112). Part of the novel works: "The process by which her 

[Ruth's] character is purified and elevated, and her fault redeemed, 

through the influence of Mr. Benson and her passionate attachment to her 

child, is described with a fidelity to the deeper and truer secrets of 

our nature which is as beautiful as it is unique" (p. 113). The 

depicting of Ruth's redeeming herself is true to nature; the conception 

that calls for such redemption is false, Greg believes, and destructive 

to the novel's intentions. 

Anxious above all things to arouse a kinder feeling in the 
uncharitable and bitter world towards offenders of Ruth's 
sort, to show how thoughtless and almost unconscious such 
offenses sometimes are, and how slightly, after all, they 
may affect real purity of nature and piety of spirit, and 
how truly they may be redeemed when treated with wisdom and 
with gentleness,—she has first imagined a character as pure, 
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pious, and unselfish as poet ever fancied, and described a 
lapse from charity as faultless as such a fault can be; and 
then, with damaging inconsistency, has given in to the world's 
estimate in such matters, by assuming that the sin committed 
was of so deep a dye that only a life of atoning and enduring 
penitence could wipe it out (p. 114). 

For Greg, then, Ruth's socio-moral effectiveness is marred by a 

relatively mild but still destructive moral falsity. Proceeding from a 

slightly different moral position than the other reviewers, he sees more 

clearly than they that assigning a socio-moral quality to a novel neces

sitates an examination of the philosophical basis of that socio-morality. 

The others are content to discover an easy moral and go no deeper. Greg 

wants to lay the foundations bare and seek out the weaknesses. 

What becomes apparent in the contemporary critical reponse to 

Ruth, then, is that the reviewers saw the novel, as they had seen Mary 

Barton, mostly as a sociological event. The Athenaeum reviewer alone 

takes real issue with the concept of socio-moral effectiveness as an 

index of literary excellence. A basic error—assigning the capacity for 

lying to the Reverend Benson—is, the reviewer believes, detrimental to 

the novel's attempt to instruct. This error underlines the question of 

whether it is sound to choose "such a subject as the basis of a work of 

art." Benson's lie is a "luckless expedient" that corroborates "our 

long-entertained notion, that questions like the argument of Ruth are 

hardly to be argued in fiction without sacrifice of reality somewhere. 

To keep hold of the reader's sympathy, the writer's rectitude must, we 

fear, be in some degree vitiated" (p. 77). In the end, however, the 
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reviewer offsets this criticism of the socio-moral aspect of Ruth—a 

protest based on "long-tried principle"—by praising the feeling, 

earnestness, and beauty of the writing in Ruth (p. 77). 

George Lewes and George Curtis also question the propriety of 

didacticism in fiction. The first sentence of Lewes's article reads, 

"Should a work of art have a moral?" His answer is that the "merely 

didactic tale frustrates . . . its own objects" (p. 474), but that some 

sort of moral is expressed by every work of art. Ruth avoids censure on 

these grounds because it "has a moral carried in the story; not preached, 

but manifested" (p. 476). Curtis believes that novels should mirror 

life, but that this principle can lead "into that sermonizing and romance 

of reform which is the quick destruction of story-telling" (p. 536). In 

practice, both reviewers emphasize the socio-moral qualities of Ruth. 

Some reviewers pay lip service to the artistic pretensions of 

Ruth, but most of their criticism moves along paths that necessarily 

take them away from a concept of Ruth as literature. This socio-moral 

emphasis and an accompanying general depreciation of Ruth's literary 

qualities is quite succinctly summarized by the reviewer for Bentley's 

Miscellany when he says, "Simply as a work of art it is very beautiful. 

We wish that we could afford to dwell on its manifold charms. But it is 

the high moral purpose of the story that we most admire" (p. 239). 

The socio-moral problem exposed and analyzed in Ruth was for most 

people a more distant and less emotionally compelling issue than that of 

Mary Barton. The prospect of dramatic alterations in the economic 

structure of the nation, the possibility of a shift of political power 

toward the ragged and seemingly uncontrollable mob, the threat of 
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revolutionary change like those occurring in Europe (referred to by Mrs. 

Gaskell in the preface to Mary Barton)—all of which were assumed to have 

been given credence in Mary Barton—were topics of intense emotional 

interest for a great many people. The subject of Ruth, however, some

times characterized by the reviewers as "simple," held much less direct 

emotional interest. A story of seduction and abandonment did not contain 

any threat to the established order. Therefore, the reactions to Ruth 

in the periodical press are better reasoned, less emotional, and more 

disinterested than were the reactions to Mary Barton. Nonetheless, Ruth, 

as much as Mary Barton, is treated as a sociological device. It 

contained, many reviewers felt, a means for effecting some socio-moral 

change, and this was its chief importance. 

Later Works; 
A Lessening of Enthusiasm 

Mrs. Gaskell's other novels will not very well support a socio-

moral interpretation. Cranford contains no direct moralizing; and in 

fact it is difficult to derive a moral from it. The quiet lives of the 

townswomen provide little excuse for extratextual commentary or dramatic, 

message-laden moments. North and South again explores factory life, but 

the socio-morality is much more subdued than in Mary Barton. The message 

is again reconciliation, but it is subordinated in the literary device of 

anagnorisis. Sylvia's Lovers is set during an earlier period, and its 

socio-moral pertinency is reduced by its historical perspective. The 

press-gang outrages of the early nineteenth century figure prominently in 

the story, but that problem had been eradicated long before the novel 
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appeared, leaving at the most only a lingering controversy. Otherwise, 

it is a story of unrequited love and the consequences of falsehood. 

The interaction of Sylvia, Kinraid, and Phillip is the significant 

feature of the novel; the social scene is only complementary. Cousin 

Phillis is an "idyll," another story of unrequited love, and its focus 

is psychological rather than sociological. And Wives and Daughters, its 

tone fairly well indicated by its subtitle, "An Everyday Tale," 

encompasses a large social scene, but expresses no special socio-moral 

sentiment. All have some socio-moral content, as perhaps all fiction 

does, and the reviewers find some measure of socio-morality to extract. 

However, the messages are very few, and the critical response can no 

longer rest on that aspect of the novels. 29 

The socio-moral elements that the reviewers do identify in Cran-

ford and the later novels tend to be subdued or tentative. The value to 

be derived from Cranford, the reviewer for the Athenaeum reports, is 

that Mrs. Gaskell has therein "vindicated the 'soul of goodness' living 

and breathing and working in an orbit so limited and among beings so 

inane and so frivolous as those whom she has displayed" (p. 765). This 

exposition of value in the ordinary is also commended in a review that 

29. The decrease in socio-moral content suggests that Mrs. 
Gaskell had altered her basic approach to novel writing. It is a 
distinct possibility that she did so in response to what she thought 
to be severely adverse criticism of Mary Barton and Ruth. She perhaps 
came to accept the opinions of the reviewers for the Athenaeum and others 
that socio-moral messages were not appropriate to fiction. However, such 
an explanation may be too facile. She may have simply retreated from her 
earlier commitment to social change by means of fiction. 
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appeared in the Daily Times. Cranford holds "a mirror up to nature," the 

reviewer says, exposing common humanity in its "foibles and littleness." 

Out of this comes a subtle value: 

Such books as Cranford answer many—but always the best 
ends. They winnow our commonplace, prosaic daily-life of 
its selfishness—they throw a halo around the ordinary 
men and women who eat beef and pudding; and heroes, under 
their influence, retire into mist, and become mythical. 
Not a good serving-woman in their pages, but shines as a 
fixed star—not the commonest laborer in Chatham street 
garments, or in the corduroy coat and hobnailed shoes of 
Europe, who is true to his manhood, but yields a far-
reaching splendor—which the puppies of literature, as 
well as the puppies of human life, have no perception of.30 

In other words, the socio-moral message that can be derived from Cranford 

is that common life is virtuous and commendable, and that the "foibles 

and littleness" of life are part of its value. 

North and South, in which Mrs. Gaskell returned to factory life 

as her milieu, elicited more of a socio-moral response than had Cranford. 

A writer for the New Monthly Magazine attributes a benignant influence to 

Mrs. Gaskell "in those moments of pain and languor, when the whole head 

is sore, and the whole heart is faint."31 This effect would seem to 

correspond to an effect that might be achieved by the subtle socio-moral 

message of Cranford, as proposed above. But the writer also feels the 

need to defend Mrs. Gaskell's supposed "doctrinal and didactic purposes" 

on the basis of her socio-moral intentions: 

Unmistakably, she writes under a sense of duty, which gives 
unity and purpose to her fictions, and consecrates them to 
a lofty end. This must be seen and owned by those who dispute 

30. "Mrs. Gaskell and Her Sketches of Cranford," p. 92. 

31. "The Author of Mary Barton," p. 259. 
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her facts, or reject her conclusions, or doubt the legiti
macy of her employment of fiction for doctrinal and 
didactic purposes.32 

That is, this writer continues to apply socio-moral criteria to his 

criticism of North and South. 

The Athenaeum, having found little to complain of in Cranford, 

again takes Mrs. Gaskell to task for message-mongering in North and 

South. The complaint is less severe, but it is still pointed. The 

reviewer disallows what the New Monthly Review had commended. North and 

South displays, as had Mary Barton, he says, distinct class sympathies. 

However, here he calls her "somewhat disproportionate exposure of the 

trials and suffering of the poor" a "generous" excess (p. 403). There is 

another point on which Mrs. Gaskell should be criticized, according to 

this reviewer. She deals, he says, "with difficulties and morals need

lessly, and too fearlessly.11 This is blameworthy because it is 

inappropriate for fiction and because it might have an ill effect on 

certain readers. 

As we have again and again said, the riddle propounded cannot 
be solved in fiction; and because by all one-sided handling 
of such matters,—when passions become engaged and generous 
feelings are persuaded, and when the temptation must be dwelt 
upon as !ruel, in apology for the offence,—there is always a 
danger of unmooring the eager and the inexperienced from their 
anchorage. The flat lie which Margaret Hale is made to tell 
in order to secure the escape of her brother is gratuitous, 
painful,—staggering as an incident, and without useful 
results, as a lesson. (p. 403) 

The socio-moral problems of North and South, the reviewer says, are not 

the result of wilfulness on the part of the author, but rather of "an 

32. Ibid., p. 263. 
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earnest, if mistaken, desire to do good. Still, he sees a continuing 

problem of didacticism in Mrs. Gaskell's novels; and the socio-moral 

aspects remain for him a troublesome burden for the art of her fiction. 

Wives and Daughters, however, draws strong praise from the 

Athenaeum reviewer. He praises it for avoiding the pitfalls of socio-

moralism that he thinks plague other Gaskell novels. The concentration 

on everyday life in Wives and Daughters keeps Mrs. Gaskell from indulging 

in moralizing, he thinks. And this discipline raises the novel to a high 

level of artistry. She had "aspired to progress in her craft," he says, 

and "had attained to it in performance" (p. 296). Finally, a reviewer 

for the Saturday Review reverts to the subtle moral message that was 

found in Cranford in his assessment of the effect of Wives and Daughters. 

A gentle ironic expression of the joys of everyday life gives the novel 

its socio-moral value: "[Mrs. Gaskell] awakens tranquil sympathies, and 

reminds one that it is really possible to enjoy the absurdities of one's 

fellow-creatures without a particle of ill-will" (p. 721). 

The reviewers found little in the later novels on which to 

exercise their socio-moral proclivities. The socio-moral emphasis that 

figures so prominently in the critical response to Mary Barton and Ruth 

was no longer pertinent. However, the strength of the socio-moral 

response to the early novels had a lingering effect. This response had 

emphasized the socio-moral aspects of those novels to the detriment of 

any understanding of their artistic integrity. For reviewers, the socio-

moral aspects of the early novels eclipsed the value of Mrs. Gaskell's 

authentic representations of life. 
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Furthermore, the emotionalism and misconceptions that some 

reviewers found in Mary Barton and Ruth were, they supposed, a result of 

Mrs. Gaskell's commitment to a socio-moral effect in fiction. These 

faults, the reviewers felt, as I shall attempt to show in the next chap

ter, were typically feminine characteristics. And Mrs. Gaskell's 

femininity excused her, finally, from serious consideration as a 

novelist. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE EFFECTS OF ANTI-FEMINISM 

By the mid-nineteenth century, women writers had achieved consid

erable importance in the development of the novel. So many were success

fully writing novels that they threatened to overshadow the men in the 

field. Certainly, the reviewers were aware of the significance of women 

novelists. George Lewes, for example, acknowledges that "The appearance 

of women in the field of literature is a significant fact." Furthermore, 

he thinks that women's place in literature "is the correlate of her 

position in society."-'- However, this correlation of woman's place in 

literature with her position in society at large caused reviewers to 

bring society's prejudices to their assessments of women writers. 

Women in Society 

The position of women in society had not changed appreciably in 

the preceding hundred years. By mid-century, the Industrial Revolution 

had brought about considerable changes in the occupations and life-styles 

of women, and many women had become conscious of the inequalities that 

were part of a woman's life. Nevertheless, the philosophical concep

tion of a woman's place in society remained basically unaltered. Indeed, 

what Mary Wollstonecraft inveighed against in A Vindication of the Rights 

1. "The Lady Novelists," p. 129. 

2. See Amy Cruse, The Victorians and Their Books (Boston: 
Houghton-Mifflin Co., 1962). 

89 
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of Women in 1792 was still the subject of angry debate when Mill published 

3 The Subjection of Women in 1869. According to society's scheme, men 

were fitted to reason, women to feel. This mind-emotion distinction 

produced other distinctions. Men were strong, women naturally weak. 

Left to only delimiting and debilitating circumstances in life, women 

turned all of their resources towards pleasure. Women existed, finally, 

for men's needs. What women most signally contributed to society was a 

softening and perfecting of men's brute natures. As wives and guardians 

of the hearths, women gave life its civilized veneer.^ 

In his essay, John Stuart Mill attacks the basic supposition that 

there are inherent differences in the capabilities of men and women: 

I consider it presumption in any one to pretend to decide 
what women are or are not, can or cannot be, by natural con
stitution. They have always hitherto been kept, as far as 
regards spontaneous development, in so unnatural a state, that 
their natures cannot but have been greatly distorted and dis
guised; and no one can safely pronounce that if women's nature 
were left to choose its direction as freely as men's, and if 
no artificial bent were attempted to be given to it except 
that required by the conditions of human socieLy, and given 
to both sexes alike, there would be any material difference, 
or perhaps difference at all, in the character and capabili
ties which would unfold themselves. (p. 273) 

3. The Rights of Women by Mary Wollstonscraft and The Subjection 
of Women by John Stuart Mill, ed. G. E. G. CatlJn (London: J. M. Dent & 
Co., Ltd., 1929). 

4. Walter E. Houghton comments on this duty of the Victorian 
woman in The Victorian Frame of Mind (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1957), 
pp. 348-53. Writers often emphasized, he points out, that a specific 
mission of women in life was to "counteract the debasing influence on 
religion as well as morals of a masculine life preoccupied with worldly 
goods and worldly ambitions." He quotes from Mrs. Sara Ellis's guide
book, The Wives of England, Their Relative Duties, Domestic Influence, 
and Social Obligations (London, 1843): a wife should be, Mrs. Ellis 
says, "a companion who will raise the tone" of her husband's mind from 
"low anxieties and vulgar cares" and "lead his thoughts to expatiate or 
repose on those subjects which convey a feeling of identity with a higher 
state of existence beyond this present life." 
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The supposed differences, Mill says, can be explained by the unwholesome 

upbringing to which must women must submit. The forces of society cause 

women to exhibit the behavior that men generally accept as conclusive 

evidence of their natures. Women are raised, Mill says, from their 

earliest years to believe that their ideal of character is exactly the 

opposite of men's. They are raised to be submissive and dependent; and 

they are convinced by "all the current sentimentalities" and established 

morality that complete abnegation is their duty and life of the 

affections their only recourse (p. 232). This upbringing, Mill says, 

has a debilitating effect on women, reducing their ability to overcome 

the artificial restrictions of society. 

