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Abstract

For What should a Spinster Live? : Opinions Secretly Exchanged with
the Password “Anne” between Elizabeth Gaskell and Charlotte Bront&

Tomoko KANDA

When the 1851 Census showed that the population of women had come to greatly
exceed that of men, the surplus women became the focus of public attention. How and
for what should spinsters live if they were kept “out of woman’s natural work™ as a wife
and mother? Most Victorian middle class people believed this to be the only worthy
employment for women. Elizabeth Gaskell and Charlotte Bronté also showed acute
interest in this question. This paper offers the following hypothesis. These two female
writers had exchanged their opinions on the question even before they got acquainted with
each other: by embedding messages in their works with characters’ names as passwords.

At the beginning Bronté chose as a password the name “Anne”, this being the name of
a girl in one of Gaskell’s works who says to the plain heroine, “you’re as born an old maid
as ever | saw”. Probably Bronté associated “Anne” with “one” and “single”. The two
writers then made characters with names which included “an” or “ann” (as in Mary Ann,
for example). These characters are mostly old maids, and if not, are at least concerned
with the old-maid question. Whenever transforming their characters’ names — for
example, from Ann to Annabella — Gaskell and Bronté made them maintain a different
opinion about the old-maid question, or a different way of living as an old maid, from
their predecessou.

This paper shows the process of a hidden discussion between Gaskell and Bronté, and

highlights the difference of their opinions on an old-maid’s aim in life.



