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The Gaskell Bi-centenary year

Alan Shelston

2010 was the year of Elizabeth Gaskell’s bi-centenary which was celebrated by a number of major events. Sadly it was also
the year of the deaths of Mrs Rosemary Dabbs, a lady in direct line of descent from Elizabeth Gaskell’s daughter Marianne and
of Joan Leach, co-founder of the Gaskell Society, and ceaseless worker in its interests. Rosemary Dabbs had always taken an
interest in the Society’s activities and herself had been active, with her family, in the bi-centenary celebrations, supplying precious
materials from the family collection. Joan Leach died on 30 September after a short illness. An inspiration to the Gaskell Society
in England, she was well-known to Japanese colleagues both by the help she readily gave to them when they came to Knutsford,
and by her own visit to Japan in 2006, an experience she never forgot, and it is impossible to measure the extent to which she will
be missed.

Joan died on 30 September 2010, the day following the annual celebrations of Mrs Gaskell’s birthday in Knutsford. She had
made what can only be described as a triumphant appearance in the town on that day and her death in a room that overlooked the
beautiful landscape at Tabley House, a house once known to Gaskell, and now a nursing home, somehow sealed a life given in
large part not only to Gaskell but to Joan’s home town of Knutsford. Mention of Tabley brings back a personal memory. Some
years ago | was invited to speak there about the estate’s associations with Elizabeth Gaskell. Apart from an extended chapter in
Mr Harrison’s Confessions these are fairly slight, but I remember Joan’s taking me to see the site of the old hall at Tabley, just
visible as we peered through the trees. It was a history lesson, as walks in Cheshire with Joan invariably were, and I remember
so well both the range of her knowledge, and her affection for an environment that she had known since childhood. Joan's great

achievement lay in the Society that she created: a society held together by friendship and by knowledge.

It was both a demanding and a rewarding year: events after all do not organize themselves and it was remarkable to see how
it all came together. As well as the society’s own programmes there were exhibitions, notably at the Portico and John Rylands
University libraries. There were lectures at the Rylands by Jenny Uglow and myself, and events at Plymouth Grove where the
work done by Janet Allan and her team might in itself have seemed tribute enough. There were day schools and garden parties,
and Gabrielle Drake’s dramatization of Gaskell’s life. The crowning moment was the ceremony at Westminster Abbey, where

Elizabeth Gaskell’s name had been inscribed, along with other famous writers, in a memorial window. The event very well
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attended; a service was conducted by the Dean of Westminster. Mrs Sarah Prince, standing in for her mother, Mrs Dabbs, laid
a wreath, and along with Jenny Uglow, paid tribute to her ancestor’s achievements. We had the great pleasure of renewing our
acquaintance with a number of Japanese friends and colleagues including Professor Akiko Suzue, past president of the Gaskell
Society of Japan, who told me of the bi-centenary celebrations of the Gaskell Society of Japan. During the course of the year
Elizabeth Gaskell was taken to Chelsea, to Sheffield, to Huddersfield, to Bath, and to Brussels, and to Pescara, where Professor
Marroni, our vice-president, devoted a research conference to her work which will result in a collection of essays on the tales and
stories (all in English); well, Elizabeth herself was always an enthusiastic traveller. Meanwhile I was urging my publisher to bring
out my long-delayed ‘Brief Life’ before the year ended, and it did indeed appear in November. If as a man [ sometimes felt, as
Joan’s favourite Gaskell quotation puts it, ‘so much in the way,’ I can only pay tribute to the commitment of Gaskell enthusiasts

world wide: I can think of no other similar group that could have achieved so much, both nationally and internationally.

A propitious year then, despite our sadness. And the date of the bi-centenary year reminds us that Elizabeth Gaskell, invariably
referred to as a Victorian, was born under the reign of George III in the year when Jane Austen was completing her first published
novels, and grew up during the period of their publication. The connection is to the point since our summer conference this year
is to be held at Winchester, a city with many Jane Austen associations, and in whose cathedral she lies buried. The subject of the
conference is ‘Elizabeth Gaskell and women writers’, and Jane Austen is just one of the writers who will come under discussion.
So no sooner had we said good-bye to 2010 that we realized that 2011 would need to be organized. Those familiar with Elizabeth
Gaskell’s correspondence will know that her activities were tireless. So are the members of our societies. Who would have it

otherwise?
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