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MARY BARTON

ELIZABETH CLEGHORN GASKELL was born in London in 1810, but she spent her formative years in Cheshire, Stratford-upon-Avon and the north of England. In 1832 she married the Reverend William Gaskell, who became well known as the minister of the Unitarian Chapel in Manchester’s Cross Street. For sixteen years she bore children, worked among the poor, travelled and, latterly, began to write. In 1848 Mary Barton ensured her instant success. Two years later she began writing for Dickens’s magazine, Household Words, to which she contributed fiction for the next thirteen years, her most notable work being another industrial novel, North and South (1855). In 1850 she met Charlotte Brontë, who became a life-long friend. After Charlotte’s death she was chosen by Patrick Brontë to write The Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857), a probing and sympathetic account of this great Victorian novelist. Elizabeth Gaskell’s position as a clergyman’s wife and as a successful writer introduced her to a wide circle of friends, both from the professional world of Manchester and from the larger literary world. Her output was substantial and completely professional. Dickens discovered her resilient strength of character when trying to impose his views on her as editor of Household Words. Her later works Sylvia’s Lovers (1863), Cousin Phillis (1864) and Wives and Daughters (1866) reveal developments in new literary directions. Elizabeth Gaskell died suddenly in November 1865.
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INTRODUCTION

I

In Mary Barton […] Mrs Gaskell negotiates her own problem – of how to intervene in liberal sympathy with the industrial classes – by writing a novel, the reading of which then leaves the reader with Mrs Gaskell’s original problem: what to do in terms of concretely intervening in the kind of industrial conflict to which the novel has alerted us. Unless the reader is to take Mrs Gaskell’s own solution and simply write yet another novel, the reader has been manipulated into trying to solve Mrs Gaskell’s original problem in her place. Mrs Gaskell’s strategy, in other words, is to ‘convert’ her readers into making an active contribution she herself can avoid having to make, precisely by opting to convert others.

This is Bernard Sharratt’s brief exposition of what we might call Gaskell’s global narrative strategy in Mary Barton. It comes in the course of a mock-review of a non-existent critical work whose ‘overall aim is to examine ways in which certain literary texts are so structured as to entice or trap their readers into a change of mind, a reformation of view, a “conversion” ’.1 Self-consciously playful, Sharratt is nonetheless insightful. The question of literature’s relationship to concrete social change is cunningly raised and yet avoided by fictional texts that take such change as their central theme, leaving their more exasperated readers paraphrasing Marx’s aphorism on philosophers before him: novelists only interpret the world; the point, however, is to change it.2 Today, the usual response to this frustration is to deconstruct what some see as a false opposition between ‘interpretation’ and ‘change’. This defence holds that an interpretation, if it gains general consent, is a change, because the intellectual work of analysing society is integral to the process of transforming it (and it evades Marx’s basic point, which is that interpretation on its own is not enough).

However, this is not the place to air specific views on this theoretical debate. Let me instead try to enlarge on the notion of Mary Barton as a ‘conversion’ text. I choose this word rather than Sharratt’s proffered synonyms (‘change’, ‘reformation’) on account of the religious ideology that suffuses Gaskell’s novel. It is a decidedly Christian conversion which is on offer to readers of Mary Barton. Gaskell’s biographer, Jenny Uglow, clearly explains Gaskell’s developing sense of literature as mission: ‘By using her art as the vehicle for her belief, writing became a religious exercise and therefore “permissible”, reflecting a feeling which had lingered on from the eighteenth century that novels were somehow frivolous and corrupting unless they had a clear moral or spiritual message.’3Mary Barton is ostensibly about the relations between labour and capital, but it puts these relations into the service of a Christian myth, so that ultimately it is possible to see the novel as a fabular narrative, or parable. What this parable illustrates is the transition from the Old Testament doctrine of retributive justice (in which ‘life shall go for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot’4 ) to the New Testament code of fraternal pardon (‘For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you’5 ). As such, the ideological locus classicus of Mary Barton is the Sermon on the Mount: ‘Ye have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth: But I say unto you, That ye resist not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also.’6

