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We cannot conclude without mentioning an attractive reprint of an old
favourite, The Vicar of Wakefield, with a preface by Austin Dobson, and
illustrations by Hugh Thomson, sufficiently recommended by the congenial

pencil of the artist and the congenial pen of the author of the preface.®

Mr. Thomson shows infinite invention and variety in the two hundred
drawings — some of them decorative head and tail pieces, but most of them

illustrations to the text — scattered through the volume.®
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One is almost tempted to think, as one turns over the pages of this
delightful edition, that Mrs. Gaskell must have written Cranford [sic] with
a prophetic eye for Mr. Hugh Thomson as an illustrator. All the characters

in the little village society gain by Mr. Thomson's sympathetic delineation.’
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On the whole, English life was becoming less prim and proper, and was



dropping the outward morality and smug respectability of an earlier
generation. People were also beginning to travel greater distances,
exploring their own countryside and, in the case of the wealthier classes,

the European continent.?
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Towards the old generation we are far from feeling contempt. Rather do we
admire it for its vitality, its high spirits, its enjoyment of things that we are
unable to enjoy. We do not pride ourselves that we are superior to it. We
only marvel that we are so very, very different. It is more than the ordinary
difference between two successive generations. We feel cut off from it and
isolated. With its beliefs, its hopes, its pleasures, its ideas, we have nothing

in common. ... And we have scarcely anything of our own.*
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This is not saying that the literature of the last century and ante was not
coarse than ours. It was — infinitely, and, to us, almost inconceivably
coarse. But it had not the maleficent moral influence that is to be found in
Ibsen and certain others. It spoke broadly of things as they were — openly
of things natural, in a straightforward, farmyard kind of way; but it had no
seductive sliminess, no artful suggestiveness about the sweetness of things
sinful in themselves.... Now the whole spirit as well as the characteristic of
those past times remains with us. Good and bad together have been swept
into the great abyss, and in both our improvement and deterioration we are

equidistant from the starting-point we have considered.*
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It was because she [Mrs. Gaskell] had written Mary Barton that some
deeper echoes reach us in Cranford than are to be found in any of Jane

Austen’s books, delightful as they are.*®
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It is not a slight matter that an author can look back at the last glimpse of
life, and feel that he has left behind him no written word which can make
those who read it otherwise than better; and this acknowledgement is justly
due to Mrs. Gaskell. Other novelists have written books as clever, and
many have written books as innocent; but there are few, indeed, who have
written works which grown-up men read with delight, and children might

read without injury.*®
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