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Abstract

Johnson in Gaskell:

Diction, Narrative, and Print Culture

Noriyuki HARADA

In the first chapter of Vanity Fair, Becky Sharp flings without hesitation a copy of
Johnson’s Dictionary into the garden of Chiswick Mall. This memorable scene well reminds
us of the unpopularity of Johnson’s works among Victorian readers. However, if we take it
into consideration that the copy of the Dictionary Becky actually flings is supposed to be an
abridged version that has been altered by editors till it can scarcely called Johnson’s, and the
contemporary intellectual society started editing a full-scale English dictionary (later OED)
based on Johnson’s original version, we find that Victorian readers came to be divided into
two groups of people: the one who, like Becky, did not have any interest in Johnson’s works
and the other who carried on his literary achievements. In fact, when we read the works
and letters of some Victorian novelists like Charlotte Bronté, George Eliot, and Elizabeth
Gaskell from this point of view, we can point out in their writings a variety of Johnson’s
influences that are sometimes hidden behind the texts. In particular, Gaskell’s references
to Johnson are of special interest. For, she comically borrows his diction in her letters,
mentions Lives of the Poets as one of Carlotte Broté’s favourites, and actually uses his Rasselas
and other works in Cranford. In this paper, with special reference to Cranford, Gaskell’s
way of narrative is examined; the narrative in which characters and events are described in
a gentle progress of the story is typical in her novels, though it is clearly different from the
dramatic development of the plot among the contemporary popular novels. Through the
examination, we can say with fair certainty that the characteristic way of Gaskell’s narrative

shows her familiarity with and reliance on Johnson’s works.