Woman's supposed function as man's moral guide is based on 

specious logic, according to Mill. It relies on the supposition that an 

inferior can provide guidance to a superior: 

As for moral differences, considered as distinguished from 
intellectual, the distinction commonly drawn is to the 
advantage of women. They are declared to be better than 
men; an empty compliment, which must provoke a bitter 
smile from every woman of spirit, since there is no other 
situation in life in which it is the established order, 
and considered quite natural and suitable, that the better 
should obey the worse. (p. 292) 

That woman's natural occupation is that of wife and mother is also a 

questionable proposition, he says. For by allowing no other choice, men 

imply that they fear that too few women would want to be housewives if 

other alternatives were open (p. 244). Overall, the principle of 

inequality, Mill feels, is destructive to the needs and functions of 

society: 

The principle which regulates the existing social relations 
between the two sexes—the legal subordination of one sex to 
the other—is wrong in itself, and now one of the chief 
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hindrances to human improvement; and ... it ought to be 
replaced by a principle of perfect equality, admitting no 
power or privilege on the one side, nor disability on the 
other. (p. 219) 

Mill's opposition to the general conception of woman's place in 

society was unusual. Other voices were being raised against the 

subjection of women,5 but the more common point of view is expressed by 

the author of "English Women." He deposits women quite firmly where he 

thinks they belong: in the home: 

After all, whatever her powers of captivation may be, home 
is the fitting place for their chief exercise; domestic life 
the sphere for their best and noblest exertion: There it 
is that she shines in her greatest purity. This is the 
kingdom over which she reigns with sweetest lustre; and what
ever be her talents, whatever her opportunities, this is the 
spot on which they should most fondly repose—the centre from 
which should emanate the warm rays of love, of benevolence, 
and of genius.6 

Women's capabilities are different than those of men, he thinks, but 

women therefore have their own function and influence. 

In the present day, although wisely excluded from public 
employments, as altogether unsuitable to their sex and 
character, they have little reason to complain. If they 
rule not with the mace of authority, they can influence by 
the mind, and they can govern by the heart.^ 

5. A newspaper article that appeared as early as 1853 took 
Englishmen to task for their ill treatment of women. Englishmen are a 
race, the writer says, who have prided themselves on their honor and 
their sense of fair play in man-to-man relationships, but who "may now 
be stigmatized, and not without some apparent ground, as treating the 
feeble sex with more brutal harshness and cowardly ferocity than the 
lowest tribe of savages." The article's main evidence is the case 
history of a woman who was beaten to death by her husband while her 
pleas for help were unheeded. Morning Chronicle, 29 Aug. 1853. Rptd. 
Living Age, NS 3 (Oct.-Dec. 1853), 223. 

6. Anon, article, Leisure Hour. Rptd. Eclectic Mag., 32 (May-
June 1854), 497. 

7. Ibid. 
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Women, he believes, would injure their virtue if they were to undertake 

the study of hard, masculine subjects. Their innocent ignorance is 

their charm: 

Far be it for me to depreciate the cultivation of all those 
mental and personal graces which so peculiarly belong to the 
fair sex. There are their own special charms; nor should I 
bear to see their vivacity, their lively fancy, their light 
and easy gayety, their playful badinage, or their simple and 
unstudied eloquence of the heart, substituted for the dry 
tone of the obstrusive moralist, or the grave air of studied 
language of the metaphysician.^ 

The distinction between heart and mind is in evidence here again. 

Woman's reliance on "heart" is what determines her proper function, 

according to this view. Woman is properly man's adjunct: "the partici

pators of our joy—the comforters of our sorrow."^ 

Another writer, in an article entitled, "Female Intellect," finds 

a basic difference between male and female intelligence. Although he 

acknowledges that many differences can be accounted for by habit and 

education, he believes that "there is as distinct a difference in the 

formation of the minds of men and the minds of women as there is in the 

formation of their bodies.""'"® The difference is, he suggests, that 

although women may attain a level of intellectual power that is broad 

and generous, they may never attain the highest level of intellectual 

power, for this is the province of men alone. Women in general are 

brighter than men in general, but intellectual brilliance belongs to 

8. Ibid., p. 498. 

9. Ibid. 

10. "Female Intellect." Living Age. 3rd ser., 29 (April-June 
1865), 554. 
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men. Furthermore, woman's intelligence is receptive rather than 

creative. And, therefore, woman's intelligence is precisely suited to 

the place in life that women have been assigned by society: 

Now, if we admit the doctrine which all men and most women 
hold as to the position of women in the world, this is 
exactly the sort of intellect which suits their position. 
If, as the apostle tells us, the woman is created for the 
man, this is exactly the sort of woman that a man would 
wish to have created for him. A man of intelligence and 
information wishes to find, in a wife or sister or female 
companion of any kind, one who is in some sort his 
intellectual equal, and yet in some sort his intellectual 
inferior. He does not want a teacher, a disputant, an 
overthrower of his first principles; he has male friends 
and male enemies who will do all those services for him. 
But he wants one who is essentially receptive, who can 
understand, appreciate, and develop what he sets before 
her, who can act as a keen critic of details, who can even 
point out his flaws and inconsistencies, but who will not 
boisterously attack the principles from which he starts.^ 

The pointing out of flaws and inconsistencies had better be done, one 

assumes, extremely discreetly. What is wanted, apparently, is a kind of 

intellectual handmaiden. 

Although he makes some reference to the effects of habit and 

education, this writer is unwilling or unable to understand the effects 

of cultural conditioning on the intellects he is analyzing. Unlike Mill, 

who recognizes the unnatural state in which women existed, he supposes 

that there is a basic, inherent intellectual difference that 

predetermines the roles of men and women in society. It was through such 

reasoning that women were generally consigned to inferior positions in 

life during Mrs. Gaskell's lifetime. Woman's place was to be receptive, 

a supporter and comforter of man, his better half. 

11. Ibid., p. 556. 
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Women and Literature 

The general disesteem for women in society carried over into 

responses to women writers in the periodical press. The reviewers were 

necessarily affected by their preconceptions and prejudices. The 

question of anti-feminism in the literary press in mid-nineteenth century 

England does not, however, admit of easy distinctions. The line of 

demarcation between appreciation of the writings of women and subtle 

depreciation is often fuzzy. Even what seems to be clear-cut apprecia

tion is often based on a double critical standard. Nonetheless, for most 

reviewers, certain disabilities keep women from being total literary 

artists, as they keep women from living fully functional lives. But 

within these limitations, the reviewers seem to say, they may produce 

adequate literary compositions. 

Unquestionably, women writers at mid-century received much 

favorable notice. Many reviewers congratulate women writers on their 

contributions to the nation's literature. The author of "Lady Novelists 

of Great Britain," for example, says that the greater number of women 

authors in itself gives credence to their worth as writers. "Only to 

enumerate the principal female novelists who have been at work for the 

last twenty or twenty-five years," he says, "is something startling" 

(p. 136). Besides this increase in quantity, he finds an improvement in 

quality that leads him to believe, in spite of his fear of the evils that 

might be introduced by the false sentiments and presumptousness of women 

writers, that "novel-writing is quite one of the legitimate occupations 

of women" (p. 134). J. J. Ludlow, writing in the North British Review. 

concludes, "We have to notice the fact that at this particular period of 
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the world's history, the very best novels in several countries happen to 

have been written by women" (p. 167). 

This acceptance of the prominence of women as writers of novels, 

however, carried within it the germ for the subtle disparagement of 

women writers. For the distinction made in society in general between 

the mental capabilities of men and women—the mind-feeling distinction— 

was reflected in the criticism of the novel. The novel, being the genre 

most dependent on the expression of emotional relationships and on the 

close observation of domestic activities, so the reasoning went, was 

suited to the mental capabilities of women. Novels, many reviewers 

assumed, were the proper vehicles for women. Not only were novels 

loosely structured, which allowed women to write without worrying about 

the niceties of composition; but novels dealt with sentiment in action, 

women's special area of knowledge. 

The distinction between reasoning and feeling is central to the 

appreciation of women novelists for Ludlow: 

Now, if we consider the novel to be the picture of human 
life in a pathetic, or as some might prefer the expression, 
in a sympathetic form, that is to say, as addressed to 
human feeling, rather than to human taste, judgment or 
reason; there seems to be nothing paradoxical in the view, 
that women are called to the mastery of this peculiar 
field of literature. We know, all of us, that if man is 
the head of humanity, woman is its heart; that as soon as 
education has rendered her ordinarily capable of expressing 
feeling in written words, why should we be surprised to 
find that her words come more home to us than those of 
men, where feeling is chiefly concerned? (p. 160) 

It is not necessarily negative to say that women have a particularly 

acute understanding of the emotions and that they therefore can make a 

contribution to human understanding. However, here they are excused from 

human taste, judgement, and reason; and the novel is made to seem a 
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lesser intellectual exercise by its issuance from such a source. Even 

Lewes is a party to assigning novels to women on the basis of women's 

emotional capabilities: 

Of all departments of literature, Fiction is the one to 
which, by nature and by circumstances, women are best 
adapted .... The domestic experience which forms the 
bulk of woman's knowledge finds an appropriate form in 
novels; while the very nature of fiction calls for the 
predominance of sentiment which we have already attributed 
to the female mind. Love is the staple of fiction, for it 
forms the story of a woman's life. The joys and sorrows 
of affection, the incidents of domestic life, the 
aspirations and fluctuations of emotional life, assume 
typical form in the novel.12 

In this way, one can even explain the artistry of a writer like Jane 

Austen. Expansively conceding that "Miss Austen surpasses all the male 

novelists that ever lived," Lewes finds part of the explanation for such 

artistry in a "special quality of womanliness" in Austen's work: 

They are novels written by a woman, an Englishwoman; no 
signature could disguise that fact; and because she has 
so faithfully (although unconsciously) kept to her own 
womanly point of view, her works are durable. There is 
nothing of the doctrinaire in Jane Austen; not a trace 
of woman's "mission"; but as the most truthful, charming, 
humorous, pure-minded, quick-witted, and unexaggerated of 
writers, female literature has reason to be proud of her. 
(p. 96) 

Previously, Lewes has granted Austen superlative artistry; here, he seems 

to be reducing her claim to a proud place in "female literature." 

And, the important virtue of her writing is that she kept to her own 

"womanly" point of view. 

Even though some reviewers were willing to concede the best part 

of novel writing to women, others felt that a basic disability precluded 

women from any meaningful involvement in literature on any level. This 

12. "The Lady Novelist," p. 95. 
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disability is that their knowledge of human affairs must always be 

partial and deficient; for if a woman were to go beyond what is proper 

for her to know, her life would be blighted by that knowledge. 

Proceeding from an assumption of woman's inherent emotional 

instability in "False Morality of Lady Novelists," William Greg says, 

specifically of young, unmarried women, "many of the saddest and deepest 

truths in the strange science of sexual affection are to her mysteriously 

and mercifully veiled; and the knowledge of them can only be purchased at 

such a fearful cost that we cannot wish it otherwise" (pp. 9 0 - 1 ) .13 

Another writer contends that literature is not a proper vocation 

for the daughters and sisters of Englishmen. Men have an "indistinct" 

feeling, he says, that literary work has a tendency to wear off some of 

the delicate bloom which is perhaps "the finest part of a woman's natural 

character."14 An awareness of the failures and meanness of life is part 

of a great writer's qualifications, he claims; but for a woman to attain 

this awareness necessitates some loss on her part: 

The women who attain to it . . . attain to it by undergoing 
a defeminizing process; after which they gain much strength 
and breadth of view at the sacrifice of that nameless beauty 
of innocence which is by nature the glory of the woman, and 
which it is the object of English feminine training to 
preserve intact.15 

13. Of women's emotional instability, Greg says that novels 
"constitute a principal part of the reading of women, who are always 
impressionable, in whom at all times the emotional element is more awake 
and more powerful than the critical, whose feelings are more easily 
influenced than ours, while at the same time the correctness of their 
feelings and the justice of their estimates are matters of the most 
special and pre-eminent concern." Pp. 86-7. 

14. "Literary Women," London Review. Rptd. Living Age, 3rd 
ser., 25 (April-June 1864), 609. 

15. Ibid. 
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Knowledge of life, a "bitter" part of a male writer's career, is for a 

woman the "fruit from off a bitter tree," which reveals the world, but 

which "closes to her the gates of the enchanted gardens of paradise."16 

Also, he says, literary artistry requires discipline and control, which 

can only be learned from a study of the classics, training unattainable 

by women and probably best forbidden to them. "What father or mother," 

he asks, "is prepared to initiate the female members of his family into 

the mysteries of classical literature?"^ 

The "bitterness" of knowledge is also the worry of Ludlow in the 

North British Review. An unmarried woman is, when dealing with love, 

the "staple" of all novel-writing, either limited to drawing upon her 

imagination or the "pre-science of the heart," according to Ludlow. If 

she draws upon her own experience, that experience must be a bitter 

one and reference to it must cause her to depart, "in some measure, 

from the fair and becoming reserve of her sex" (p. 169). 

Marriage does not, however, necessarily qualify a woman for a 

career as a writer. Ludlow believes that marriage provides acceptable 

experience that opens the way for a woman to write. "If the novel 

addresses itself to the heart," he says, "what more natural than that it 

should then reach it most usefully and perfectly when coming from a 

woman ripe with all the dignity of her sex, full of all wifely and 

motherly experience?" (p. 169). Greg also makes a clear distinction 

between the unreliable experience of young women writers and that of 

married women. Conversely, the reviewer for The London Review contends 

16. Ibid. 

17. Ibid., p. 610. 
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that married women should be excluded from the profession of writing. 

"Women," he says, "whose lot in life is to marry and be at the head of a 

house, require no employment of the kind. Literature would interfere 

with their domestic duties and ties, without bringing any corresponding 

advantages."18 Having found her proper sphere as housewife, that is, a 

woman should entertain no further ambitions. This last point of view is 

of signal importance in a discussion of the critical reaction to the 

works of Mrs. Gaskell, for the characterization of her as a generally 

self-satisfied hausfrau has had a strong effect on her critical 

reputation. 

An additional disability for women who aspire to be writers is, 

according to some reviewers, their enthusiasm. They are apt to allow 

emotion to overcome reason. This is particularly so in relation to 

social questions, says the author of "Lady Novelists of Great Britain": 

As a general rule, we do not much wonder that men have come 
to look with distrust on women's championship of social 
questions in the way of argument. They do often, certainly, 
go beyond the mark. They are apt to bring prominently 
forward all those mere offsets from the main subject which 
a sound lawyer or moderately wise man would leave out of 
discussion as apt to direct attention from the main point, 
and put logic out of court. (p. 134) 

Greg sees a destructive potentiality in enthusiasm. The young, and 

particularly young women, he says, have a "degree of exaltation of mind 

18. "Literary Women," p. 609 
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and temper" that is beautiful and welcome, but which has "a strong 

tendency to degenerate into the morbid and unsound. 

Such enthusiasm was, if not eradicable, at least partially con

trollable. One antidote to the dangers of a too-intense intellectual 

life, according to one reviewer of Gaskell's Life of Charlotte Bronte, 

was the mundane practicalities of housework. Speaking of Charlotte 

Bronte, he says, 

In the midst of this intellectual activity, she was a busy 
little housewife, sweeping the rooms, assisting in the 
cooking, and by turns, playfellow and monitress to her 
younger brother and sisters; such occupaions being, no doubt, 
of infinite value as a check to mere brain work, which must 
have been going on amongst them all to a very dangerous 
extent. 

The author of "Literary Women" submits that women's natural attribute 

of refinement manages to save them from excessive enthusiasm. Refine

ment, augmented by education, he says, "serves as a corrective to what 

otherwise might be a dangerous charm, and prevents them from allowing 

their enthusiasms and spirits to run to excess. 

In general, the consensus seemed to be that if women had a place 

in literature, theirs was a special place. Excluding those reviewers who 

praise without qualification certain women novelists—Jane Austen, 

19. "False Morality of Lady Novelists," p. 91. The reader might 
wonder why I have included Greg's remarks on the experiential disabil
ities of young women in this study of the critical reaction to Mrs. 
Gaskell. The answer is that although Greg builds his case in "False 
Morality of Lady Novelists" on the characteristics of young women, the 
article is largely concerned with Mrs. Gaskell's Ruth. She is included 
by association in his protest. 

20. "Life of Charlotte Bronte," The Christian Remembrancer, 
MS 34 (July 1857), 87-145. Rptd. Living Age, 55 (14 Nov. 1857), 394. 

