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They were all silent for a few minutes; each following out the current of their thoughts.
Then, almost simultaneously, their attention fell upon Mary. (D Sitting on her little
stool, her head resting on her father’s knee, and sleeping as soundly as any infant, her

breath (still like an infant’s) came and went as softly as a bird steals to her leafy nest.

Her half-open mouth was as scarlet as the winter-berries, and contrasted finely with the

clear paleness of her complexion, where the eloquent blood flushed carnation at each

motion. Her black eye-lashes lay on the delicate cheek, which was still more shaded
by the masses of her golden hair, that seemed to form a nest-like pillow for her as she
lay. Her father in fond pride straightened one glossy curl, for an instant, as if to display
its length and silkiness. The little action awoke her, and, like nine out of ten people in
similar circumstances, she exclaimed, opening her eyes to their fullest extent, ‘T'm not

asleep. I've been awake all the time.” (95-96)
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Sally Leadbitter was vulgar-minded to the last degree; never easy unless her talk was
of love and lovers; in her eyes it was an honour to have had a long list of wooers. So
constituted, it was a pity that Sally herself was but a plain, red-haired, freckled girl;
never likely, one would have thought, to become a heroine on her own account. 2 But

what she lacked in beauty she tried to make up for by a kind of witty boldness, which

gave her what her betters would have called piquancy. Considerations of modesty or
propriety never checked her utterance of a good thing. She had just talent enough to

corrupt others. Her very good-nature was an evil influence. They could not hate one

who was so kind; they could not avoid one who was so willing to shield them from
scrapes by any exertion of her own; whose ready fingers would at any time make up for
their deficiencies, and whose still more convenient tongue would at any time invent for
them. The Jews, or Mohammedans (I forget which), believe that there is one little bone
of our body, one of the vertebra, if I remember rightly, which will never decay and
turn to dust, but will lie incorrupt and indestructible in the ground until the Last Day:

this is the Seed of the Soul. The most depraved have also their Seed of the Holiness



that shall one day overcome their evil, their one good quality, lurking hidden, but safe,

among all the corrupt and bad. (80)
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Written in the midst of the struggle to write, the journal is a vital internal stimulus,
more reasonably close to the present recurrence of despondency, than fixedly past. In
the terms of contemporary cognitive science, such memories ‘are not possessions that
you have or do not have’ but mental constructions created in the moment, according

to pressing inward demands, and thus ‘about the present as much as about the past.’

(161)
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The letter is mostly travelogue, which moves fluently along, with brisk generosity. But

a shaft is suddenly opened to disclose a pontentially profound area of authorial anxiety,



and, just as suddenly, it is closed over as life’s surfaces and the onward pull of time

reassert themselves as the priorities: ‘Now to go back to Auchencairn’. (161)

Where George Eliot converted individual memory into its shared or collective
equivalent, for Gaskell there was neither the necessity nor the possibility of purposefully

using memory. (164)
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Next to Bronte’s un-‘straight’ sentence shapes, Gaskell’s syntax seems wonderfully self-

forgetful, without conflict. ‘My first self” manifestly is not Gaskell’s priority. (166)
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The only place where its banks are shelving is (D on the side next to a rambling farm-

vard, belonging to one of those old-world, gabled, black and white houses I named
above, overlooking the field through which the public footpath leads. The porch of this

farm-house is covered by a rose-tree; (2) and the little garden surrounding it is crowded

with a medley of old-fashioned herbs and flowers, planted long ago, when the garden

was the only druggist’s shop within reach, and allowed to grow in scrambling and wild

luxuriance—roses, lavender, sage, balm (for tea), rosemary, pinks and wallflowers,

onions and jessamine, in most republican and indiscriminate order. This farm-house
and garden are within a hundred yards of the stile of which I spoke, leading from the

large pasture field into a smaller one, divided by a hedge of hawthorn and black-thorn;

and near this stile, on the further side, there runs a tale that primroses may often be



found, and occasionally the blue sweet violet on the grassy hedge bank. (12)
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(D those old-world, gabled, black and white houses I named above
@it is crowded with a medley of old-fashioned herbs and flowers (%) roses,

lavender, sage, balm (for tea), rosemary, pinks and wallflowers, onions and jessamine,

in most republican and indiscriminate order.
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There is a class of men in Manchester, unknown even to many of the inhabitants,
and whose existence will probably be doubted by many, who yet may claim kindred
with all the noble names that science recognises. I said ‘in Manchester,” but they are
scattered all over the manufacturing districts of Lancashire. In the neighbourhood of
Oldham there are weavers, common hand-loom weavers, who throw the shuttle with
unceasing sound, though Newton’s ‘Principia’ lie open on the loom, to be snatched at
in work hours, but revelled over in meal times, or at night. Mathematical problems are

received with interest, and studied with absorbing attention by many a broad-spoken,

common-looking, factory-hand. It is perhaps less astonishing that the more popularly

interesting branches of natural history have their warm and devoted followers among

this class. There are botanists among them, equally familiar with either the Linnzan or

the Natural system, who know the name and habitat of every plant within a day’s walk



from their dwellings; who steal the holiday of a day or two when any particular plant
should be in flower, and tying up their simple food in their pocket-handkerchiefs,
set off with single purpose to fetch home the humble-looking weed. There are
entomologists, who may be seen with a rude-looking net, ready to catch any winged
insect, or a kind of dredge, with which they rake the green and slimy pools; practical,
shrewd, hard-working men, who pore over every new specimen with real scientific
delight. Nor is it the common and more obvious divisions of Entomology and Botany
that alone attract these earnest seekers after knowledge. Perhaps it may be owing to the
great annual town-holiday of Whitsun-week so often falling in May or June that the
two great, beautiful families of Ephemeride and Phryganide have been so much and
so closely studied by Manchester workmen, while they have in a great measure escaped

general observation. (38)
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Abstract

“The Novelist’s Civility:
The Function of Politeness in Elizabeth Gaskell's Mary Barton’

Masahiko ABE

We often assume that it is to us that the narrator of fiction tells the story. The attitude
of the narrator needs be assessed in terms of her relationship with the reader. Importantly,
however, the narrator is also in touch with the characters. Her domain of interrelationship
extends beyond the one between the narrator and the reader and covers the fictional world
itself which she presents. Just as the narrator can be polite or offensive to us readers, she
can be so to the characters. In this paper, I will discuss the case of Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary
Barton, where the narrator takes quite different stances to the two characters Mary Barton
and Sally Leadbitter. Her attitude to the former is uncertain, hesitant, but reverential,
while to the latter she is not only more determined, efficient but also unforgiving and even
ruthless.

The sharp contrast shown there seems to indicate Gaskell's characteristic strategy of
politeness; sometimes the narrator is eager to observe and express in words what the
character is like, but her depiction fails in the process because, despite her effort, the
illustration does not match what the character potentially possesses. The narrator goes
into details, but the more account she gives, the more blurred the whole picture becomes.
Paradoxically, however, such a failure indicates the depth and complexity of the character
in question, thus elevating her status, imbuing her with attractive opacity. Gaskell excels in
such delicate abstentions from narrative completion.

By contrast, the narrator is quite economical in her depiction of characters who seem to
lack delicacy, complexity or depth. A domain of social relationship is formed here, where
the narrator’s mode of civility changes as she faces different characters. The narrator may
not openly acknowledge such variation, but her practice as a narrator exposes partiality. This
is not just a matter of skills but shows the novelist's moral attitude, too, one that perhaps

reflects the way she dealt with other human beings and the world in general.



