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‘The appeal of Elizabeth Gaskell: a personal view’

Shirley Foster

First of all, I should like to introduce myself to the Gaskell Society of Japan. I am honoured to have been chosen
as the President of a Society that has members from all over the world, showing how much enthusiasm there is
for this great Victorian writer. Gaskell studies have grown hugely in the last few decades: unlike Dickens and the
Brontés, whose popularity has never really waned, Gaskell was relatively neglected, critically speaking, until the mid
twentieth century. The publication of the Knutsford edition of her works by A.W. Ward in 1906, closely followed
by the World’s Classics edition of 1906-19, made her writings more easily available, but it was not until later in
the century that her novels and stories, as well as her life, began to receive closer and more careful attention, given
particular impetus by A.B. Hopkins’s Elizabeth Gaskell (1952). Latterly, of course, there has been no shortage
of interest in her and her works, as is attested to not only by the splendid Pickering and Chatto complete works
(2006), but also by the reissue of the Chapple and Pollard edition of her Letters (1966) in 1997 and the Further
Letters in 2000. In addition, the wide-ranging recent studies, examining her work from a variety of critical angles
— biographical, bibliographical, feminist, new historicist, to name but a few — show her established place in the
Victorian literary canon.

I hardly need to argue to you, as keen readers of her books, why Gaskell well deserves this revival and growth
of attention. I would like, however, to indicate why I personally am drawn to her, and why I feel that she has so
much to offer as a writer. When I was writing my first book (on the treatment of unmarried women in Victorian
female fiction), I immediately recognised what a wealth of material Gaskell had to offer me. Not only do her texts
contain a wide range of female characters from across the social classes and active in a considerable variety of
roles, but her treatment of these women shows her deep sympathy with and understanding of her own sex. There are
autobiographical influences here: her maternal grief over the death of her son, the lack of a constant father-figure
in her life, and her recognition of the complexities of marital relationships all provide recurring themes and tropes
in her writing. But I think that in addition to this she has the capacity to visualise and explore female emotions and
experiences different from her own, and to bring them vividly before the reader. Her especial strength seems to me
to lie in her ability to portray feelings of loss, disappointment and emotional deprivation, as, for example, Margaret
Hale’s sense of isolation after the death of both her parents, Phillis’s desolation on learning that Holdsworth has
married someone else, Hester Rose’s unrequited love for Philip, and the loneliness and unfulfilment of the heroines
of ‘Martha Preston’ and ‘Half a Lifetime Ago’. Gaskell is particularly notable in her picturing of unhappy marriages:
her treatment of the mutually tormenting relationship between Sylvia and Philip in Sylvia’s Lovers is, I consider,
equal to George Eliot’s depictions of fatally incompatible marital unions.

Gaskell is, however, not just a ‘woman’s writer’ whose focus is exclusively on female issues. It is the range
of topics that she treats that makes her such a significant writer. At a time when many subjects were contentious,
especially for women to discuss, she offers us fictions about dreadful poverty and troubled labour relations, about
sexual double standards, and about physical violence. In her short stories especially, she explores areas far from the
world of small town society pictured in Cranford (which, marvellous though it is, still remains the book which ‘marks’



her as a particular kind of writer). Working almost exclusively within the genre of nineteenth-century realism, she
presents her material in an often startling way — the reference to the bloody corpse in ‘The Squire’s Story’ or the
thrilling suspense in ‘“The Grey Woman’, for instance. At the same time, her ability to render physical surroundings,
whether they be the appalling conditions of the Manchester slums or the beautiful seascape at Whitby, is outstanding.
There are sides to Gaskell’s writing, too, that have tended to be neglected in favour of her better-known works. More
attention has rightly been given recently to her The Life of Charlotte Bronté, the earliest biography of this famous
novelist and a fascinating text in its own right. Her essays and what could loosely be termed her travel writing are
also parts of her oeuvre that well deserve further consideration: ‘French Life’ gives a most evocative portrait of her
trip to Normandy in search of material on Madame de Sévigné; in other short pieces she shows interest in Italian
politics, French customs, and sheep-farming in the Lake District.

Other readers will of course have other reasons for their admiration of Gaskell’s works — those above merely give
my particular opinion. But I know that we all share our love for this writer, and I hope that in Japan you will continue
to enjoy reading, discussing and writing about her, as you have done in the past.
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