21. "Literary Women," p. 609. 
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George Eliot, at times Charlotte Bronte^ and even at times Mrs. Gaskell— 

it would seem that reviewers were willing to accept the contributions of 

women novelists only within narrow boundaries. In praising Frederika 

Bremer, a popular Scandinavian novelist, Ludlow illustrates the kind of 

limitation that might be imposed: 

But before you hope to write as Frederika Bremer has written, 
see first what she is; see through her books ... the tender 
kindly nature of the woman, and how she has schooled herself 
in all graceful cheerfulness and sympathy, and from what a 
long and faithful experience flow her ever charming descrip
tions of family life and its duties. (p. 173) 

The writer emphasizes Bremer's "womanly" attributes of "graceful cheer

fulness and sympathy" and "charming descriptions of family life and its 

duties." The chief function of women writers, following such a lead, 

would be to soothe, placate, and instruct in domestic virtues. According 

to the author of "Lady Novelists of Great Britain," women writers could 

ably act as the third of a triplex of ministers promoting mutual under

standing: 

Mutual comprehension—mutual understanding of each other, 
how inestimable a privilege it is! This is what women 
can especially forward; and those other ministers of 
the people—our physicians watching over their bodily 
health—our clergymen, laboring over their spiritual—how 
much may they do to promote this great object of mutual 
good understanding. (p. 139) 

Here again, the mind-feeling distinction is basic to the conception of 

woman's literary function. Women, through their understanding of the 

emotional life and their own innate goodness, can promote mutual under

standing. Man's business is elsewhere. 
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Lewes found in the writings of women a new and valuable addition 

to knowledge: 

What does the literature of women mean? It means this: 
while it is impossible for men to express life otherwise 
than as they know it—they can only know it profoundly 
according to their own experience—the advent of female 
literature promises women's view of life; in other words, 
a new element. 22 

Conversely, and more typically, the author of "Literary Women" contends 

that women could fulfill their lives in better ways than as authors. 

They have, he maintains, another, nobler purpose in life; the familiar 

civilizing influence: 

If women were wise they would understand that they have a 
mission quite as grand as that of literary authorship. It 
is the mission of keeping alive for men certain ideas, and 
ideals too, which would soon pass out of the world in the 
rush and hurry of material existence if they were not fed 
and replenished by those who are able to stand aloof from 
the worry and vexations of active life .... Ideas of 
purity, unselfishness, and devotion, in the words of the 
poet, are the hinges of the gate of life, and if women 
were to become as men, the sacred fire would soon become 
extinct. The heathens of old fitly expressed this truth 
by the image of the eternal flame of Vesta, which it was 
the duty of her priestess to maintain unimpaired and on 
the preservation of which the welfare of Rome herself 
depended. (p. 610) 

22. "The Lady Novelists," p. 94. 
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Anti-Feminism 
and the Reviews of Mrs. Gaskell's Works 

praise 
Which men give women when they judge a book, 
Not as mere work, but as mere woman's work, 
Expressing the comparative respect 
Which means the absolute scorn. 

-Charlotte Bronte 

The above passage aptly expresses one of the basic elements of 

anti-feminism that affect the critical reaction to Mrs. Gaskell's works. 

Literary works by women were subjected to a comparative critical 

standard. As soon as a reviewer identifies his subject as a woman, he 

invokes the prejudices that apply to women in general. The work under 

consideration is thereby reduced in stature. Lesser criteria obtain. A 

woman writer may be praised for material that might be condemned or 

barely tolerated in a male writer. And therefore a woman writer often 

receives what amounts to a condescending approbation.^ Of course, to 

expect a reviewer to refrain from identifying a writer, and therefore 

(except with pseudonyms) the writer's sex, would be to expect an unnat

ural reticence. So, we end with a puzzle. Not all identification of a 

writer's sex is sexist; yet such identification necessarily presupposes 

a difference in expectations. 

23. Conversely, or perhaps as a consequence of this conde
scending approbation, the better women writers were often treated 
harshly. According to George Eliot, any increase in excellence brought 
with it an increase in critical severity: "No sooner does a woman show 
that she has genius or effective talent, than she receives a tribute of 
being moderately praised and severely criticized. By a peculiar thermo-
metric adjustment, when a woman's talent is at zero, journalistic 
approbation is at the boiling pitch; when she attains mediocrity, it is 
already at no more than summer heat; and if ever she reaches excellence, 
critical enthusiasm drops to the freezing point. Harriet Martineau, 
Currer Bell, and Mrs. Gaskell have been treated as cavalierly as if they 
had been men." "Silly Novels by Lady Novelists," 460. 
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Certainly, not all of the reviews of Mrs. Gaskell's works could 

be labeled sexist. Her first novel appeared anonymously; and the early 

reviews of Mary Barton, therefore, do not identify the writer as a woman. 

The Athenaeum review, for example, makes no reference to the writer's 

sex, except for a question mark used once to indicate doubt as to the 

proper gender: "Only twice has he (?) had recourse ... 11 (p. 1050). 

Kingsley's review of the third edition of the novel, written when it was 

known that the author was a woman, avoids any sexual reference. And the 

Athenaeum review of Ruth, to use a much later example, also eschews any 

sexual distinction. In fact, it must be admitted, very little of the 

critical reaction to Mrs. Gaskell's works makes any blatantly sexist 

reference. 

However, one cannot help being struck by the number of times that 

reviewers seem to quite carefully note that the writer of a piece is a 

woman. William Greg has no doubts, for example, about the sex of the 

then yet anonymous author of Mary Barton: "The authoress—for Mary 

Barton is understood to be, and indeed, very palpably is, the production 

of a lady" (p. 403). He does not explain what it is that makes the novel 

"palpably" the product of a woman; however, the clear implication 

throughout the review is that the author has been too much the servant 

of her emotions and that she has seriously misconstrued the events and 

circumstances on which the novel is based: two typical failings of 

women.24 He ends the paragraph containing the above remarks with high 

24. The reader is referred to his later article, "False Morality 
of Lady Novelists"—which has been previously mentioned herein. 
Emotionalism and a tendency to neglect facts are failings that Greg found 
in women. 
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praise—"we can conscientiously pronounce it [Mary Barton] to be a pro

duction of great excellence, and of still greater promise"—still, the 

overall review is negative in tone. 

In a review congratulating the author on her "quiet grace" and 

"healthful sweetness," a writer for the English Review finds it necessary 

in the space of approximately 450 words to identify the author of Ruth 

as "the wife, we understand, herself of a dissenting minister in the 

north."25 The review in the Athenaeum of Gaskell's minor work, "The 

Moorland Cottage," says, "Rarely has woman drawn a fairer study of 

self-sacrifice in woman than our authoress in Maggie Brown.1126 One might 

suppose that a woman would be better acquainted with the terms of self-

sacrifice in another woman than would a man, yet one wonders if the 

writer intended the implication that a man might have drawn a fairer 

portrait. The sexual distinction is also apparent in a review in the 

Athenaeum of The Life of Charlotte Bronte; "As a work of art, we do not 

9 7 
recollect a life of a woman by a woman so well executed." This might be 

viewed as a simple description of an author-subject relationship, which 

is perhaps important in a biography; but the fact that such a distinction 

was thought necessary reveals the extent of the discriminatory approach 

to writings by women. 

Ruth was more of a woman's novel than Mary Barton. It dealt with 

false and unrequited love, clearly a woman's topic. The reviewer for 

25. English Review, 19 (April 1853), 193. 

26. Anon. rev., Athenaeum, no 1208, 21 Dec. 1850, p. 1338. 

27. Anon, rev., Athenaeum, no. 1536, 4 April 1853, p. 427. 
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Tait's Edinburgh Magazine, in a positive review, notes that the subject 

of the novel—the unfair treatment of unwed mothers—was an evil in 

society that was suitable for "the pen of a gifted woman" (p. 219). The 

subject, that is, was an appropriate one for women writers. In other 

reviews of Ruth also, this assumption appears to be central to the 

reviewers' impressions of the book. 

The writer for the British Quarterly Review also finds evidence 

of Gaskell's femininity in the appropriate places in Mary Barton. "In 

the love portions of the story," he says, "there is a great deal that 

indicates the delicate touch of a female hand, and confirms the rumour 

which attributes the authorship of Mary Barton to a lady resident in Man

chester" (p. 131). Lewes, in "The Lady Novelists," uses similar phrasing 

to explain why the author of Mary Barton was immediately thought to be a 

woman, whereas the opposite was true of the author of Jane Eyre. Central 

to his explanation is an assumption that women are particularly observant: 

The presence of observation is more apparent in Mary Barton 
than in Jane Eyre, as it is possibly more predominant in 
the mind of the authoress, and this is why there never was 
even a momentary doubt as to the writer's sex—a woman's 
delicate hand being visible in the strongest places. (p. 476) 

Delicacy is by no means a failing in itself; yet, as will appear, the 

word occurs so often as to suggest that delicacy is an adequate substi

tution in a woman for something stronger and more profound in a man. 

Delicacy is again a major virtue for Lewes in "Ruth and Villette": 

In a very different spirit [i.e., different from the usual 
melodramatic manner] does the authoress of Ruth approach 
this delicate subject. She approaches it like a woman, and 
a truly delicate-minded woman; with a delicacy that is strong 
in truth, not influenced by convention. (p. 476) 
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This is a positive statement, yet the thoroughgoing femininity attributed 

to Mrs. Gaskell here evokes the limitations generally associated with 

women. Again, George Curtis congratulates Gaskell on her "utmost delicacy 

and skill."^® 

In another place, Curtis notes that Mrs. Gaskell understands the 

predicament of the youthful Ruth because she is a "woman and mother" 

(p. 537). Following a similar line, Ludlow in the North British Review 

says, "But the authoress of Ruth is a mother, and the duties of hallowed 

motherhood have taught her own pure soul what its blessings may be to the 

fallen" (p. 155). In both instances, the reviewers are commending Mrs. 

Gaskell; the implication in each, however, is that Ruth is a singularly 

feminine novel written by a singularly, even conventionally feminine 

woman. 

The distinction being implicitly made in the preceding reviews is 

well illustrated by the favorable remarks that appeared in "Lady Novelists 

of Great Britain." "The most striking of our English female novels," the 

reviewer says, "seems to us, however, to be Ruth, by the authoress of 

Mary Barton" (p. 137). This is strong praise, or would be, were it not 

for the categorization, English female novels. Curtis, also favorably 

inclined towards Ruth, establishes a first and second rank of romance 

writers: 

The whole force of English romance—writing has been deployed 
during the last six months. Dickens, Thackeray, the chiefs 
of that department of literature, have been in full play and 
Miss Bronte*(Jane Eyre). Mrs. Gaskell (Mary Barton), Mrs. Marsh, 
Mrs. Gore, Miss Julia Kavanaugh, and lesser ladies, have 
advanced almost simultaneously, and platoon-wise, discharged 
each a new novel. (p. 535) 

28. "Villette and Ruth," p. 337. 
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The playfulness of the metaphor does not negate the sexual distinction 

being made: the male writers are the "chiefs," and the women writers 

form a secondary "platoon" behind them. Lastly, the reviewer for 

Bentley's, again commenting favorably on the whole, puts Ruth in the con

text of lachrymose and overly emotional, feminine novels: "We have 

before us some of the saddest tales that have ever stirred gentle hearts, 

and moistened soft cheeks with tears. Foremost amongst these is Ruth" 

(p. 237). At length, the implications of sexual distinction become 

increasingly apparent; and one becomes suspicious of such seemingly 

innocuous phrases as "easy, simple womanly grace"^^ and "touches of love 

and kindness, and simple self-sacrifice, and of true womanly tender

ness." 30 

Therefore, the enthusiastic response to Gaskell's first domestic 

novel, Cranford. presents something of a problem. The favorable reaction 

of the reviewers would seem to hinge on the novel's expression of a 

conventionally feminine point of view. That is, the novel seemed to the 

reviewers to reflect the accepted role-taking of women in society. And, 

as such, the reaction is in a relative sense belittling. The novel is, 

one might say, being a domestic novel, woman's work. The Westminster 

reviewer, for one, says, "It is such a series^l as no male creature 

could have written — only a woman of genius, quick of wit, and not less 

29. "Lady Novelists of Great Britain," p. 137. 

30. "Cranford," Athenaeum, p. 765. 

31. The novel first appeared as a series of stories. 
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on 
quick of feeling." And the reviewer for The Daily Times says, in a 

near echo, "It is a charming book — the work of a true woman. No man 

33 
could have written it." Both reviewers intend their remarks to be 

highly complimentary, but the implications of the distinction are that 

there are compartments in literature, some suitable for women, others 

for men. 

The subtle sexual distinctions made in the reviews of Gaskell's 

works are sometimes accompanied by more overt manifestations of anti-

feminism. This often takes the form of a strong implication that Gaskell 

is guilty of some typical feminine faults, especially those of ignorance 

and emotionalism. Even in these cases, however, the evidence of anti-

feminism is at times tenuous and inexact. It is sometimes only by the 

conjunction of traits assigned to Mrs. Gaskell with traits assigned to 

women in general that traces of anti-feminism become apparent. My 

conclusions are therefore at times tentative, based on suggestion rather 

than overwhelming evidence. In defense of such a methodology, one should 

probably note that it is the semi-hidden nature of the manifestations of 

anti-feminism that makes them noteworthy. 

Greg indicts Mrs. Gaskell on two counts of ignorance in his 

review of Mary Barton. John Barton's inconsistent understanding of his 

32. Anon, rev., "Contemporary Literature of England," Westminster 
Review, NS 4 (July-Oct. 1853), 273. [Further references will be given 
parenthetically in the text by page number.] 

33. "Mrs. Gaskell and Her Sketches of Cranford," p. 92. 
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place in life is probably, Greg says, a result of "the writer's acknow

l e d g e d  u n a c q u a i n t a n c e  w i t h  s o c i a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  e c o n o m y  h e r s e l f a n d  

from her ignorance of how far the rudiments of these sciences have been 

mastered by the more thoughtful and the better educated artisans of our 

large towns" (p. 412). The Manchester Guardian, also citing Gaskell's 

ignorance, states that she had "sinned gravely against truth" in Mary 

Barton, "in matters of fact either above her comprehension, or beyond her 

sphere of knowledge."Referring to a specific piece of ignorance, an 

allegedly "extraordinary incorrectness of the dialect throughout,the 

reviewer reveals a sexual bias in his presumption about the source of her 

ignorance: "It is not extraordinary," he says, "that a lady should have 

fallen into these mistakes" (p. 7). He manages to have it both ways, it 

might be noted: Mrs. Gaskell shows "extraordinary incorrectness" that is 

"not extraordinary." Finally, the Westminster reviewer, who avoids any 

direct suggestion that a woman would misunderstand the subject of 

political economy, nonetheless seems to feel that a little instruction is 

in order: "Let the earnest author and excellent woman — for such she 

34. In the Preface to the 1848 edition of Mary Barton, Mrs. 
Gaskell wrote, "I know nothing of political economy, or the theories of 
trade. I have tried to write truthfully; and if my accounts agree or 
clash with any system, the agreement or disagreement is unintentional." 
This might well have been studied ingenuousness on Gaskell's part, an 
attempt to forestall the kind of criticism she encountered. 

35. Anon, rev., "Mary Barton," 28 Feb. 1849, p. 7. 

36. Mrs. Gaskell's use of dialect was based on the studies in 
the subject by her husband, the Rev. Wm. Gaskell. See note no. 42 in 
Chapter 2. 
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must be — who-wrote this tale, understand that what we have thus briefly 

penned, is a genuine specimen of political economy, and of the method of 

its application to human interest and feelings" (p. 62). 

Mrs. Gaskell's emotionalism, some reviewers suggest, led her to 

be easily influenced by others, to jump to conclusions, and to be seduced 

by her enthusiasms. Denying that he would attempt to impugn evidence 

based on actual observation, the writer for the North British Review 

nonetheless concludes that Mrs. Gaskell is the dupe of Disraeli and Lord 

Ashley: "Still, our impression is, that a somewhat limited experience, 

and that of an unfortunate kind, has been hastily generalized under the 

influence of such views as would be the result of reading Lord Ashley's 

speeches, or Mr. D'Israeli's Sybil" (p. 121). In another instance, 

J. J. Taylor in the Prospective Review qualifies his praise for Mary 

Barton with the caveat that the author's enthusiasm may have led her 

slightly astray: "From intense interest in her subject and complete 

self-abandonment to it, the sympathies of the authoress are for the time 

perhaps too exclusively enlisted on behalf of a particular class, and 

dispose her to view all events too much from the one point of view in 

which she placed herself" (p. 54). Whereas men might also be accused of 

emotionalism or enthusiasm, such excesses were thought to be endemic to 

women and discernible, therefore, in Mrs. Gaskell. 

For the writers in the northern periodicals,^ who apparently 

felt compelled to defend the manufacturing ethos, it was necessary to 

37. Specifically, The Edinburgh Review, The Prospective Review, 
The British Quarterly Review, and The Manchester Guardian. 
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discount the validity of Mrs. Gaskell's version of factory life. One of 

the ways to do this was to suggest that her natural feminine emotionalism 

smudged her vision. However, the Athenaeum, with no political ax to 

grind, also took Gaskell to task for her "self-abandonment." Summing up 

her career in a review of Wives and Daughters, the reviewer says, "In the 

interval betwixt the publication of Mary Barton and Wives and Daughters, 

she once or twice, as has been here said, lost her literary way, 

bewildered by her enthusiastic desire to right that which she fancied 

amiss" (p. 296). What the reviewer is implying here is two-fold. First, 

by using the word "fancied," he is suggesting that Mrs. Gaskell's 

representations of certain evils in factory life were products of her 

imagination. Secondly, he is advancing the proposition that Gaskell's 

socially-aware works are inferior to her domestic works because they are 

the fruits of her enthusiasm, her emotional involvement with the subject. 

