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Elizabeth Gaskell’s Letters

Jenny Uglow

When I wrote my biography Elizabeth Gaskell: A Habit of Stories, | sometimes felt like a ventriloquist rather than
an author, as Gaskell’s letters are so full and alive that she could almost tell her own story. They bring vividly to life
the difficulty of combining a career as a novelist with an extremely busy role as a minister’s wife and a mother. Few
author’s letters are as graphic as her explosion to her friend Tottie Fox, on Christmas Eve 1854 when she was trying
desperately to finish North and South: ‘1 believe I’ve been as nearly dazed and crazed with this c---, d---- be h--- to
it, story as can be. I’ve been sick of writing, and everything connected with literature or improvement of the mind; to
say nothing of deep hatred to my species about whom I was obliged to write as if I loved ’em.’

A similar forcefulness marks her reaction to the reception of her early novels, especially Mary Barton and Ruth.
But here — as with The Life of Charlotte Bronté a few years later - although one can see her distress, one can also
sense her stubborn determination and her conviction that she was justified in writing as she did, and, moreover, that
she knew exactly what uproar her work would cause. Her claims of shock do not ring entirely true. ‘The writing
of ‘Mary Barton’ [sic.] was a great pleasure to me;’ she told the American critic John Seely Hart, ‘and I became
so deeply, sometimes painfully, interested in it, that I don’t think I cared at the time of it’s [sic.] publication what
reception it met with. I was sure a great deal of it was truth’. She claimed to feel the same about Ruth, although her
letters show how the fierce reaction hurt her, but made her aware of the novel’s power, as it forced reluctant readers,
she explained to Lady Kay-Shuttleworth, to ‘talk and think a little on a subject which is so painful that it requires all
one’s bravery not to hide one’s head like an ostrich and try by doing so to forget that the evil exists.’

The same word, ‘truth’, features in her defence of both Ruth and Mary Barton. So how ‘true’ are her letters?
Each correspondence is different in tone. She is brisk and funny to her daughters, open and frank to her friends,
solemn when writing about religion to Charles Bosanquet, or positively flirtatious in her early letters to Dickens. As
she told Tottie in April 1850, when she was worried about the selfishness of buying the Plymouth Grove house when
people around were in need: ‘thats [sic.] the haunting thought to me; at least to one of my ‘Mes,’ for I have a great
number and that’s the plague. One of my mes is, I do believe, a true Christian — (only people call her socialist and
communist), another of my mes is a wife and mother... Now that’s my ‘social’ self | suppose. Then again I’ve another
self with a full taste for beauty and convenience’. How, she asked, was she to ‘reconcile all these warring members’?

The joy of her correspondence is that here she does not need to reconcile them. Her letters give an unparalleled
insight into her work, but they are often an immediate response to place, personalities or problems, ranging from
the trials of serial publication to difficulties with servants or frustration at William’s busy timetable - ‘but you might
as well as St Paul’s to tumble down, as entreat him to give up this piece of work’. Some of my favorite letters are
those to her daughter Marianne, away at school, where amused reports of home life sit side by side with motherly
advice and comments on clothes — ‘Have as many and as large and varied interests as you can; but do not again give
a decided opinion on a subject on which you can at present know nothing. About yr bonnet get it /arge, and trimmed
with white.” The juxtaposition of serious thought with piquant detail enlivens all her correspondence, giving it the

same variety and depth and charm that distinguish her great novels.
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