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Elizabeth Gaskell’s Literary ‘After Life’
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I am honoured to be invited to contribute to the newsletter of the Gaskell Society of Japan in this particular year, when two
important anniversaries are anticipated. Not only is your Society celebrating its twentieth anniversary, but Gaskell scholars world
wide are preparing to mark the bi-centenary of her birth in 2010.

As Gaskell readers and scholars we have much to celebrate. Elizabeth Gaskell’s reputation has never been higher. In the U. K.
the recent BBC production of Cranford , which incorporated story lines from ‘Mr Harrison’s Confessions’ and My Lady Ludlow
has introduced new readers to her work, and encouraged others to return to novels and stories they had once read and loved. New
paperback editions of Cranford, with cover illustrations from the production have been on sale at railway bookstalls as well as
in bookshops, part of a now familiar process which follows on the heels of much heralded television adaptations of nineteenth-
century novels. The pleasure for Gaskellians is that it is Elizabeth Gaskell, rather than Dickens, George Eliot or Trollope who is
the centre of attention.

These indications of Gaskell’s widening popularity prompt reflection on the ups and downs of her reputation since her death in
1865. There have been various milestones in her literary ‘after life’, beginning with the obituaries, followed by the reviews of her
Novels and Tales in the 1870s — reviews which were often posthumous assessments of her works. The next important event was
the publication of the eight volume Knutsford edition 1906, a tribute by Smith Elder, her last publisher, to one of the firm’s most
valued authors in the previous century. There were a flurry of reviews of the Knutsford edition in 1906, an important centenary
article by Lewis Melville in the Nineteenth Century and After in 1910, and then the World’s Classics edition, by C. K. Shorter,
begun in 1906 but not completed until 1919. Neither the Knutsford nor the World’s Classics editions were complete.

The next important milestone, and indeed a crucial one, came with the publication of her collected letters in 1966, edited by
John Chapple and Arthur Pollard. This, as we now realize, transformed subsequent biographies and critical studies. The volume
of Further Letters (2000), edited by John Chapple and Alan Shelston, marked a further advance in the availability of primary
materials essential to Gaskell scholarship.

For me and my colleagues involved in the Pickering Masters edition of The Works of Elizabeth Gaskell, its completion in 2005-
6 was particularly satisfying. Its publication one hundred years after the Knutsford edition, was, I would argue, another milestone
in the establishment of Gaskell’s reputation. Thanks to the excellent work of my fellow editors there is now a complete critical
edition of her works, with explanatory notes, lists of textual variants, headnotes and scholarly introductions. For the editorial team
it was significant that four out of a total of ten volumes were comprised of her stories, novellas, articles, essays, reviews, prefaces,
poems and a diary. The balance of the edition presents a woman of letters in the Victorian mould, working simultaneously in
a variety of genres, rather than the author of five full length novels and a well known biography, as she had previously been
perceived.

As General Editor of the Pickering & Chatto edition I am delighted that volumes are being translated into Japanese, beginning
with the first two volumes, which contain Gaskell’s uncollected journalism, her diary, the early stories, essays and book reviews.
It makes available to a yet wider, discerning and appreciative audience the varied work of this remarkable nineteenth-century

woman writer. This too is a cause for celebration.
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