This assigning of relative values to the two modes is, as I shall attempt 

to show, crucial to the development of Gaskell's critical reputation. 

A third fault of women, related to their emotionalism, was their 

frequent inability to control their imaginations. Many reviewers were 

convinced that Mrs. Gaskell had violated the rules of propriety in Ruth, 

a fault, they felt, that was common to women if their imaginations were 

not held in check. It was caused, some writers thought, by women's 

natural morbid curiosity. The reviewer for Sharpe's Magazine, for 

example, declared that the subject of Ruth was an improper one: 

The subject is not one for a novel—not one to treat of by 
our firesides, where the young should not be aroused to 
feel an interest in vice, however garnished, but in the 
triumph of virtue—not a subject that can be talked of 



114 

before youths and maidens, much less dilated and dwelt 
upon by the morbid fascination of such a three-volume 
novel as Ruth.-^ (p. 126) 

The reviewer for the Athenaeum is also discomfited by the indelicacy he 

finds in North and South. The author, the reviewer says, "deals with 

difficulties of morals heedlessly, and too fearlessly" (p. 403). This 

same kind of "heedlessness" and "fearlessness" might be what a reviewer 

of The Life of Charlotte Bronte has in mind when he remarks that "the 

exceeding curiosity we have noticed to look into the human heart may not 

be compatible with scrupulous feminine delicacy.So, one may infer 

from these sources, women writers are also restricted by their need to 

maintain a decorous delicacy from which men are excused. Mrs. Gaskell 

is damned if she does and damned if she doesn't. As a woman, she cannot 

be expected to know certain "bitter" truths; if she does reveal some 

knowledge of these truths, she oversteps the limits of propriety. 

Referring to The Life of Charlotte Bronte, another reviewer says 

that women's capabilities should make them good biographers, for they 

have "a talent for personal discourse and familiar narrative, which, when 

38. There was considerable adverse reaction to the alleged 
impropriety of Ruth. A reviewer for Tait's Edinburgh Magazine repeated 
the story of a librarian who had returned to her from a subscriber a copy 
of the novel with the pages half cut out, along with a request that no 
more such books, so unfit for family reading, be sent. Strangely 
enough, the novel was not even permitted in the Gaskell household. "Of 
course, it is a prohibited book in this, as in many other households; not 
a book for young people, unless read with some older." Letters, no. 148, 
to Anne Robson, p. 221. 

39. Anon, rev., Christian Remembrancer, NS 34 (July 1857), 
87-145. Reprinted Living Age, 4 (14 Nov. 1857), 417. 
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properly controlled, is a great gift."^0 Yet, here again, there is the 

danger inherent in the uncontrolled feminine imagination: this talent, 

he says, frequently "degenerates into a social nuisance." In the Bronte 

biography, he finds that Gaskell has "so employed her talents that she 

appears too much in the latter light [i.e., "social nuisance"]—as a 

gossip and a gadabout. 

This talent for "personal discourse and familiar narrative," 

based on an ability to observe and remember domestic details, is what, 

along with their superior "feelings," makes women particularly adept as 

novelists, according to the reviewer for the Saturday Review. Of Wives 

and Daughters, he says, 

With a woman, the study of looks and gestures and phrases 
and habits is the study of the working of the inner life 
with which she herself is already more or less en rapport. 
And thus it is that the occupation of novelist possesses 
so many charms in her eyes; and thus, also, we can account 
for the fact that a woman's judgement as to the real 
characters of the men and women she meets with is often 
more sound than that of men, who are very much her superiors 
in acuteness, depth, and experience in the world. (p. 719) 

Women, and by reference, Mrs. Gaskell, have the specific talents to be 

novelists; but to be a novelist does not require that one have the acute

ness, depth, and experience that men possess. Men have more serious 

concerns. 

Elsewhere, the reviewer refers to the "singular gifts in the way 

of drawing human characters and the details of everyday life, which are 

40. Anon, rev., "Currer Bell," Blackwood's Magazine, 82 
(July-Dec. 1857), 77 

41. Ibid. 
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conspicuous in women" (p. 718). But it is the authority of their 

"feelings" that is of paramount importance to women as novelists, 

according to this reviewer; and Gaskell has her full allowance of 

"feelings": "Mrs. Gaskell was, indeed, one of those writers in whom the 

important part played by the feelings in all good novel-writing was 

strikingly pre-eminent" (p. 718). The significance of the mind-feelings 

distinction, as applied to women writers, is apparent here. The novel 

is, by the application of this distinction, an appropriate vehicle for 

the expression of sentience in women. The value of a high "feelings" 

quotient is that of sympathetic identification by the novelist with the 

characters' feelings; the danger is the potential for misunderstanding 

and excess: 

A woman's first impulse ... is rather to put herself in the 
place of those about her, estimating their acts by her own 
feelings, and therefore excusing them, or applauding them 
almost as if they were her own. That this very sympathetic 
faculty is often a source of serious misconceptions of the 
real value of human actions, when tried by a perfect test of 
right and wrong is of course not to be disputed. It is, 
indeed, this special peculiarity in women's intellects which 
makes them less just though more self-sacrificing, than men. 
(pp. 718-9) 

Henry James, in his review of Wives and Daughters, admits to 

doubts about the ultimate value of Mrs. Gaskell's pre-eminent feelings. 

Writing what initially seems to be a genial appreciation of Mrs. 

Gaskell's last work, he concludes by reducing her to the level of a 

feeling, but unthinking, intuitive novelist. 

Beginning his review with seemingly unqualified praise, James 

says, "Besides being the best of the author's own tales—putting aside 

Cranford that is, which as a work of quite other pretensions ought not 
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to be weighed against it, and which seems to us manifestly destined in 

its modest way to become a classic—it is also one of the very best 

novels of its kind" (p. 246). It would be difficult to deny that 

Cranford is, in many ways, a "modest" work, and that analysis requires 

some kind of categorization. Yet there is in that word, and in the 

phrase "of its kind," a note of depreciation. Also, the slightly conde

scending tone by which James refers to "lady-novelists" in criticizing 

the character of Roger Hamley reveals, it would seem, some anti-feminism 

in his approach: "Still his defects as a masculine being are negative 

and not positive," he says, "which is something to be thankful for, now 

that lady-novelists are growing to eschew the use of simple and honest 

youths" (p. 247). It is more evident when he praises the characters of 

Squire Hamley and Dr. Gibson: "It is good praise of these strongly 

marked, masculine, middle-aged men to say that they are as forcibly drawn 

as if a wise masculine hand had drawn them" (p. 247). For James, 

however, the important difficulty in Wives and Daughters as a whole is 

the predominance that he finds in Gaskell of the "heart" over the "head." 

The terms "heart" and "head" would seem to correspond to the mind-feeling 

distinction used by others.42 For Mrs. Gaskell, James maintains, 

writing was a purely emotional activity: 

Were we touching upon her literary career at large, we should 
say that in her literary career as a whole she displayed, 
considering her success, a minimum of head. Her career was 
marked by several little literary indiscretions, which show 
how much writing was a matter of pure feeling with her. (p. 246) 

42. The author of the review of Ruth in the North British 
Review, J. M. Ludlow, uses the same terms: "We know, all of us, that 
if man is the head of humanity, woman is its heart." Op. cit., p. 168. 



James feels that Wives and Daughters, with some claim to praise, shows a 

lack of literary judgement by the author. "As the tale progresses," he 

says, "the author loses herself in its current, very much as we have seen 

that she causes the reader to do" (p. 246). In comparison with James's 

own works, Wives and Daughters is loosely structured. It is a sweeping 

novel—not in terms of time and distance, but in the scope of its 

picture of provincial life, although it is more compact structurally 

than many of Dickens's novels. But for James, the current of the novel 

sweeps away its readers and its author; and this inability of the author 

to control the novel's action is an effect of Gaskell's lack of "head." 

Her innate feminine emotionalism, that is, unchecked by any hard mascu

line intellectualism, produces, even in her supreme work, a novel of 

slight literary significance. 

In order to round out this summary of anti-feminism in the 

critical reaction to Mrs. Gaskell's works, it is necessary to refer to 

some instances in which she is treated as a writer to whom no sexual 

distinctions need apply. In "The Author of Mary Barton," one writer 

takes issue with Monk Lewis's dictum that the needle and not the pen is 

woman's proper instrument by referring to Charlotte Bronte", Miss Mulock, 

and Mrs. Gaskell. These writers, he suggests, transcend any sexual 

distinctions (p. 260). This same reviewer, in company with others, con

tends that Mrs. Gaskell is a unique writer, aloof from comparative 

critical standards. One thing that differentiates Gaskell from other 

women writers, he says, is her sense of humor: "Humor ... is vouch

safed to the author in a degree unknown to all her sister novelists of 

the day" (p. 262). 
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Other reviewers write of Gaskell as the equal of or even better 

than the best men novelists. One reviewer says, "Mrs. Gaskell, the 

author of Cranford, is fast making good her title to a place in the 

highest ranks of literature.The reviewer for the Saturday Review 

places her in conjunction, at the time of her death, with Thackeray: 

"Within the space of two years two of the most distinguished of English 

novel-writers have suddenly passed away, each leaving behind an 

unfinished story showing that the full maturity of long-exercised powers 

had only just been reached. The suddenness of Thackeray's death was 

scarcely so startling as that of Mrs. Gaskell" (p. 718). And D. A. 

Watson, writing in The Christian Examiner, thinks that North and South 

is superior to Dickens's Hard Times, especially in its characterizations. 

Thornton in North and South, he says, is "very far superior in all the 

traits of a manly character" to Bounderby.^ 

It is also necessary to note that some of the criticism of women 

writers may have been justified. George Eliot was pleased with the 

finish and fullness of Ruth, calling it a "great refreshment." It was 

"refreshing," however, in contrast to the products of other lesser women 

writers. "How women have the courage to write and publishers the spirit 

to buy at a high price," she says in a letter to a friend, "the false 

and feeble representations of life and character that most feminine 

43. Anon, rev., "Ruth," The Literary World, 13 (13 Aug. 1853), 
39. 

44. D. A. Watson, "Factory Life," Christian Examiner, 192 (Nov. 
1855), 354. 
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novels give, is a constant marvel to me."^ She develops this idea more 

fully in "Silly Novels by Lady Novelists." And, in the same letter, she 

criticizes Gaskell for being misled by a love of sharp contrasts in Ruth. 

So, in this study of anti-feminism in reviewing, one should probably bear 

in mind that even some women felt the faults of the mass of women 

novelists, and that Mrs. Gaskell was not entirely free, in some minds, 

from these faults. 

Later Works; 
Proper Subjects in Proper Form 

When the reviewers are most favorable to Gaskell's works is when 

she eschews political or social issues and confines herself to the 

domestic mode. The response to Cranford, which appeared after the 

stronger matter of Mary Barton and Ruth (in full form; portions appeared 

earlier), was highly favorable. The reviewer for the Daily Times says, 

"We call Cranford her best work. She would not, possibly, agree with us, 

for the precise reason that she laboured more at Mary Barton and Ruth" 

(p. 92). Cranford came, that is to say, relatively easily to Mrs. Gaskell; 

yet it is, to this reviewer, her best work to date. The Westminster 

reviewer also believes Gaskell's first domestic novel to be her best: 

"We are not sure whether they [i.e., the Cranford papers] may not be 

considered her chef d'oeuvre" (p. 273). The Athenaeum reviewer agrees 

with this assessment: "This collection of sketches," the reviewer says, 

45. Letter to Mrs. Peter Alfred Taylor, The George Eliot 
Letters, ed. Gordon S. Haight, 7 vols. (New Haven: Yale U. Press, 1955), 
p. 86. 
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makes up "a little book which should prove a permanent addition to 

English fiction" (p. 765).^ 

Cranford came about, it is perhaps worth repeating here, as an 

extension of a well-received two-part story for Dickens's Household Words. 

Gaskell's stories tend to avoid social problems and to be more 

consciously artistic exercises than do the early novels, and Cranford 

fits this mold. The stories, it might be said, anticipate the final, 

major direction of her career. The initial stories that became the 

nucleus for Cranford, then, may have been conceived as a relief from the 

strong matter of Mary Barton and Ruth. At any rate, Cranford touched a 

nerve in the reviewers, and they reacted enthusiastically. Thus, a path 

was opened for an appreciation of Gaskell's works based almost solely on 

the domestic novels. 

Wives and Daughters, the final, unfinished novel, a work much 

more complex than Cranford, covering several layers of provincial society 

(excluding, curiously, the extremely poor, who had been the subjects of 

Mary Barton), was also very well received. Partly, the positive reaction 

may have been engendered by the fact that the author was recently dead 

when the novel was published. However, it was the supposedly close 

blending of Gaskell's talents with the domestic form that most impressed 

the reviewers. Comparisons with Jane Austen were almost inevitable; 

importantly, the comparisons are not condescending to Gaskell. "Many 

46. John Ruskin was also highly pleased by Cranford. "I do not 
know," he wrote, "when I have read a more finished little piece study of 
human nature." The Letters of John Ruskin, vol. 36, The Complete Works 
of John Ruskin, 1827-1869, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn 
(London: George Allen, 1909), p. 480. 
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passages," says the Westminster reviewer, "rival the best scenes in Jane 

Austen" (p. 587). The reviewer for the Saturday Review unhesitatingly 

declares Gaskell to be superior to Austen: "In contrast with Emma, with 

Mansfield Park, and Pride and Prejudice, there can be no question as to 

Mrs. Gaskell's preeminence" (pp. 719-20). The Athenaeum reviewer adds, 

"There has been no such story as this since Miss Austen laid by the 

pencil with which (as she modestly said) she was used to paint minia

tures" (p. 295). Committed as it was to an anti-didactic, aesthetic 

concept of literature and the novel, the Athenaeum might be expected to 

praise a novel by Gaskell that avoided social issues. The word "minia

ture," however, implies a slight degree of disparagement of the domestic 

form. And, it should be remembered, this praise for Gaskell was for her 

success in a mode that by 1865 was beginning to be archaic. 

Above all, the reviewers find a matured artistry in Wives and 

Daughters. To repeat, the novel made it clear, the Athenaeum reviewer 

says, that "she had aspired for progress in her craft (for tale-telling 

is a craft), and had attained to it in performance" (p. 296). And, as 

she had been noted above, the reviewer for the Saturday Review saw in the 

novel the "full maturity" of Mrs. Gaskell's skills. 
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In her continuing drift towards the domestic mode, Gaskell pared 

many nonintegral elements from her fiction. Authorial intrusion^ 

parenthetical commentary, complementary lines of verse or prose pieces 

at chapter heads, melodramatic moments all gave way to a more coherent 

approach. Gaskell matured artistically, and Wives and Daughters is 

unquestionably more coherent than Mary Barton or Ruth. However, some

thing was also lost when Gaskell turned from socially-aware fiction to 

the safer confines of the domestic mode. A modern critic, Elizabeth 

Haldane, in clearly identifying Wives and Daughters as a domestic novel, 

unintentionally reveals a potential flaw in the domestic form: 

It is indeed a domestic novel; Mrs. Gaskell has no psycho
logical questions to puzzle us, no problems to discuss. Her 
morality is the simple morality of living the life that we 
should all like to live if we are decent people. Her 
religion is the placid religion of the day she describes; 
there is no talk of breaking through the bonds of convention; 
that was to be the fashion in a later age .^8 

This unquestionably makes too little of Wives and Daughters. The cause 

of Osborne Hamley's basically wasted life is a psychological question. 

Also, there is something nearly pathological in Clair Gibson's 

47. Wayne Booth argues in Part II of The Rhetoric of Fiction, 
"The Author's Voice in Fiction." that authorial intrusion is not 
necessarily a negative element in fiction. (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago 
Press, 1961). He says, for example, "Much commentary that seems 
excessive if judged by narrow standards of function is wholly defensible 
when seen as contributing to sense of traveling with a trustworthy 
companion, an author who is sincerely battling to do justice to his 
materials (213-4)." Similar justifications might be made for the other 
techniques to which I have referred herein. It would be difficult to 
argue, it seems to me, that Gaskell's use of these devices in the early 
novels achieves artistic integration. 