Gaskell was completing her novel as the opening words of a text much more influential than Mary Barton were being written. It shares The Communist Manifesto’s sense of having reached an epochal crux (‘The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles’), but the means it proposes for expunging class conflict and setting history on a new, harmonious course is patently antagonistic to a political programme which ‘abolishes all religion’.7 The strife-ridden society of Mary Barton is governed by the law of Moses, not the law of capital. The first step towards the murder which is the most dramatic emblem of its social discord is taken by John Barton when, in the midst of a strike, he voices his opposition to the employers in terms that demand ‘serving out’, or revenge: ‘It’s the masters as has wrought this woe; it’s the masters as should pay for it. Him as called me coward just now, may try if I am one or not. Set me to serve out the masters, and see if there’s aught I’ll stick at’ (p. 190).8 Barton says this directly after an emotive speech in which he expresses the shame of another striker who has permanently maimed a blackleg by throwing vitriol in his face. His argument is that this action is counter-productive and morally wrong: it is the employers, not ‘them as has none to help, but mun choose between vitriol and starvation’ (p. 189), who are the enemy.

Taken out of context, Barton’s speech is one of the finest pieces of revolutionary rhetoric to be found in the English novel of the nineteenth century. What we witness in this episode is the happening that E.P. Thompson defined as class: ‘class happens when some men, as a result of common experiences (inherited or shared), feel and articulate the identity of their interests as between themselves, and as against other men whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs’.9 The narrator’s antipathetic ideology, however, which casts a long shadow throughout the novel, is never more present than here. Gaskell takes pains – one of the textual signs of which is the importunate flurry of adjectives in the passage about to be quoted – which ensure that the reader does not come away from this episode with the impression that the men have achieved a state of solidarity:



And so with words, or looks that told more than words, they built up a deadly plan. Deeper and darker grew the import of their speeches, as they stood hoarsely muttering their meaning out, and glaring, with eyes that told the terror their own thoughts were to them, upon their neighbours. Their clenched fists, their set teeth, their livid looks, all told the suffering which their minds were voluntarily undergoing in the contemplation of crime, and in familiarising themselves with its details.

Then came one of those fierce terrible oaths which bind members of Trades’ Unions to any given purpose. Then under the flaring gaslight, they met together to consult further. With the distrust of guilt, each was suspicious of his neighbour; each dreaded the treachery of another.

(p. 190)



If the men unite in a common purpose, the price paid is an intensified disunity of mutual misgiving and fear. The enactment of the planned murder demonstrates John Barton’s rejection of Christian doctrine, just as his earlier spurning of his sister-in-law, ‘the Prodigal’ Esther, fails to replicate the outcome of Christ’s story of the Prodigal Son.10

We shall later examine more fully how ‘murder’ is understood, and the role it plays, in Gaskell’s novel. My claim here is that the narrator regularly acts to ensure the return of a Christian ethic which, by their actions and utterances, characters on both sides of the equation (labour and capital) work to repress. Barton is threatening a break with Christianity from his first scathing references to the gospels of Matthew and Luke. Long before the murder the narrator adjudges him to have ‘hoards of vengeance in his heart against the employers’, to be in the throes of ‘monomania’, as entertaining ‘diseased thoughts’ which ‘excluded the light of heaven’ (pp. 25, 169). As Job Legh sums up, ‘he were sadly put about to make great riches and great poverty square with Christ’s Gospel’ (p. 383). In this he is simply echoing Barton’s own dying speeches, which are, however, confessional, repentant and guilt-ridden to the extreme that Christian morality has reimposed itself upon him. Since the day of the murder, he tells his listeners, ‘I’ve kept thinking and thinking if I were but in that world where they say God is, He would, maybe, teach me right from wrong, even if it were with many stripes. I’ve been sore puzzled here. I would go through hell-fire if I could but get free from sin at last, it’s such an awful thing’ (p. 364).

Barton’s desperate request for forgiveness initially goes ungranted. Carson, the capitalist father of the murdered man, tells him, ‘Let my trespasses be unforgiven, so that I may have vengeance for my son’s murder’, a statement hedged around by the narrator’s own expression of appalled shock and indignation: ‘I would rather see death than the ghastly gloom which darkened that countenance. […] There are blasphemous actions as well as blasphemous words: all unloving, cruel deeds, are acted blasphemy’ (p. 367). She takes us back to Carson’s home, where, by means of a sudden regression to his childhood self, his piety is re-established:



[…] when he entered his house he went straight and silently upstairs to his library, and took down the great, large handsome Bible, all grand and golden, with its leaves adhering together from the bookbinder’s press, so little had it been used. […]

[…] he roused himself from his reverie, and turned to the object of his search – the Gospel, where he half expected to find the tender pleading: ‘They know not what they do.’ […]

Years ago, the Gospel had been his task-book in learning to read. So many years ago, that he had become familiar with the events before he could comprehend the Spirit that made the Life.

