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Twenty Years of Gaskell Studies

Patsy Stoneman, Emeritus Reader in

English, University of Hull

When I was a student in 1959, ‘Mrs’ Gaskell was not even on the syllabus, and when I began research for my own
book on Gaskell, the critical scene was still defined by a ‘floral’ school of pre-war Gaskell criticism, which found
her writing ‘as fresh as this morning’s roses’ (Cecil, 1934: 241). The 1950s Marxist critics, while valuing Gaskell's
representation of industrial strife, were patronising about her ‘romance plots’, while the 1970s feminists took ‘Mrs’
Gaskell for an entirely conventional Victorian. In 1985, when the Gaskell Society was formed in England, she was
definitely a ‘minor’ writer.

One reason for this neglect was that no critic had yet developed an approach which encompassed the disparity of
her writing, from Mary Barton to Cranford, and from the gothic tales to Wives and Daughters. My own book (1987), was
an attempt to remedy this fragmentation by arguing that Gaskell's work was unified by her recognition of universal
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human needs - for nurturance and freedom from oppression - and universal human qualities - love and a sense
of justice - which might answer these needs. The quotation which heads the Gaskell web-site - which is managed
from Japan - also highlights Gaskell's insistence that we are all ‘mutually dependent’, and the record of meetings,
workshops and journal articles produced by The Gaskell Society of Japan shows that this aspect of her work is
important to you too.

Your Society was formed in 1988, so that 2008 is its twentieth anniversary, and the great change in Gaskell’s
world-wide reputation during these twenty years must in part be due to the activities of the Gaskell Society (1985),
its journal (1987) and its Japanese sister (1988). We now have vastly improved biographies, by Jenny Uglow
(1993) and John Chapple (1997), and Gaskell’s work is both widely available in paperback and dignified with a
new complete and definitive edition from Pickering and Chatto (2007). Gaskell's critical reputation is also readily
accessible, with Angus Easson’s Critical Heritage volume (1991) and Nancy S. Weyant's two-volume bibliography
(1994 & 2004). Shirley Foster’s Literary Life (2002) and Joanne Shattock’s Introduction to the Pickering and Chatto
edition (2007) both summarise her early reputation, while Valerie Sanders’s anthology (2005) collects relevant
extracts from private memoirs and letters. Susan Hamilton's essay in the 2007 Cambridge Companion to Elizabeth
Gaskell explores the whole sweep of Gaskell's reputation, and The Gaskell Web is a valuable resource for researchers
and general readers.

While Cecil in 1934 saw Gaskell as a domesticated ‘dove’ among the Bronté and Eliot ‘eagles’, Malcolm Pittock in
2000 could write of her as ‘The Dove Ascending’, even ‘pre-eminent among Victorian women novelists’ (531). Her
work is now accepted as a proper object for scholarly study and for feminist study in particular. In 1987 I found
that taking Gaskell as my subject made me a lonely figure in feminist circles, despite important early works by Aina
Rubenius (1950) and Coral Lansbury (1975); influential feminist works by Elaine Showalter (1978), Ellen Moers
(1978) and Gilbert and Gubar (1979) hardly mentioned Gaskell. Because she appears comfortable with her Victorian
role as wife and mother, it was assumed that she was a wholly conventional writer with no challenging ideas.

During the last twenty years, however, the question of women’s role in family and society has dominated the new
Gaskell criticism. Books by Catherine Gallagher (1985), Rosemarie Bodenheimer (1988), Hilary Schor (1992) and
Barbara Leah Harman (1998) take North and South as a radical departure within Victorian fiction in that Gaskell ‘creates
a heroine whose life is responsibly and directly entangled with the male world of industrial politics’ (Bodenheimer
53). Elizabeth Langland (1995) and Deirdre D’Albertis (1997) argue that the more domestic fictions also offer
women an arena for the exercise of power, and that Gaskell herself engages in sharper practice than her ‘motherly’
image would suggest, while this validation of power as an object in Gaskell's work is implicitly challenged by Susan
Johnston (2001), who sees the household in Gaskell’s novels as a focus for a debate about the nature of the good life.

Alongside Gaskell's rise in academic respectability has come an increase in general popularity. Three of her novels
— Wives and Daughters, North and South and Cranford - have been adapted for British television since 2000. Each of
these adaptations has striven to maintain Gaskell’s balance between personal and public themes, while highlighting
matters of historical importance which are less obvious to modern readers than to her original audience. Andrew
Davies's Wives and Daughters (2000) was a very faithful adaptation, but nevertheless emphasised Molly’s interest
- innovative for a Victorian woman - in scientific investigation. Sandy Welch’s North and South (2004) introduced
scenes inside Thornton’s mill which allowed us to imagine more vividly its noise and polluted atmosphere. Heidi
Thomas (2007), by amalgamating Cranford with ‘My Lady Ludlow’ and ‘Mr Harrison’s Confessions’, was able to make
striking contrasts, firstly between the feudal landowning ethos of ‘My Lady Ludlow’ and the modern entrepreneurial
attitudes of the railway engineers, and secondly between older and newer theories of medicine.

Elizabeth Gaskell no longer needs rescue from ‘minor’ status or from political condescension. What were once
seen as inappropriate feminist concerns are now the subject of informed debate, and Gaskell's subtle, shrewd
and compassionate studies of human situations are recognised as important contributions to social analysis. The

television adaptations will raise their own debate, and while people talk about the novels, they will continue to live.
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Wherever you live you can write letters from around the world might help to convince the appropriate authorities
that Gaskell was a figure of some importance. If you are willing to help (and please do) then send a letter saying that
you are in favour of the project to Janet Allan, Chairman, Manchester Historic Buildings Trust, c/o 10 Dale Road,

New Mills, High Peak, SK22 4NW. Or email her at janet@janetbook.fsnet.co.uk
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