48. Mrs. Gaskell and Her Friends (London: Hodder and Stroughton, 
Ltd., 1931), p. 277. 
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selfishness and exaggeration, and her daughter Cynthia's intense 

coquetry. Still, this description of the domestic mode has some 

validity: the potential flaw in the mode is an enfeebling placidity. 

Although it represents an advancement in artistry for Gaskell, the 

domestic mode might well be seen as a means of retreat from involvement 

and commitment. Seemingly requiring less of authors, the mode was 

apparently seen by some critics as a lesser form of the novel. It is 

not so important to our considerations whether or not Gaskell thought 

so, as it is that the reviewers did. If the domestic mode is appropriate 

for women, as the reviewers suggest, and if it is a restricted form, then 

Gaskell's artistic culmination in Wives and Daughters is a rather small 

achievement. She has been reduced to the level of a placid, conven

tional, slightly archaic novelist. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE COMPONENTS OF MODERN ASSESSMENT 

The question I started with was: What effect did the contemporary 

critical response have on the formation of the reputation of a major, 

although secondary, nineteenth-century novelist? What I have wanted to 

show in this study is the way in which the critical reaction to a 

writer's output can help shape that reputation, and secondly, the way in 

which the contemporary critical reaction can affect later assessments of 

the writer's works. I have attempted to demonstrate the first part of 

this process in my first three chapters. I shall attempt to demonstrate 

the second part, necessarily briefly, in this chapter. 

In the years since Mrs. Gaskell's death there has been, of course, 

a formidable amount of criticism of her works. I cannot hope to cover 

all of the various shades of approval or disapproval that have been 

expressed. Nor shall I be able to present a balanced overview of the 

critical response of the last one hundred years. What I hope to do is to 

show how certain aspects of the initial critical response have continued 

to influence critics since that time. 
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The Obituaries; 
Toward A Critical Imbalance 

Mrs. Gaskell died while at work on Wives and Daughters, and the 

reviews of this last work appeared concurrently with the obituaries. 

Consequently, Wives and Daughters had a significant influence on the 

evaluation of Mrs. Gaskell's canon by the obituary writers. In the 

obituaries, there occurred a solidifying of some of the critical 

tendencies that had been developing. We find that the writers of the 

obituaries generally deny the importance of the earlier social-problem 

novels and settle on the domestic comedies, with Wives and Daughters as 

the most prominent example, as the works on which Mrs. Gaskell's repu

tation will rest. The conception of Mrs. Gasksll as a controversial and 

crusading novelist has fully given way to a conception of her as an 

occasional novelist who was most at home among the certainties and 

placidities of the domestic comedy. To a certain extent, this reaction 

was a result of the passing of the topical interest on which the factory 

novels, if not so much Ruth, rested. Factory agitation was quiescent in 

1865, and the intensities of 1848 were largely forgotten. However, the 

decline in topical interest can only partially explain the critical 

imbalance. 

Undeniably, Mrs. Gaskell's skill as a novelist had increased 

over the years; the later novels are more unified in theme and handling 

than the earlier ones. Furthermore, Mrs. Gaskell does show a recog

nizable affinity for, an ease and fullness in the domestic mode. 

Accepting this affinity and the developing skill, however, one is still 

struck by the almost total disregard for a large portion of Mrs. Gaskell's 
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output. The writers of the obituaries seem to have come to a collective 

decision that, given her supposed characteristics as a demure, inherently 

faulty woman, the domestic mode fitted her and she fitted it. 

Typically, the obituaries express sorrow at the death of a cele

brated figure. A writer for the Examiner sees her death as the loss of 

a culturally enriching presence. "And now she has left us," he says, 

"and a dark cloud has indeed fallen upon that happy home which was so 

beautiful in its simple hospitality, and which, as equally perhaps, no 

other home in Lancashire, fostered the purest love of books and art, and 

of every liberal and cultivated taste."! David Masson writes of her 

death in a more directly literary way. "The world of English letters 

has just lost one of its foremost authors," he says; but, as will be 

seen later, his evaluation of her career as a whole rather seriously 

undercuts this assertion.2 

Some long-standing observations about Mrs. Gaskell's virtues as 

a writer are re-asserted in the obituaries. Her skill at the authentic 

representation of physical surroundings, for example, is again praised. 

No one who has seen Whitby (the Monkshaven of Sylvia's 
Lovers) can fail to recognize the vivid accuracy of the 
local colouring, properly subordinated as it always is to 
the movement and interest of the story. Mrs. Gaskell 
succeeded in grasping with remarkable truth, and 

1. Anon, obit., The Examiner, 18 Nov. 1865. Reprinted in The 
Living Age, 3rd ser., 31 (Oct.-Dec. 1865), 520. 

2. "Mrs. Gaskell." Macmillan's Mag.. 13 (Dec. 1865), 153. 
[Further references will be given parenthetically in the text by page 
number.] 
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reproducing with forcible picturesqueness, the natural 
features of a very peculiar and unfamiliar district of 
English scenery.^ 

And Chorley, writing in the Athenaeum, seconds this praise: 

"That her education developed faculties, fancies, and powers of observa

tion which too often are frittered away . . . her novels attest."^ 

There nowhere appears, however, any specific reference to Mrs. Gaskell's 

skill at character development, which, as we have seen, was emphasized 

by earlier reviewers; nor are her humor and irony directly mentioned. 

It is true that for at least one writer Mrs. Gaskell's first work 

would be her sustaining achievement. "The power and fidelity of that 

work [Mary Barton]," the writer for the Nation says, "were immediately 

recognized and at once gave the authoress a rank among female writers 

that her succeeding works have scarcely heightened, though they have well 

sustained it."-' A contradictory proposition, however, seems to be 

basis to the other obituaries. It is succinctly stated by the writer 

for the Saturday Review when he says, "Mary Barton will be comparatively 

forgotten, for all its power and pathos, when the two novels which mark, 

as it were, the opposite poles of Mrs. Gaskell's powers in writing— 

Cranford and Sylvia's Lovers— are still eagerly read and widely admired" 

(p. 638). This is an isolated mention of Sylvia's Lovers; for most of 

the writers, Wives and Daughters is the paramount expression of Mrs. 

Gaskell's craft. 

3. Anon, obit., Saturday Review, 18 Nov. 1865, p. 639. [Further 
references will be given parenthetically in the text by page number.] 

4. [Henry F. Chorley], Athenaeum, no. 1986, 18 Nov. 1865, p. 689. 

5. Anon, obit., Nation, 14 Dec. 1865, p. 750. 
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In their praise of Wives and Daughters, and at other times of 

Cranford, the writers again invoke the spirit of Jane Austen. "Cranford," 

says the writer for the Saturday Review, "is, in its way, the most peace

ful of Mrs. Gaskell's creations, and we do not hesitate to say that it is 

the most perfect little story of its kind that has been published since 

the days of Jane Austen" (p. 638). This approbation is echoed by the 

writer for the Nation, who says that Wives and Daughters "develops powers 

of conferring interest on scenes of ordinary life and characters of 

everyday mould at least equal to the talent displayed in the same walk of 

fiction by Miss Jane Austen" (p. 750). The ultimate reason for Mrs. 

Gaskell's success in this "walk of fiction" lay in her acceptance of her 

proper sphere, according to the Saturday Review writer: 

Mrs. Gaskell wisely perceived, before she had written many 
novels, that the highest end aim of novel-writing was not 
to improve the outside world into a juster sense of the 
rights of the operative or any other special class, but to 
produce a picture of some phase of human life which should 
be intrinsically true. She gained the knowledge that the 
power of the novelist to impress a lesson lies in the 
perfection of the art with which the lesson, whatever it 
may be, is kept out of sight; and in ceasing to write for 
an object, she acquired a more comprehensive and stronger 
command of the interest and sympathy of the general public. 
(p. 638) 

This can be read, of course, as a simple declaration of anti-didacticism. 

And the domestic comedy, relying as it does on irony and wit, is 

generally antithetical to didacticism. However, the writers of the 

obituaries conceive of the domestic mode as Mrs. Gaskell's proper sphere, 

it would seem, for another reason. 
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The emphasis on the domestic comedies in the obituaries has its 

basis, one must suppose, in Mrs. Gaskell's femininity. The evidence for 

such a supposition lies in the many references to her femininity in the 

obituaries. Some references merely place her firmly as a woman writer. 

The writer for the Examiner, for example, says, "The world of letters has 

lost a colleague who pressed on among the very foremost of its ranks." 

This admits of no sexually discriminatory distinction; but he continues, 

"and we have all lost one who united to rarest literary ability all the 

best and highest gifts of a very noble woman.Literary ability and 

noble womanhood are not necessarily mutually exclusive terms here, but 

they are at least separable characteristics. And the apparent need on 

the writer's part to emphasize Mrs. Gaskell's womanhood reveals how 

thoroughly her femininity pervades the writer's apprehensions of her as a 

writer. Chorley underlines the point. She was, he says, "if not the 

most popular, with small question, the most powerful and finished female 

novelist of an epoch singularly rich in female novelists."^ 

The underside of Chorley's praise is evident when he turns to 

Mrs. Gaskell's faults. Her faults are those of a woman. "As a woman," 

he says, "she was enthusiastic and inconsiderate,—thus frequently 

Q 
unjust." As we have seen, the reviewers for the Athenaeum often thus 

took Mrs. Gaskell to task for didactic writing, maintaining as they did 

a purist position on the matter of didacticism. The writer for the 

6. Examiner, op. cit. 

7. Chorley, p. 690. 

8. Ibid. 
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Saturday Review discovers like disabilities in Mrs. Gaskell, declaring 

that she was "sometimes onesided in social views, sometimes indiscreet in 

following her personal impulses too blindly" (p. 638). Referring to a 

specific instance of her indiscretion, the libelous identification of 

Mrs. Robinson as Branwell Bronte's lover in The Life of Charlotte Brontej 

he says that "the error was the error of an enthusiastic woman" (p. 639). 

David Masson discovers a different disability in Mrs. Gaskell, 

but it is still a sexually distinctive disability. After his initial 

expressions of praise, he offers an opinion that has become a common

place of Gaskell criticism. Mrs. Gaskell's life, he says, "differed from 

those of most women who write novels in being more calm and less eventful" 

(p. 154). The literary consequence of such a quiet life-style was the 

failure of the writer's comprehension of passion. Beginning to write 

when her "passion time" of life had passed, he says, she "must always 

lack something of that dear-bought experience which, for good or evil, is 

to be acquired only in the springtide of our existence" (p. 159). Why 

such experience could not be stored up and enriched he does not say. 

But it was the quietness of her existence, not her late start, that 

diminished her comprehension of passion. That is his essential point. 

"Passion," he says, "lay out of her domain; and both Ruth and Sylvia's 

Lovers rested on a delineation of passion with which the writer was 

either unable, or as I rather believe, unwilling to grapple firmly" 

(p. 155). Although Masson is attempting to differentiate between Mrs. 

Gaskell and other women writers, the inability or unwillingness to 

"grapple firmly" with passion was in fact a substantial problem of most 

women writers. Necessarily, in the Victorian social scheme women would 
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know less about passion than men, unless they were "fallen" women, and 

then they would be too vile to express an acceptable opinion. For 

Masson, Mrs. Gaskell's "calm and less eventful" life further 

disadvantaged her as a novelist because she apparently typified the con

ventionally domesticated Victorian woman. 

Posthumous Surveys; 
The Force of Common Assumptions 

General reviews of Gaskell's canon appeared from time to time 

after her death. They vary widely in their assessments, but common 

assumptions pervade these overviews. These assumptions—largely 

concerned with her didactic purposes, her womanly attributes and limita

tions, and the relative excellence of the domestic comedies—generally 

reflect the opinions that had been expressed in the obituaries and in 

many of the contemporaneous reviews. 

A writer for the British Quarterly, in an article that appeared 

a year after Mrs. Gaskell's death, reiterates one of the specific concerns 

of the reviewers of the earlier novels. Invoking the ministerial 

metaphor of previous writers ("Novels have been styled week-day sermons; 

novelists week-day preachers"), he commends Gaskell for her didactic 

purposefulness. "She by no means," he says, "thinks it her mission 

simply to amuse";^ and, he says, "Mrs. Gaskell's vocation was that of 

a peacemaker" (p. 238). Mary Barton, therefore, is a successful work for 

this writer. It had, he claims, accomplished some good ("The conversion 

9. Reprinted in Living Age, 93 (April 1867), 237. [Further 
references will be given parenthetically in the text by page number.] 
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of the masters is accomplished now"), and it is therefore for him a valid 

work.-'-® "The literary merits of the story are great, but the moral of 

it, the deep, direct, earnest intention that underlies the story ... is 

its most forcible part" (p. 237). 

However, the writer concedes that the "earnest intention of Mary 

Barton has gone out of date," and he turns to the domestic novels as the 

greater exhibitions of Gaskell's talents. Cranford is to him a "deli

cious picture of countrytown life": 

Mrs. Gaskell has written many things of greater power and 
more vivid interest than these stories, but nothing that 
will better bear to be read over and over again. They are 
rich in her peculiar humor, her sense of fun, and warm 
throughout with her genuine womanly kindness. (p. 243) 

Yet it is in Wives and Daughters, the writer feels, that she reached her 

greatest attainment. 

In this story of every-day life her literary art attained 
its highest excellence. The moral atmosphere is sweet, 
bracing, and invigorating; the human feeling good and kind 
throughout. We do not hesitate to pronounce it the finest 
of Mrs. Gaskell's productions; that in which her true 
womanly nature is most adequately reflected, and that which 
will keep her name longest in remembrance. (p. 250) 

In large part, so the writer says, the success of Wives and 

Daughters arises once again from its moral instruction. "As we read this 

every-day story," he says, "our minds are raised, noble sentiments 

inspire us, we know we are receiving benefit" (p. 250). What is more 

pertinent to the matter at hand, however, after we have noted the 

10. This appreciation for moral instruction in novels even 
extends to this writer's wish that John Barton had been hanged in the 
novel to expiate his crime and to serve as a warning to others (p. 240). 
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continuity of the concept of the socio-moral function of fiction as it 

recurs in this writer, is his combining of excellence in the domestic 

mode with the expression of true womanliness. Once again, as with 

previous references to womanliness, an implicit syllogism occurs: 

1) Women are suited for the domestic mode, 2) Mrs. Gaskell is pre

eminently a woman, 3) Mrs. Gaskell is well fitted for the domestic mode. 

This is perhaps overstating the case, yet the combination of praise for 

Gaskell's command of this mode and the careful attribution to her of 

true womanly characteristics seems to reinforce such a supposition. 

A later a^t^icle, written by Matt(ilda?) Hompes, is basically 

adulatory, but it also emphasizes the two central points that the pre

ceding article had stressed. Gaskell had a specific purpose in her 

writings, the writer claims, especially in the early social-problem 

pieces. And, secondly, her greatest literary successes owe their 

existence to the intense womanliness of her character. 

Gaskell's socio-moral purposes are clear to Hompes. She 

approvingly quotes the British Quarterly writer, rejecting only his con

clusion that in Mary Barton this purposefulness destroys the literary 

value of the book: "If it were not for its literary merit the book would 

lose its hold; the interest of half a century ago is not enough to bind 

the reader to any work."H Of Ruth, Hompes says, "It is a tale of tears, 

11. Mat(hilda) Hompes, "Mrs. E. C. Gaskell," Gentleman's Mag., 
N.S. 55 (Aug. 1895), 124-38. Reprinted in Living Age, 206 (7 Sept. 
1895), 628. [Further references will be given parenthetically in the 
text by page number.] 
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most pathetic and pitiful throughout; but it was given us for a high 

purpose, and we must admire Mrs. Gaskell's womanly courage as well as her 

talent" (p. 629). 

Hompes is also very certain about the importance of Gaskell's 

"true womanly nature." "Mrs. Gaskell," she says, "was something more 

than a great novelist even. She was a noble woman, who led an active, 

self-sacrificing life among her fellows" (p. 623). There is no attempt 

at a relative assessment of Gaskell's works in the article, and no 

implied association is made therefore between literary excellence in a 

specific mode and womanliness; yet the significance to this writer of 

Gaskell's being a woman is apparent. Of Wives and Daughters she says, 

"A story of everyday life it is to be sure, but the life is high-toned, 

and the writer's true, womanly heart speaks on every page" (p. 631). It 

might be supposed that a woman would be knowledgeable about "wives" and 

"daughters," but a "true, womanly heart" offers no specific contribution. 

A woman writer who had something less than a "true, womanly heart" (and 

if all women have such hearts, what use is there in mentioning it?), 

might still make use of her knowledge of "wives" and "daughters." 