He fell to the narrative now afresh, with all the interest of a little child. He began at the beginning, and read on almost greedily, understanding for the first time the full meaning of the story. He came to the end; the awful End. And there were the haunting words of pleading.

He shut the book, and thought deeply.
All night long, the Archangel combated with the Demon.

(pp. 369–70)



Carson’s forgiveness of Barton duly follows in the morning. Indeed, Barton dies in Carson’s arms at the moment the latter expressly recants his blasphemy of the evening before with the prayer, ‘ “God be merciful to us sinners. – Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive them that trespass against us” ’ (p. 372). From this moment on, Carson’s principled dealings with his fellow humans are offered as exemplary, their enumeration bearing the full weight of the narrator’s approval:



[… ] the wish that lay nearest to his heart was that none might suffer from the cause from which he had suffered; that a perfect understanding, and complete confidence and love, might exist between masters and men; that the truth might be recognised that the interests of one were the interests of all, and, as such, required the consideration and deliberation of all; that hence it was most desirable to have educated workers, capable of judging, not mere machines of ignorant men; and to have them bound to their employers by the ties of respect and affection, not by mere money bargains alone; in short, to acknowledge the Spirit of Christ as the regulating law between both parties.

(p. 388)



In response, then, to the contemporary crisis which Marx and Engels were busily sketching – ‘The bourgeoisie […] has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation’11 – Gaskell proposes a return to religion, chivalry, sentiment. Sharratt’s question of ‘what to do in terms of concretely intervening in the kind of industrial conflict to which the novel has alerted us’ is not so much begged as negated. With the exception of the elusively worded comment on the necessity of education, no ‘concrete’ social action is implied in the passage just quoted. There can be little doubt, in any case, that these educative impulses are those so derided by Engels: ‘If here the workers are not educated (i.e. to obedience to the bourgeoisie), they may view matters one-sidedly, from the standpoint of sinister selfishness, and may readily permit themselves to be hoodwinked by sly demagogues; nay, they might even be capable of viewing their greatest benefactors, the frugal and enterprising capitalists, with a jealous and hostile eye. Here proper training alone can avail, or national bankruptcy and other horrors must follow, since a revolution of the workers could hardly fail to occur.’12 These ‘horrors’ are what Gaskell anticipates and wishes to pre-empt. For her, no dissolution of the class structure is imaginable, no abolition of the bourgeoisie, as prophesied by The Communist Manifesto: she does not envisage a society without ‘masters and men’. The ‘regulating law’ of their relations is not even to be a Parliamentary one, but a spiritual bond. There is nothing, for Gaskell, to be done so far as prevailing economic relations are concerned. These are not perceived to be the problem. Indeed, Barton’s politics are posthumously revised by Job Legh so that they appear not to have been driven by essentially material interests: ‘what hurt him sore, and rankled in him as long as I knew him […] was that those who wore finer clothes, and eat better food, and had more money in their pockets, kept him at arm’s length, and cared not whether his heart was sorry or glad’ (p. 384). The revolution urged by Mary Barton is a revolution in the emotional and mental dispositions of individuals towards each other. As such, the novel is a thoroughly idealist enterprise.

II

Indeed, how could it have been anything else? The slightest acquaintance with Gaskell’s biography shows that the two prime determinants of her ideological formation were the bourgeois class to which she belonged and the Unitarian faith to which she subscribed. Unitariaism, of course, constituted a famously ‘progressive’ Dissenting culture, but, as Uglow remarks, ‘the “progressive” Unitarian faith could dovetail very neatly with the aims of the man on the make’.13 As the wife of the assistant minister of Cross Street Unitarian Chapel, Gaskell was exposed to the particularly reactionary influences of such men. Valentine Cunningham records that ‘the chapel and its sanctions were dominant in Mrs Gaskell’s life’:



Moral pressures […] might have come from any chapel. But Cross Street offered peculiar resistances to what Mrs Gaskell was doing in her fiction. ForCross Street was where the bourgeoisie of Manchester worshipped God. Fifteen MPs and seven mayors had connections with the chapel, ‘besides many borough and county magistrates’. The German merchants and businessmen of the city, the Meyers, Schunks, and Schwabes, belonged to it. The Trustees and members were the millocracy the benefactors, the leaders, of Manchester society: corn millers, silk manufacturers, calico printers, patent-reed makers, engineers; bankers and barristers; founders of hospitals, libraries, educational institutes, charitable funds, missions to the poor. The cousinhood extending outwards from the chapel was powerful indeed.14



There was, as we shall see, hostility to Gaskell’s work from this quarter. But the suggestion that the ‘resistances’ were only external to ‘what Mrs Gaskell was doing in her fiction’ seems to me questionable. All the evidence is that such reactionary pressures are part of the internal workings of Mary Barton. What often mediates them is a judgmental narrative voice which uses this or that event in the novel as a launching pad for a brief, usually trite, typically pious, moral discourse. Examples, such as Carson’s unforgiving outburst, the reader’s reaction to which is overdetermined by a narrator intoning ‘blasphemy’, have already been noted. Another key technique is Gaskell’s emphasis on characters’ obsessive application to themselves of an oppressive moral code which their actions objectively contest. Barton is the obvious case, but his sister-in-law Esther is another. No reader of Esther’s account of the circumstances that have led her into a life on the streets (pp. 161–2) can deny that it reveals a degree of sympathy and understanding that was absent in conventional moral thinking of the period. Gaskell is here offering a socio-economic explanation for prostitution, one that runs against the grain of biblical attainders for whoredom, resting as they did on notions of irredeemable spiritual corruption. She is not as thoroughgoing as Engels, in that she does not consider that Esther’s clients are probably ‘the virtuous bourgeoisie’.15 Nonetheless, Esther’s ‘Do you think God will punish me for that?’ (p. 162) is a truly radical question, until it is drowned in the noise of her repeated self-condemnations, articulated and thought, which seem to answer it in the affirmative: ‘With her violent and unregulated nature, rendered morbid by the course of life she led, and her consciousness of her degradation, she cursed herself […] How could she, the abandoned and polluted outcast, ever have dared to hope for a blessing, even on her efforts to do good? The black curse of Heaven rested on all her doings, were they for good or for evil’ (p. 235). The mode of self-loathing is so pervasive in Mary Barton that one is tempted to declare that the novel is itself trapped in it. The narrative voice is often to be heard straining to communicate its abhorrence of the morally transgressive material that it is continually bringing to the reader’s attention.

Consciously or unconsciously Gaskell must have hoped that the self-judgmental nature of her tale would forestall the harshest criticisms of Manchester’s bourgeois Unitarians. It was not to be. ‘My poor Mary Barton is stirring up all sorts of angry feelings against me in Manchester,’ she told Edward Holland on 13 January 1849, ‘but those best acquainted with the way of thinking & feeling among the poor acknowledge its truth; which is the acknowledgment I most of all desire, because evils once recognized are half way on towards their remedy’16 The closeness of the novel to contemporary events was enough to create ill-feeling in Cross Street. The murder of Harry Carson has its origin, like that in Elizabeth Stone’s William Langshawe, the Cotton Lord (1842), in the real-life murder of Thomas Ashton by striking workers on 3 January 1831.17 Gaskell wrote to her publisher, Edward Chapman, on 13 November 1848, ‘I find every one here has most convincing proofs that the authorship of “Mary Barton” should be attributed to a Mrs Wheeler, née Miss Stone, and authoress of some book called the “Cotton Lord”. I am only afraid lest you should be convinced and transact that part of the business which yet remains unaccomplished with her. I do assure you that I am the author’ Two days earlier, writing to Catherine Winkworth, she had in fact endorsed the rumour to maintain her anonymity, the only real protection she had from the potential wrath of the Manchester business class with which she was so strongly connected.18 A letter of 16 August 1852 reveals the kind of difficulty she faced when that anonymity evaporated. Cunningham summarizes:



When Mrs Gaskell wanted to present a copy of Mary Barton to the Manchester Free Library in 1852, she had to seek permission from Sir John Potter, its promoter. She feared Sir John’s distaste: the distaste of the mill-owning class (‘Of course I cannot be unaware of the opinions which you and your brother have so frequently & openly expressed with regard to Mary Barton …’). Neither did she want Sir John to think she had callously exploited the murder of Thomas Ashton by unionists in 1831 as ‘a mere subject for a story’. As it happened,  the last person to speak to Thomas Ashton had been his sister Mary who, in 1847, married Thomas Bayley Potter. When she came to the murder in Mary Barton Mrs Potter fainted away. The assistant minister’s wife, the Potters suspected, had deliberately revived painful memories.19