Clearly, Hompes had no intention of depreciating woman writers. Her 

intention was to celebrate the virtues of Gaskell. This is apparent in 

the concluding lines of the article, when Hompes says, "She not only 

Mreamt of noble deeds, but did them all day long,' and far beyond her 

private circle of friends, hundreds of poor, suffering men and women 
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breathed the name of Ms. Gaskell with blessings on their lips" (p. 632). 

Nonetheless, the many references to womanliness tend to support the 

placing of Gaskell into the inherently delimiting category of "woman 

writer." 

For G. B. Smith, writing in 1879, Gaskell's life reveals an 

unacknowledged capacity in women. "Her life was one of those," he says, 

"that furnish the best evidence that woman is frequently fitted to accom

plish greater work than that which is usually assigned to her sex."^ 

But, as Hompes conceived of Gaskell as something even more than a great 

novelist—as a noble woman—Smith conceives of her as, above all other 

things, a dedicated housewife: 

We have had several illustrious examples of women who never 
allowed their literary work to entrench upon their domestic 
duties ... and to the number must be added Mrs. Gaskell. No 
matter how eager she was to complete ventures which she had in 
hand, and which, as literary offspring always are, were 
exceedingly dear to her, it is interesting to know that she 
was much prouder of ruling her household as well, which she 
did in the most admirable manner, than of all that she did in 
those writings which have made her name so justly popular. 
(p. 192) 

Where Smith obtained his evidence for such assertions of Gaskell's pride 

in her household, he does not say. Indeed, immediately before this 

passage he says, "were it not for a few facts which we are privileged to 

make known, her biography in all its essential features could be written 

in a few sentences" (p. 192). Thus accepting and furthering the 

12. G. B. Smith, "Mrs. Gaskell and Her Novels," Cornhill Mag. , 
29 (Jan.-June 1874), 192. [Further references will be given parenthe
tically in the text by page number.] 
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assertions of Masson and others^ that Gaskell's life was singularly 

uneventful and largely unknown, Smith still readily assigns her specific 

personal characteristics and aspirations. 

Smith does not neglect the authentic quality nor the socio-moral 

nature of Gaskell's work. They remain to him important aspects of her 

novels. There is no exaggeration, he says; and he claims that future 

readers will recognize Gaskell as a "true observer—one who not only 

studied human nature with a desire, but a capability to comprehend it" 

(p. 212). This, one should recall, was one of the chief virtues of 

Gaskell's fiction for some of the early reviewers. And, convinced of the 

great socio-moral influence of novels, having as their basis "allegorical 

representation, which has from the earliest ages been the greatest 

teacher in the universe," Smith sees Gaskell as committed to the proper 

use of this influence: 

It had not been designed that she should write simply with a 
view of giving phases of life alone, though in that respect 
her representations were true to the letter; a second purpose 
ran through the story, at which we have already hinted, and 
to be true to her object of endeavoring to aid in procuring 
an agreement between two great classes of society hitherto 
antagonistic, was what she chiefly desired. (p. 200) 

And, curiously, he does add a dimension to Gaskell's character 

that other commentators neglect and which contradicts his own assertions 

about her character. "Hers must have been a brooding nature," he says, 

"one which often reviewed the moral mysteries of the universe; and which, 

13. Hompes, for example, says, "Perhaps there is but little to 
be known when all has been told that can be told at present. Her life 
was truly private, even retired ..." "Mrs. Gaskell," p. 632. 
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on stepping forth into the world, was of a most impressionable character, 

mirroring upon itself the sorrows of those with whom she came into con

tact" (p. 202). Nowhere else is a "brooding nature" attributed to 

Gaskell; nowhere else is she allowed the potential for such profundity. 

Yet, it is evident that Smith is evaluating Gaskell as a writer 

within a special category, i.e., "woman novelist." In Mary Barton, he 

says that she has "attained a power of expression very rarely witnessed 

in the maturest efforts of those of her order" (p. 194). What consti

tutes her "order" is not specifically stated in the article, but "women 

novelists" seems logically to fit the phrase. By assigning Gaskell to 

such a category, Smith demeans her accomplishment. The phrase appears 

again in his appreciative comments on Wives and Daughters: 

Wives and Daughters exhibits the rich genius of Mrs. Gaskell 
in its last stage, when perfection had been attained, or at 
least a perfection as near as can be pointed to in any author. 
Unfinished as she left it, it still remains for us the best 
of all her novels, and one which can be recommended to all of 
her order as a specimen of purity, strength, and sweetness. 
(p. 208) 

This time the meaning of the phrase apparently has been expanded to 

include all women, but the limitation is no less sure. When he con

cludes by calling Gaskell a "pure writer and one whose work could serve 

as a better example to the 'sensuous school,"1 one suspects that 

"purity" is closely related in the writer's mind to femininity, and that 

it is a satisfactory, but secondary attribute of fiction. 

By 1910 the assumptions about Gaskell's subdued personality and 

innate limitations had come to full force. In his article, "The 

Centenary of Mrs. Gaskell," Lewis Melville seemingly intended to set the 

record straight about Gaskell's career. He apparently wished to destroy 
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whatever legendary qualities had attached to the writer. He attempts to 

do this by vigorously reasserting some of the criticism previously 

leveled at Gaskell. 

In sharp contrast to another article that also appeared on the 

occasion of Gaskell's centenary, L. M. Montgomery's "E. C. Gaskell," 

Melville reduces the value of Gaskell's canon to a single work: Cranford. 

Montgomery's article is almost indiscriminately favorable. The tone is 

well exemplified by the concluding remark: "Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell 

lives and will live again in minds made nobler by her presence." 

However, Montgomery does engage in some sound criticism. One of the 

virtues of Gaskell's factory novels, according to Montgomery, is the 

close adherence to factual representation. "To the fairness of observa

tion already noted, Mary Barton and North and South owe half their value, 

the truth which is the pigment in them even today rendering them unfaded 

presentments of average industrial life in England.Secondly, Mont

gomery praises Gaskell's artistic impartiality. From the appearance of 

Mary Barton, the writer says, "it became evident that this new writer 

joined to a woman's insight into detail a masculine tolerance and the 

philosopher's faculty of seeing both sides of the shield."^ But Mel

ville will allow no such qualities. "The short idyll, Cousin Phillis, is 

charming," he says, "and the collection of sketches gathered together 

14. K. L. [Kathleen and Letitia] Montgomery, "Elizabeth Cleghorn 
Gaskell," Fortnightly Review, NS 38 (July-Dec. 1910), 463. 

15. Ibid., pp. 456-7. 

16. Ibid., p. 456. 
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under the title Cranford beyond all praise; but further than this, in 

the opinion of the present writer, appreciation cannot go."17 

Melville takes the faults assigned to Gaskell by earlier writers 

and elaborates on them. In his criticism, he tends toward overstatement. 

For example, he says, "The lives of few literary men and women are 

marked with much incident, but no writer's career was less eventful than 

that of Mrs. Gaskell" (p. 467). For Masson, Gaskell's life was "more 

calm and less eventful" than most women novelists; for Melville, she is 

the standard of placidity for all writers. Melville's tendency toward 

overstatement also appears when he notes the destructive effect of Gas

kell's womanly enthusiasm, an alleged fault that surfaced with the first 

reactions to Mary Barton; 

With Utopia shining in her inner eye, she was, however, 
mainly concerned not with economic conditions, but with 
the misery of the poor. Her tender heart suffered with 
their sufferings, and her book was in the nature of an 
appeal against those forces that only time and the spread 
of education among the workers could in any degree counter
act. Her sympathy carried her away, and, though she desired 
and intended to hold the balance evenly between the two 
nations, her picture when completed was undoubtedly partial, 
and caused the book to be denounced by that section of the 
public which was maligned. (p. 471) 

There are scenes in Mary Barton, Melville says, "sketches of 

humble life," that are worthy of Cranford; but he adds that the first 

novel was an attempt to promulgate a moral and suffers from this 

didacticism. His views of Gaskell's didactic intentions are rather more 

narrow than those of most previous commentators. Noting that Gaskell 

17. "The Centenary of Mrs. Gaskell," The Nineteenth Century and 
After, 403 (Sept. 1910), 475. [Further references will be given 
parenthetically in the text by page number.] 
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had taken an active part in organizing relief for factory workers in the 

1862-3 cotton depression, he claims that this showed that she had 

previously preferred to use her writings to promote the cause of workers. 

This desire to instruct and plead, he says, even carried over into a 

desire to provide warnings to maidens against transgressions: "Even 

dearer to her than this object [writing on behalf of the operatives] was 

her wish to warn young girls against falling into sin. Her method was to 

show the terrible end that awaited the guilty, and with this purpose the 

history of Esther in Mary Barton was written" (p. 460). That the episode 

might be integral to the plot, however heavy-handedly it was written, 

does not seem to occur to Melville. Enthusiasm led to the writing of 

Mary Barton, he says: "As the story of Mary Barton develops, it becomes 

abundantly clear that, whereas the sketches [of humble life] came from 

the heart, the novel arose from a determination to write a novel, and not 

because the author had a tale to tell" (p. 476). In all three of the 

social-problem novels, according to Melville, melodramatic incidents, 

used to develop the moral, overwhelm the artistic content. In a near 

echo of a phrase once used by George Eliot in a letter,he claims 

that in these three novels, there is "everywhere a straining after 

sensational effects": 

All the stereotyped situations are introduced one after the 
other. There is the lover holding his tongue at the risk 
of his life to save his sweetheart's father from the gallows; 
there is the missing witness returning at the eleventh hour, 
shouldering his way through the crowded court to the witness-
box, there to testify to the hero's innocence; there is the 
simple maid and the vile seducer, who is foiled in one book 

18. George Eliot Letters, p. 86. 
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and successful in another. There is always the noble gentle
man who always falls in love with a girl of lower station and 
always, in face of opposition, marries her, to his and her 
exceeding happiness. There is always the beautiful girl who 
talks beautifully and utters the most delightful truisms in 
the most delightful manner conceivable. (p. 476) 

To a certain extent, these criticisms are valid. There are melodramatic 

incidents in Mary Barton, but certainly fewer in Ruth and North and 

South. It is when Melville inserts the word "always," however, that his 

method and his conclusions become suspect. He merges one novel into 

another in his catalogue of melodramatic elements. There is a "noble 

gentleman" in Ruth (certainly none in Mary Barton, unless he intends 

young Carson to fit this pharase; nor does one figure prominently any

where else in Gaskell's fiction), but he does not marry the "girl of 

lower station," nor do they find any happiness together. And rather than 

being a successful "vile seducer," he is a self-centered vacuous boy who 

acts out of adolescent self-indulgence and must be rescued by his mother. 

The beautiful girl with delightful truisms does somewhat correspond to the 

older Ruth and to Margaret in North and South. But Margaret is, as Gas-

kell is at some pains to show, an incomplete, in some ways shallow person 

when the novel begins. Her education and her character are completed by 

her contact with the factory world and its representative, Thornton. 

Melville is O.so only selectively accurate when he attacks Gas

kell's characterizations. "In Mrs. Gaskell's breathless pursuit of inci

dent," he says, "characterization was elbowed aside; and for the most 

part she presents not creatures of flesh and blood, but the most wooden 

of puppets" (p. 477). This is true of Mary Barton in places, and Jem 

Wilson, and of Ruth, especially late in her career, and perhaps of 
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Margaret.in North and South. However, John Barton can hardly be de

scribed as conventional or wooden; and there are an abundance of charac

ters in Gaskell's work—as earlier writers perceptively noted—who are 

lively, recognizable characterizations. And the wooden quality of 

Margaret, to the limited extent that it appears, is again part of her 

character, part of her defectiveness early in the novel. After North 

and South, it is nearly impossible to isolate a character that does not 

seem full-bodied and accurately drawn. 

Cranford is for Melville the one piece of work of any lasting 

value. He does not greatly object to Wives and Daughters; it is for him 

simply a feeble attempt to exploit what Gaskell had captured in Cranford. 

"There is little fault to find with the characters in Wives and Daughters," 

he says, "in which Mrs. Gaskell strove to recapture the thin vein of gold 

that she had exhausted in Cranford. It is more mature than any of the 

other long novels, but whereas Cranford is peaceful, Wives and Daughters 

is dull" (p. 478). Cranford is the standard: "Mrs. Gaskell stands or 

falls by Cranford. When all else that she wrote has been forgotten, when 

dainty Cou3in Phillis has been relegated to the upper shelf, this collec

tion of sketches, so pathetic, so tender, so delightful, will secure for 

its author a niche among the masters of fiction of the Victorian era" 

(pp. 478-9). 

Melville reaffirms the established opinion that Gaskell was out 

of her depth in the social-problem novels and therefore had to rely on 

melodramatic devices to carry her through, and the recurring opinion that 

she was best fitted to write domestic comedies. He implies that Gaskell 

only luckily found the right form for her talents in Cranford and was, 
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otherwise, a negligible writer. Melville carries this depreciation one 

step further, however. Gaskell's defects, the biographical sketch at 

the beginning of his article seems to suggest, were her geniality and her 

femininity, which in turn caused her to be enthusiastic and intemperate. 

The point is obliquely but sharply made when Melville chooses a scene 

from Sylvia's Lovers as an unique example of Gaskell's power. The 

scene, the farewell of Kinraid and Sylvia, is in itself perhaps rather 

melodramatic, which Melville fails to notice, but more important is his 

choice of terminology. This scene, he says, "reveals Mrs. Gaskell at her 

best, showing her knowledge of men and women and her power of depicting 

love and passionate regret. Strange it is that in no other book, in no 

other scene, did the author ever display such virility" (p. 479). 

Modern Commentary; 
Enduring Prejudices and Fresh Perceptions 

Gaskell had prohibited the publication of a biography, and her 

daughters maintained that prohibition. Modern criticism begins with the 

attempt by twentieth-century writers to provide biographical data and to 

explain her work in terms of that data. Biographical material appeared 

in 1909 (Reverend George Payne, Mrs. Gaskell and Knutsford), 1911 (Mrs. 

Ellis H. Chadwick, Mrs. Gaskell: Haunts, Homes and Stories), 1929 (A. 

Stanton Whitfield, Mrs. Gaskell; Her Life and Work), Gerald De Witt 

Sanders, Mrs. Gaskell), 1931 (Elizabeth Haldane, Mrs. Gaskell and Her 
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Friends), and 1952 (Annette Hopkins, Elizabeth Gaskell; Her Life and 

Work).19 Much of impressions of Gaskell's personality by the earlier 

biographers would seem to have been based on hearsay evidence. 

Whitfield, for example, without citing any substantial evidence, assigns 

her personality traits that are determinedly negative. "About her," he 

says, "was a certain weak sentimentality accompanied by a lachrymose 

sensibility."^® Such sentimentality and sensibility, of course, were 

and still are for many people the accepted attributes of women in 

general in the Victorian period. Then, Whitfield's conception of Gaskell 

as a writer seems to extend only as far as that of the painless ironist 

of domestic comedies: "With her light and living pen, she expressed a 

subtle and quiet irony sufficient to light up false vanity and folly, but 

her nature was so happy that she could not castigate a character without 

a smile." 21 Yet, in spite of such a damning characterization, Whitfield 

can see peripherally that Gaskell somehow transcended her period: "Taken 

for all in all, she was like so many great men and women of her time, a 

denial of the xage' in which she lived."^ 

One might not expect anti-feminist sentiment from a woman 

biographer, yet the implicitly demeaning description of Gaskell's 

19. This is not intended to be an exhaustive list. Many other 
items contain some biographical material. Hor is it my intention to 
discuss all of these publications. The list is intended to show how 
extensive has been the biographical interest in Gaskell since the turn 
of the century. 

20. Mrs. Gaskell: Her Life and Work (London: George Routledge & 
Sons, Ltd., 1929), p. 9. 

21. Ibid., p. 191. 

22. Ibid., p. 87. 
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character and talent one finds in Elizabeth Haldane's Mrs. Gaskell and 

Her Friends is suggestive of such a sentiment. The minor character of 

Gaskell's output is immediately established by Haldane. 

When we look back on the writers, and especially the novelists 
of our country, there are some who without aspiring to the 
highest place in her annals yet have a peculiar distinction 
in our minds owing to the fact that they depict the life and 
times of their day not only with accuracy but also with dis
tinction. They have, in fact, the same value in literature 
that "Conversation Pieces" have in art. They tell us so much 
that we want to know and that historians tend to forget, about 
the atmosphere of the time, the nuances that are so small and 
yet so important if we wish to understand what people thought, 
spoke of, and liked in an age not our cwn.^ 

and 

We have to acknowledge that Elizabeth Gaskell was one of the 
minor sort in that she had not the creative genius of [Jane 
Austen]. Her value to us is that she was pre-eminently of 
her time, and both a representative and accurate describer 
of it (p. 2). 