But Potter, ‘a Cross Street stalwart’ and, among other things, an MP who ‘spoke vehemently in the Commons against government legislation on factory hours and conditions’,20 would also have found Mary Barton difficult to swallow for quite different reasons. He would have been indignant at the apparently modest disclaimer of the author’s Preface: ‘I know nothing of Political Economy, or the theories of trade. I have tried to write truthfully; and if my accounts agree or clash with any system, the agreement or disagreement is unintentional’ (p. 4). To the Manchester manufacturers of the late 1840s, the phrase ‘Political Economy’ referred only to one system, that of laissez-faire capitalism.21 Gaskell’s disavowal of Political Economy in favour of writing ‘truthfully’ thus carries a subversive potential.

Purporting to ignorance was almost certainly a ploy. Her own father, William Stevenson, had serialized three extended essays entitled ‘The Political Economist’ in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine in the 1820s. These tried to lay down a theoretical basis for Political Economy as a science, partly by demonstrating how contradictory the various systems were. But Stevenson also explicitly undermined the claim of dogmatic, self-interested, practising capitalists that Political Economy was their territory and theirs alone:



It may be urged, that those who are practically engaged in commerce, are more worthy of our confidence as instructors and guides in Political Economy; and that the facts which they have accumulated during a life of personal observation and experience, must be not only well-founded, but also directly and profitably applicable to the most difficult and complicated cases of this science.

This, however, we suspect will be found far from the truth. […] The object of Political Economy, as a science, is the increase of wealth and prosperity of communities at large, not of any class or portion of them, at the expense of another. The object of the commercial man is to benefit himself: he looks no farther; he decides on the propriety, the prudence, or the wisdom of every plan and measure, according as it is advantageous to the line of business he pursues, and, more especially, according as it is advantageous to himself individually. […]

Here, then, is one fertile source of fallacy in the facts of practical men; they state the fact and consequence of any measure, but not the whole fact and consequence; the fact and consequence as they affect their own interest, or the interest of that particular branch of trade in which they are engaged, but not as they affect the national interest. They know and feel that they are benefited by the measure, but they are ignorant, and they do not inquire, whether, while they are benefited, by their very benefit, others, and the nation at large, are injured.22



The burden of this passage rings out clearly in Mary Barton. The novel frequently seems to dramatize it. Carson’s religious epiphany, for instance, reveals how self-interest has blinkered him. When Barton hectors Wilson about the effects of capital accumulation (‘They’n screwed us down to th’ lowest peg, in order to make their great big fortunes, and build their great big houses, and we, why we’re just clemming, many and many of us’) he memorably illustrates its injuriousness (p. 66). The wilful ignorance of the propertied and their lack of enquiry into the conditions of the poor is starkly symbolized by Mrs Hunter, the manufacturer’s wife, who passes Barton ‘loaded with purchases for a party’ on the day that his son dies of starvation (p. 25).

Gaskell’s renunciation of Political Economy was, then, one of the novel’s most taboo elements, a startling break with the nostrums of her peers. But as we have seen, the narrative is one which routinely attempts to neutralize its own transgressions. The Preface itself prepares the reader for the neglect of Political Economy by a short discourse on the consciousness of the poor and, no less important, how it can be managed:



The more I reflected on this unhappy state of things between those so bound to each other by common interests, as the employers and the employed must ever be, the more anxious I became to give some utterance to the agony which, from time to time, convulses this dumb people; the agony of suffering without the sympathy of the happy, or of erroneously believing that such is the case. If it be an error that the woes, which come with ever returning tide-like flood to overwhelm the workmen in our manufacturing towns, pass unregarded by all but the sufferers, it is at any rate an error so bitter in its consequences to all parties, that whatever public effort can do in the way of merciful deeds, or helpless love in the way of ‘widow’s mites’ could do, should be done, and that speedily, to disabuse the work-people of so miserable a misapprehension. At present they seem to me to be left in a state, wherein lamentations and tears are thrown aside as useless, but in which the lips are compressed for curses, and the hands clenched and ready to smite.