Haldane qualifies this assessment somewhat by calling Victorianism a 

"wonderfully mingled product," yet to be a typically Victorian woman 

was to partake of the accepted characteristics of Victorian women: sub-

missiveness, a lesser intellect, a pervading interest in domestic duties, 

enthusiastic emotionalism, softness. 

Adding to her delimiting account of Gaskell's life, Haldane says, 

"Mrs. Gaskell had no call to outside public work and made her home the 

real center of her life" (p. 107). It is difficult, with what we now 

know from the letters and other biographical sources, to square this 

assertion with the facts that Gaskell worked, at times to the point of 

23. (London: Hodder and Stoughton Limited, 1931), p. 1. [Further 
references will be given parenthetically in the text by page number.] 
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exhaustion, to help relieve the miseries of the operatives during the 

1862-3 cotton famine;^ that she had extended holidays in Rome and 

Germany, and with Madame Mohl in Paris; that she visited Charlotte Bronte" 

and went to London on literary business; and that she actively supported 

such causes as the Women's Property Bill agitation. 

Elsewhere, Haldane says that Gaskell had a strong affinity with 

the Victorian regard for the family. "In all of Elizabeth Gaskell's 

writings," she says, "this side of her life was emphasized—we never have 

heroines isolated from their progenitors as we often have elsewhere—and 

it was equally emphasized in her life" (p. 7). This is a demonstrably 

mistaken assertion. The fact is that Gaskell's heroines are almost 

always isolated and alienated: Mary, whose mother dies early in the 

novel and whose father, from his own frustrations and guilt, retreats 

into his own narrow world; Ruth, who is an orphan; Margaret, whose mother 

and then father die and leave her to define life on her own; Sylvia, 

whose father is executed and whose mother dies. Even Molly, at least in 

the beginning of Wives and Daughters, is the only daughter of a widowed 

country doctor. Similar mistaken assumptions about Gaskell's life and 

career seem quite common to Gaskell criticism. 

Haldane also chooses Cranford as Gaskell's enduring work. The 

"delicate comedy" of Cranford, she says, "remains as a permanent posses

sion, a possession which animates our imagination and helps us to under

stand the world we live in—to make it a more cheerful place for 

ourselves and others, to add to the joy of life" (p. 87). This choice 

24. Letters, no 526, to Charles Eliot Norton, p. 707. 
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for pre-eminence in Gaskell's canon, favorable as it is in itself, must 

be placed in the context of Haldane's assessment of Gaskell's overall 

achievement. It is a severely limited achievement. Gaskell "does not 

soar to the heights," she says, "and probably could never have attained 

to them. But thought she kept within the average bounds of human life, 

she was capable of interpreting it and showing its true pathos" (p. 87). 

The conception of Gaskell as a typically Victorian woman who 

found her most appropriate form of expression in the placidities of the 

domestic comedy finds its strongest statement in David Cecil's Early 

Victorian Novelists. The key to Cecil's evaluation of Gaskell's writings 

is his declaration that "the outstanding fact about Mrs. Gaskell is her 

femininity." 25 From this point of departure, his criticism moves 

relentlessly towards an almost complete denial of value in her writings. 

In comparison to Charlotte Bronte and George Eliot, who were "eagles," 

Gaskell, he says, was one of the "placid dovecotes of Victorian womanhood" 

(p. 197). 

But we have only to look at a portrait of Mrs. Gaskell, soft-
eyed, beneath her charming veil, to see that she was a dove. 
In an age whose ideal of woman emphasized the feminine 
qualities at the expense of all others, she was all a woman 
was expected to be: gentle, domestic, tactful, unintellectual, 
prone to tears, easily shocked. (p. 198) 

The portrait in question is a drawing by George Richmond. Richmond's 

style is ephemeral, soft-toned, given to a subdued mellowing sentimen

tality. His portrait of Jane Brookfield, used as the frontispiece for 

25. Early Victorian Novelists (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 
1948), p. 197. [Originally published in 1934 by Constable & Co., Ltd., 
London. Further references will be given parenthetically in the text by 
page number.] 
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Mrs. Brookfield and Her Circle, ° is indistinguishable in tone and 

feeling from that of Gaskell. Such portraits are usually more indicative 

of the nature of the artist than of his subjects. But for Cecil the 

portrait is acceptable evidence for establishing personality traits. 

Gaskell is doubly damned, according to Cecil. Not only are her 

novels typically Victorian, but they have the added failing of being by a 

woman: "Her rambling, unequal, enthralling novels, full of providential 

changes and comic-character parts and true love rewarded in the last 

chapter, are typically Victorian novels. Only with a slight difference. 

Her novels are Victorian novels, for the first time transposed into the 

feminine key" (p. 177). As with Melville this is highly selective criti

cism. How many students would agree that the typical Victorian novel 

comprises providential changes, comic-character parts and true-love 

rewarded in the last chapter I cannot say. Such a categorization hardly 

fits Gaskell's novels, at any rate. True-love is rewarded in Mary Barton, 

but that is not the main emphasis of the novel; perhaps in North and 

South (but with a profound difference), and in Wives and Daughters. In 

the latter, the true-love aspect is part of a convention, a convention 

that one also finds in Meredith's The Egoist. Providential change 

occurs in Mary Barton, certainly, and to a degree in North and South, but 

hardly ever alsewhere in Gaskell's canon. Indeed, the logical conse

quences of act and event are an important component of her fiction. 

Finally, one wonders what Cecil intends by asserting that Gaskell "for 

26. Charles and Frances Brookfield, Mrs. Brookfield and Her 
Circle (New York: Scriber's Sons, 1906). 
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the first time" transposed the Victorian novel into the "feminine key." 

Is she thereby the first woman Victorian novelist? 

Elsewhere, he says, "hers is the mild homely poetry of family 

affection and peaceful pious memories, its most tragic feeling a gentle 

regret for the past, its most ecstatic the innocent mirth of contented 

homes" (p. 215). Here, Cecil seems to be thinking only of Cranford. 

Such a description hardly fits even the other prime domestic novel, 

Wives and Daughters, wherein there are devastating family experiences for 

the Hamleys. And in Cranford, one might suggest that the regret for the 

past, expressed in the genial interactions of the old ladies of the town, 

is more profound than Cecil supposes. 

In defining Gaskell's femininity, Cecil reaffirms one of the 

alleged superiorities of women that had been proposed by mid-nineteenth 

century writers. Mrs. Gaskell, he says, "has the feminine command of 

detail" (p. 203). The earlier writers, who otherwise disparaged women's 

intellect, were willing to grant woman writers a command of detail. For 

Cecil, such an attribute seems to be in lieu of stronger virtues. In 

his version of Gaskell's personality, at least, it has no part of the 

intellectual being: "The feminine eye for detail is closely associated 

with a feminine subtlety. Mrs. Gaskell was far too unintellectual to 

analyze her impressions. She just sat down and described what she saw" 

(p. 205). 

Unquestionably, for Cecil, Gaskell's femininity was a failing: 

Now it is not to be denied that this did in some measure 
detract from her stature as a novelist. For one thing, it 
meant that her work was wholly lacking in the virile 
qualities. Her genius is so purely feminine that it excludes 
from her achievement not only specifically masculine themes, 
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but all the more masculine qualities of thought and feeling. 
She was very clever; but with a feminine cleverness, instinc
tive rule-of-the-thumb; showing itself in illuminations of 
the particular, not in general intellectual structure. (p. 199) 

Apart from the incongruity of the use of the term "virile" (which term, 

as we have seen, Melville also used), and the ready placement of women 

in an inferior intellectual position, this passage is queer in its 

implication that all superior literature is masculine in tone. For 

Cecil, as for some of the earlier reviewers, there are a very few great 

women writers; but these women are those—Charlotte Bronte'and George 

Eliot especially—who supposedly have masculine attributes. 

It does not come as a surprise, then, when Cecil claims that Gas-

kell is "primarily a domestic novelist" (p. 211). He elsewhere refers 

to her as a painter of miniatures, "in the Dutch manner, with a multitude 

of minute strokes of observation" (p. 189). This small scale is an 

appropriate scale, he seems to be saying. Again, he says, "it is not so 

much that her talent is narrow as that it is slight" (p. 187). Gaskell's 

proper range, it follows, is that of the domestic comedy. And there she 

marginally succeeds. Cranford and Wives and Daughters "are not exactly 

great either," he says, but they have a place in English letters: 

Of the two, Wives and Daughters reaches the greatest heights. 
The characters of Cynthia and Mrs. Gibson are Mrs. Gaskell's 
masterpieces. There is nothing so remarkable in Cranford; but 
in it she has found for once a form proper to her inspiration, 
short, episodic, exclusively concerned with women. (p. 241) 

Gaskell falters, Cecil says, when she tries to go outside this range. 

Cecil has some praise to bestow on Gaskell. "Within the limits 

of her genius," he says, she "is eminently an artist. As much as Dickens, 
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she opens the door into a new and living world" (p. 188). Such praise, 

however, seems condescending and thin before the intensity of negativism 

otherwise expressed. 

Seemingly taking much of his opinion from Cecil, or at least, 

coming to very much the same conclusions, Edward Wagenknecht also 

described Gaskell as a typical Victorian woman with a limited literary 

range. Wagenknecht recognizes greater achievements in Gaskell than does 

Cecil, but those achievements are still of a minor sort. 

Gaskell is for Wagenknecht two distinct novelists, the greater of 

which is the writer of the domestic comedies. She was not, he believes, 

temperamentally a didactic writer. Nonetheless, he does consider the 

early novels to be "important purpose novels."27 There is "power" in 

Mary Barton's impressions of industrial evil and in the character of 

John. And in Ruth, "much Mrs. Gaskell's poorest novel," she "faces the 

consequences courageously" (p. 256). But it is in the domestic novels 

where one is to find Gaskell's virtues, according to Wagenknecht: "The 

other Mrs. Gaskell, the more objective artist, wrote Cranford, Sylvia's 

Lovers, Wives and Daughters, and that lovely idyll, its author's finest 

short piece, 'Cousin Phillis"' (p. 252). Elsewhere, he says of these 

works that they "remain a joy forever" (p. 257). 

Mrs. Gaskell's virtues as a domestic novelist, however, are 

derived from a negative aspect of her artistic capabilities, according to 

Wagenknecht. She had, he maintains, as does Cecil, a "closely drawn" 

27. "The Two Mrs. Gaskells," in Cavalcade of the English Novel 
(New York: Henry Holt & Co., 1943), p. 252. [Further references will 
be given parenthetically in the text by page number.] 
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range; and she did not, he says, always stay within it. In the social-

problem novels, especially the industrial novels, she was, by this 

reckoning, outside her range. She was in her element in the safe 

domestic form. 

This restrictive range, by Wagenknecht's reasoning, is a product 

of her femininity. For unlike the Brontes and George Eliot, he says, 

and unlike Jane Austen, whose domestic experience as a daughter was less 

wide and less intense, Gaskell was a completely domestic person. "Mrs. 

Gaskell," says Wagenknecht, "was so completely wife and mother that today 

only the specialist remembers that her name was once Elizabeth Cleghorn 

Stevenson" (p. 252). She was also, Wagenknecht notes, "an attractive 

woman, interested in all feminine frills" (p. 252). The implication is 

that such a woman could not be a serious literary person. 

As an implied illustration of this lack of serious literary 

interest, he states that "technique as such never interested Mrs. 

Gaskell, and there are passages in Mary Barton, in which she seems to 

have no technique." Yet we find when Wagenknecht discusses the later 

novels that something strange has occurred relative to technique: the 

need for it has disappeared: 

When one approaches her better books there are few handles 
to grasp hold of; if once she had no technique, then now 
she seems to have passed beyond the need for it. I have 
no idea how she makes the wilful Sylvia so real to us, nor 
the two contrasted heroines of her last, perfect, uncompleted 
book, Wives and Daughters. But that she does is beyond dispute, 
(p. 257) 

One might suggest that only a very fine technique can accomplish an 

effect without showing its machinery. 
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What finally makes Cranford and Wives and Daughters the examples 

of excellence in domestic comedy that they are for Wagenknecht, and makes 

them Gaskell's best works, would seem to be their timidity. In these 

two novels, he says, "Mrs. Gaskell does not attempt any of the things she 

cannot do well" (p. 257). Gaskell's achievement is a limited one, 

thereby. And Wagenknecht underlines the point, crediting her with a 

"considerable" contribution, but something less than greatness. 

She was not a great novelist. She had neither the great 
attitude of the Brontes, for whose fame she did so much, 
nor the perfect clarity of Jane Austen's vision, nor the 
deep philosophic insight of a George Eliot. Nevertheless 
her contributions to the English novel were considerable, 
greater, perhaps, than she was aware of. (p. 259) 

The conception of Gaskell as a skillful amateur, limited by her 

domestic entrapment to a minor literary capability, seems to be the 

central also to the critical approach of Margaret Ganz. Ganz emphasizes 

again and again the restricted, conventional side of Gaskell's charac

ter. She writes of "the crucial restriction imposed by her acute sensi

bility to the proprieties of her age and reinforced by her conventional 

upbringing."28 Referring to what she sees as a major failing of Ruth, 

Ganz says, "the truth is, of course, that, beyond her reluctance to 

flout conventional attitudes, Mrs. Gaskell was influenced by her personal 

emotional commitment to social conventions" (p. 108). Indeed, Mrs. 

Gaskell's inability to resolve an alleged conflict between her artistic 

nature and her commitment to social conventions is the major thesis of 

Ganz's book, Elizabeth Gaskell: The Artist in Conflict. 

28. Elizabeth Gaskell: The Artist in Conflict (New York: Twayne 
Pub., 1969), p. 23. [Further references will be given parenthetically in 
the text by page number.] 
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The oscillation between artistic sophistication and conven
tional reticence, is at the heart of Mrs. Gaskell's undeniable 
limitations as a writer; no true judgment of her nature and 
of her achievement can be reached without concentrating on 
the conflict between her artistic impulses and her commitments 
to conventional standards of moral and social behavior, (pp. 26-7) 

Ganz, unlike Cecil, recognizes that there are aspects of Gaskell's 

character that cannot be subsumed under the heading, "typical Victorian 

woman." The general picture of Gaskell that emerges from earlier 

appraisals does not, she says, "fully encompass the nature of her 

temperament or the quality of her art" (p. 19). Gaskell is not, 

according to Ganz, exactly a sweet, sensible, kind-hearted, even-

tempered woman; and the other sides of her nature must be taken into 

account. "An accurate portrait," she says, "must encompass complexities 

and paradoxes in her nature and her work not as yet sufficiently 

emphasized" (p. 21). So saying, however, Ganz thereafter ignores the 

complexities and paradoxes and presents Gaskell as a willing captive 

of her age. 

Gaskell, says Ganz, is at her best in the domestic comedy mode. 

And Cranford is Gaskell's masterpiece because therein the central con

flict of her nature "guaranteed" the book's greatness. Therein, "the 

alchemy of art forged out of her central failing the substance of her one 

masterpiece" (p. 9). In the social-problem novels, on the other hand, 

Gaskell's commitment to Victorian standards, according to Ganz, left her 

incapable of exploring the deeper meanings of her subjects: 

An instinctive diffidence in challenging conventional assump
tions about the social order (connected with the pious impulse 
to preach conciliation and resignation) tends to counteract in 
all three of her social novels that wider and bolder vision 
of the inequalities which she was capable of entertaining. 
(p. 83) 
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Gaskell, was not, Ganz implies, quite enough of an artist. Her social 

nature and the demands of her domestic being interfered with the develop

ment in her of a pure artist. 

Since she did not possess an unsocial nature, or that total 
intellectual commitment to one's art which makes the safe
guarding of integrity essential, she often failed to carry 
through the ideas or the psychological insights which she 
undoubtedly had. (p. 25) 

The rather strange inversion here suggests some unsureness on the part of 

Ganz. Surely she means that an overly social nature is likely to con

flict with the demands of artistry. Everyone is in some way a social 

being, and to suggest that the social aspect of Gaskell's character dis

qualifies her as an artist is to departmentalize life to an unrealistic 

degree. 

The significance of Ganz's assessment of Gaskell's disabilities, 

however, is that she thus reduces her to the level of a writer capable 

of a certain kind of writing, but no other. Gaskell's capabilities are 

fitted to the domestic comedy, according to Ganz. She may have made some 

contribution to an understanding of social problems, but "her genuine 

artistic achievement" is "her humorous appraisal of the whimsies and 

foibles of small-time life." And, "the depiction of manners in a small 

English town was a task far more appropriate to Mrs. Gaskell's talents 

than the analysis of urban social conditions" (p. 132). Such as assess

ment is, of course, an acceptable critical opinion. One wonders, however, 

who better analyzed urban social conditions at the time in fiction? 

Ganz herself seems to deny her own assertions when she notes that critics 

"basically agree that ... even Disraeli's impressive denunciation of 
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the gulf between %the two nations' in Sybil was not as effective as Mrs. 

Gaskell's treatment of the same focal problem in Mary Barton" (p. 50). 

The limitation that Ganz is imposing on Gaskell's achievement is 

evident when she sums up that achievement. The conclusion of Ganz' book 

concentrates on Sylvia's Lovers, wherein, she says, "a recognition of 

moral complexities succeeded in endowing the novel with tragic dimensions 

that far transcended her earlier appraisals of man's nature and destiny" 

(p. 251). She has earlier determined that Cranford is Gaskell's master

piece and only completely successful effort. The more mature work, 

Wives and Daughters, suffers, according to Ganz, from a less coherent and 

sustained comic approach (p. 179). Thus, it is only in the domestic 

form—and then only fully in Cranford—that Gaskell succeeds. 

Altogether, then, provincial life was the subject upon 
which Mrs. Gaskell could successfully exercise her talents. 
Her sympathetic insights into human eccentricities and her 
tender precision in documentary pedestrian details of daily 
life combined to do justice to a mode of existence making no 
other demands upon her artistry. (p. 135) 

The key phrase here is "no other demands upon her artistry." Apparently, 

to Ganz, the domestic form is a lesser form and the only one to which 

Gaskell was equal. Although Ganz does not accentuate Gaskell's feminine 

characteristics, she accepts the limitations of Gaskell's personality 

and thereby thp limitations of her artistry that earlier writers proposed 

or accepted. Therefore, she reflects the anti-feminine basis of much of 

the previous criticism. The failings she detects are slightly different; 

the net result is nearly the same. 

The aim of many of the writers of the most recent books and 

articles on Gaskell has been the redefinition of her achievement. The 
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traditional conception of Gaskell that had been transmitted through the 

several generations of critics that I have discussed is being reassessed. 

Some critics have even begun to take issue with the established view 

that the whole of Gaskell's artistic achievement can be summed up by 

reference to the domestic novels, and especially to Cranford. There 

are, some writers suggest, virtues in the social-problem novels that have 

not been thoroughly explored previously. 

As early as 1954, Kathleen Tillotson, in The Novels of the 

Eighteen-Forties, was crediting Gaskell with more artistic integrity than 

had been previously allowed and implying that Mary Barton was a more 

formidable work than had been previously supposed. Tillotson does not 

accord Mary Barton the level of excellence of the other three novels she 

discusses—Dombey and Son, Vanity Fair, and Jane Eyre— but she does see 

it as a "distinguished and memorable novel," which she has chosen'to 

discuss because 

it is the outstanding example—outstanding in merit as in 
contemporary fame—of a kind of novel which first clearly 
disengaged itself in the forties: the novel directly 
concerned with a social problem, and especially with the 
"condition-of-England question"; and because it transcends 
that kind; alike in motive and effect, it is more than a 
"tract for the times." The same social conditions, and 
something of the same anxiety about them inspired Sybil and 
Yeast and Alton Locke; but Mrs. Gaskell differs from 
Disraeli and Kingsley in having no axe to grind. A wider 
impartiality, a tenderer humanity, and it may be a greater 
artistic integrity, raise this novel beyond the conditions 
and problems that give rise to it 

29. The Novels of the Eighteen-Forties (London: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1961. First published by the Clarendon Press in 1954), p. 202. 



159 

Tillotson finds a more complex unity in the novel than simply social 

purpose,30 and she thinks that its reverence for average human life 

led Gaskell to the impartial artistry of the later works.31 Impor

tantly, she refers to Gaskell as a "fine artist."32 

Edgar Wright, reviewing Gaskell's achievement in Mrs. Gaskell; 

Thw Basis for Reassessment, holds that a "just appreciation of her work" 

has been hindered by the "stereotype of the moderately cultured amateur 

with a nostalgic affection for childhood traditions and a talent for 

storytelling, when she could spare the time from maternity and good 

works." 33 ne agrees with the conception of her life as essentially 

quiet, respectable, and overtly domestic; but he does not concede that 

this life-style detracts from her potential as an artist. Gaskell was, 

he says, in spite of the lack of extensive literary introspection, a 

3 serious writer and a conscious craftsman. As an instance of the 

craftsmanship, he notes that by the time of Wives and Daughters, Gaskell 

was able to intersect and interweave the various levels of provincial 

society by the device of an everywhere-welcome country doctor.35 

Gaskell is, Wright concludes, a "social novelist"; but he wishes to 

expand the meaning of that phrase to connote a compelling regard for 

30. Ibid., p. 203. 

31. Ibid., p. 221. 

32. Ibid., p. 11. 

33. (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1965), p. 4. 

34. Ibid., p. 8. 

35. ' Ibid., p. 12-13. 
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people and their social structures. In this manner, Gaskell's varied 

output, dichotomized by most critics,36 is unified. 

Certain recent critics have discovered in Gaskell's works traces 

of psychological stresses that are significantly modern in tone. John 

Cross cites one such stress in North and South: "Margaret herself, 

stranded in the north like a friendless immigrant, is an early study in 

cultural dislocation. The book is resolutely modern, particularly in its 

insistence that you 'can't go home again."'-^ Furthermore, Cross 

believes that the most original feature of North and South is its tenta

tive suggestion that sexual excitement might be "entwined with social 

antagonism." 38 Cross acknowledges the authentic power of the industrial 

novels and sees an undeniable value in Gaskell's interest "in the People 

as people"; 39 yet he returns to Cranford as the sterling example, of 

Gaskell's imaginative immersion in fiction: 

Set against the clanking machinery and the grime and the hard 
face of the industrial novels, Cranford looks frailer than 
ever. Exquisite workmanship, yes, but if it is inspected too 
closely won't the charm evaporate? In fact, the reverse is 
true. Cranford is indestructible; it has the confidence, the 
grace, the Tightness which can only come when the author is 
writing out of an unimpeded imagination, and writing about the 
things that matter most to him .... In its oblique way it 
is as much a comment on the condition of England as Mary Barton 
or North and South. 

36. Wagenknecht, as I have noted, refers to the "two Mrs. 
Gaskells." 

37. "Mrs. Gaskell", The Victorian Novel: Modern Essays in 
Criticism, ed. Ian Watt (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1971), pp.,222-3. 

38. Ibid., p. 224. 

39. Ibid. 
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To John Lukas, author of "Mrs. Gaskell and Brotherhood," Gas

kell's authentic representation of factory life is the key to her value 

as a novelist. By means of this authentic representation, she achieves, 

Lukas implies, an art of urban alienation: "one of the very best things 

about Mary Barton is the feel of poverty as its consequences eat into a 

man, and the sense of the surrounding, ubiquitous city, which imposes 

hideous conditions on a life from which there is no easy escape." 

Gaskell's industrial fiction is superior to that of Kingsley and 

Disraeli, Lukas holds, because of the Tightness of her version of 

industrial life. S/bil and Alton Locke and Yerst are upper middle-class 

impressions of that life, according to Lukas. The character of Hatton 

in Sybil is, he says by way of example, "so absurd a caricature of a 

working-class man, so clearly the product of upper-class fears about what 

the working class is like when left to itself, that he provides the 

novel's most eloquent betrayal of its assertions that England is split 

into two nations separated from each other by ignorance."^ In contrast, 

Gaskell's working-class world is "precisely realised": 

her novel really does have to do with working-class individuals 
and their environment, and not with the middle class nobility 
in disguise. At least not at its best. But perhaps inevitably 
there are moments when she tries to evade the starker impli
cations of her exploration by falling back on comforting 
attitudes. And yet the very ease with which these moments can 
be detected is itself proof of her customary integrity; at 
their truest, her characters are shaped largely by, and exist 

40* "Mrs. Gaskell and Brotherhood," p. 163. 

41. Ibid., p. 160. 
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within, a precisely realised world in which the keynote is 
provided by grinding toil, poverty, death, and a persistent, 
scarcely subdued, reek of hopelessness.^2 

And, coming out of this working-class world, the pure voice of John 

Barton is eloquently expressive of the sense of inescapable desolation 

that Mary Barton, in spite of its commitment to reconciliation, conveys. 

"It is the anger and the bitterness,11 Cross says, "the sense of muddle 

which reason cannot cope with and which makes truth seem useless, that 

force themselves out in Barton's speech, making it credible and moving as 

no speech in Sybil or Alton Locke could be."^ This is Gaskell's partic

ular achievement in the industrial novels, Lukas suggests: the realiza

tion of a desolation that even she cannot fully integrate into her 

fiction. 

This failure at integration is what causes Gaskell to fall back 

on the facile device of the murder in Mary Barton, Lukas says, in order 

to evade the inexplicable contradictions of the factory experience. 

It seems to me that she finds the murder necessary because 
by means of it she can simplify a complexity which has 
become too terrific for her to accept consciously. Her mind 
shuts out the awareness of a muddle so colossal that it 
defeats the explanations of her social creeds, and so she 
attempts to impose order by turning to murder, where a neat 
pattern can realise itself; class antagonism producing 
violence from which springs reconciliation. It is far too 
simple, principally because the antagonism is reduced to a 
matter of individual violence, so that though the pattern 
itself is intendedly representative, it is fashioned out of 
quite arbitrary material.^ 

42. 

43. 

44. 

Ibid., p. 162. 

Ibid., p. 171. 

Ibid, p. 173. 
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Again in North and South, Lukas says, Gaskell's inability to probe 

deeply and fully integrate her material keeps the novel from realizing 

its full potential: "By temperament and conscious conviction she was 

incapable of exploring the tragic possibilities her experience exposed 

her to: the great North and South is the novel that never got 

written." ̂  Here, Lukas seems to be drifting toward the opinion of the 

numerous previous commentators that Gaskell's life-style and personality 

disabled her from becoming a full artist. Yet, Lukas's real contri

bution to Gaskell criticism is his implication that Gaskell alone among 

her contemporaries was able to expose the dark intensities of factory 

life. 

Coral Lansbury is completely candid about her intentions in her 

recent book, The Novel of Social Crisis. "Rather than engage in the 

current fashion for depreciation of her talents," she says, "I would 

argue that it is high time that Elizabeth Gaskell was accorded her place 

in the company of Thackeray, Dickens, George Eliot and Jane Austen. 

It has been, Lansbury says, the critical emphasis on Cranford that has 

caused Gaskell's other works to be depreciated. Critics persisted, she 

claims, in reading the other novels through the vagaries of Cranford: 

"If Cranford had never been published, Elizabeth Gaskell's reputation 

would be as secure today as that of Thackeray or George Eliot, and she 

would be ranked without question amongst the major novelists of the 

45. Ibid., p. 201. 

46. (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1975), p. 10. 
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Victorian period.'"^ Lansbury somewhat overstates the case, perhaps; 

but partly what I have tried to show in this study is that an over

emphasis on Cranford, based on a diminution of Gaskell's abilities and 

the correlation of a "lesser" form—that is, the domestic comedy—with 

those abilities has had a deleterious effect on Gaskell's reputation. 

On some other matters, Lansbury offers opinions that are dia

metrically opposed to the established, traditional assumptions of earlier 

criticism. Haldane, it may be recalled, maintained that Gaskell laid 

great emphasis on the family unit; and others stress the domestic aspect 

of Gaskell's character. Lansbury, in contrast, identifies an anti-family 

sentiment in Gaskell. "It was in her delineation of the family that 

Elizabeth Gaskell is the least Victorian of novelists. Far from seeing 

the family as a heaven-ordained haven of bliss, she regarded it as a 

stifling and often blighting influence on children's lives."^® Lans

bury derives this opinion from her analysis of the works, rather than by 

imposing an analysis of Gaskell's character upon the works, as other 

commentators seem to have done. Secondly, Lansbury contradicts the 

impressions of many critics that Gaskell's works are transparent tran

scriptions of her feelings. Instead, she says, Gaskell used a deliberate 

persona: "Perhaps Elizabeth Gaskell's most remarkable achievement as a 

~uovelist was to invent a narrative voice that reflected little of her own 

taste and feeling, but did correspond with her vision of the average 

47. Ibid., p. 7. 

48. Ibid., p. 8. 
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middle-class reader of the day.'"^ One might quibble with this asser

tion: the persona of Wives and Daughters probably does, for example, 

correspond closely to Elizabeth Gaskell's own thoughts and perceptions. 

However, this assertion does underline the fact that a persona was 

involved, and that the exact correspondence between artist and narrative 

voice that many commentators were willing to accept is a too simple 

approach to fiction. 

Along with Lukas, Lansbury comprehends Gaskell's achievement in 

terms of her knowledge of and understanding of the actual conditions of 

Manchester factory life. Gaskell's work is also for Lansbury the art of 

urban life: 

It was in her delineation of the working class and the social 
structure of English life that Elizabeth Gaskell best revealed 
her strengths as a novelist. She knew and understood working-
class life in Manchester and appreciated its cultural vitality 
when her contemporaries were bewailing its blighted ignorance. 

Finally, W. A. Craik sees Gaskell as an important innovator, who, 

by her original treatment of untapped material, transformed the novel. 

Craik sees a direct line of influence from Gaskell to at least three 

important Victorian novelists: 

That she is not aware that she is an innovator is a great 
advantage both to herself and to the later novelists who 
i n  t h e i r  o w n  w a y s  d e r i v e  f r o m  a n d  e x t e n d  b e y o n d  h e r  . . . .  

49. Ibid., p. 9. 

50. Ibid., p. 212. Where Lansbury seems to me to go slightly 
wrong is when she allows a historical perspective to override aesthetic 
considerations. "To read Engels," she says, "is to read a theoretical 
exposition of the working class of Manchester; to read Elizabeth Gaskell 
is to see a social historian of unusual prescience using fiction as her 
analytical method" (p. 214). Here, fiction is the tool of history. 
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She points ways, and reveals means so that novelists as 
widely different as Anthony Trollope, George Eliot and 
Thomas Hardy have the way to their own different kinds 
of greatness charted for them by the writer who began 
seven years before Trollope, ten years before George 
Eliot, and twenty-three years before Hardy. All these 
writers, like Elizabeth Gaskell herself, begin somewhat 
tentatively and develop rapidly. All, having discovered 
and established what it is in them to create, reveal her 
aid in their most mature, greatest, and most original 
novels. 51 

Gaskell's influence on these writers was a result, Craik believes, of her 

basic authenticity. Unlike those writers who feel that Gaskell was 

unconcerned with technique, she discerns a recognizable method in her 

work. "Elizabeth Gaskell's assumptions about the novel are clear from 

the beginning," she says, "her main one being that its materials must 

52 be the actual present world of every day observation." These 

materials, rather than being external elements of her fiction, become 

part of the essential content. And this, according to Craik, is 

Gaskell's great achievement as an innovator and the basis for her claim 

to greatness: 

She has remoulded the novel, not simply by 'humble and 
faithful study of nature' in the novel, but by being so 
thoroughly master of the 'nature' she takes as her 
material, that it becomes a means, not an end. She has 
done much towards remoulding life as it can be used in 
art, and is a prophet for her own and the following 
generation in the English novel. ̂ 3 

51. Elizabeth Gaskell and the English Provincial Novel (London: 
Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1975), pp. 1-2. 

52. Ibid., p. 7. 

53. Ibid., p. 268. 
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Mrs. Gaskell's work was long subjected to criticism that assumed 

that the value in her writing was to be found through a benign neglect of 

that portion that seemed purposeful and therefore undisciplined—the 

social-problem novels—and an emphasis on that portion that seemed more 

artistically coherent—the domestic comedies. The initial critical 

emphasis on the socio-moral aspects of the early novels engendered a 

negative reaction by later critics on the grounds that those novels were 

emotional and didactic. As a woman, many reviewers felt, Mrs. Gaskell 

had faults that led her to fail in her attempts to deal with significant 

issues. The small scope of the domestic comedies, by such reasoning, 

corresponded the level of her talent. Her range, many critics decided, 

was limited; and she was at her best when she remained within that range. 

Thus, the domestic comedies fitted her, and it was in that mode, the 

critics concluded, that she did her best work. Cranford and Wives and 

Daughters had enduring qualities; Mary Barton, Ruth, and North and South 

were ephemeral. A just appreciation of the earlier novels was therefore 

difficult to achieve. This critical imbalance, I propose, was in part a 

result of the influence of early reviewers on later commentators. 

Some recent critics have attempted to correct this imbalance by 

stressing certain elements of the social-problem fiction that were 

previously neglected. The result has been a fuller appreciation and a 

more precise understanding of the artistry of Elizabeth Gaskell. 
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