(pp. 3–4)



Here the differing and defining interests of bourgeoisie and proletariat are dissolved in a commitment to perpetual, unchanging ‘common interests’. The ‘agony’ of the poor, like the frustration later ascribed to John Barton, is not the agony of privation, but of privation without sympathy – without the sympathy, that is, of those more fortunately placed. It is not the suffering attendant upon economic disadvantage, then, that must be addressed. This is simply taken as given. The absence that must be met is that of fellow-feeling, or the demonstration of fellow-feeling, on the part of the propertied. The metaphor looming over this passage – it reveals itself in the image of the ‘ever returning tide-like flood’ – depicts poverty as a natural disaster, and its plea is for the middle classes to make the customary response to such a disaster: one which expresses condolence without admitting responsibility. Gaskell, in ‘giving some utterance’ to the pain of the poor, which by definition these ‘dumb people’ cannot do, constructs Mary Barton itself as a prime example of the communication of consolation. By reading her novel, it follows, working people will be ‘disabused’ of the ‘miserable misapprehension’ that the middle classes do not feel for them. They will thus be restored to a condition in which ‘lamentations and tears’, the emotional displays of passive desperation, have a meaning; and in which the active, insurgent power of ‘hands clenched and ready to smite’ is disabled. Gaskell concludes her Preface by insisting that ‘the state of feeling among too many of the factory-people in Manchester’, if allowed to go unchecked, is one that will lead to the kind of ‘events which have so recently occurred among a similar class on the Continent’, an overt reference to the European revolutions of 1848. Mary Barton is thus to be seen as a calculatedly political novel, an historical intervention in the cause of counter-revolution. Gaskell said as much in a letter of 21 March 1848 to her publisher, Edward Chapman, who was dithering over the date of publication: ‘I can not help fancying that the tenor of my tale is such as to excite attention at the present time of struggle on the part of work people to obtain what they esteem to be their rights.’23

Engels held that the purveyors of Gaskell’s kind of sophistry – ‘the very people who, from the “impartiality” of their superior standpoint, preach to the workers a Socialism soaring high above their class interests and class struggles, and tending to reconcile in a higher humanity the interests of both the contending classes’ – were either neophytes or wolves in sheep’s clothing24 We forget, perhaps, that Gaskell was herself an employer, if only on a small scale. In 1844 there were three domestic staff in the Gaskell household.25 In March 1847 she was considering sacking her nurse, Fergusson, in whose arms her son had died in 1845, but whom she considered no longer able to manage her children. ‘I can not keep down the feeling which I yet know to be morbid,’ she told Fanny Holland, ‘that it is ungrateful to even part with one who was so tender to my poor darling boy, and that makes me most miserable.’ But dismiss her she did.26 We cannot, of course, judge this action in virtual ignorance of its circumstances. On the other hand, the episode speaks volumes about which side, experientially Gaskell was on.

But we should not, perhaps, set too much store by the Preface, or the long, didactic and reactionary conversation between Job Legh and Carson in chapter 37 (pp. 383–7). Gaskell was made to write both, under protest, after the novel was finished.27 Nonetheless, in the many other passages that dwell on economic questions, her essential complicity with laissez-faire is demonstrable. Note, in the following description of the outrage felt by the unemployed towards conspicuous bourgeois consumption during trade depressions, how the narrator interrupts to assert that she has access to ‘the truth’ of the matter:



Large houses are still occupied, while spinners’ and weavers’ cottages stand empty, because the families that once filled them are obliged to live in rooms or cellars. Carriages still roll along the streets, concerts are still crowded by subscribers, the shops for expensive luxuries still find daily customers, while the workman loiters away his unemployed time in watching these things, and thinking of the pale, uncomplaining wife at home, and the wailing children asking in vain for enough of food, – of the sinking health, of the dying life, of those near and dear to him. The contrast is too great. Why should he alone suffer from bad times?

I know that this is not really the case; and I know what is the truth in such matters: but what I wish to impress is what the workman feels and thinks. True, that with child-like improvidence good times will often dissipate his grumbling, and make him forget all prudence and foresight.

But there are earnest men among these people, men who have endured wrongs without complaining, but without ever forgetting or forgiving those whom (they believe) have caused all this woe.

(p. 24)



There is an extraordinary inscrutability about ‘I know that this is not really the case; and I know what is the truth in such matters’. The import, clearly enough, is that the proletarian perspective is a deluded one: the affluent also suffer during slumps. Gaskell neglects to enlarge because this passage is self-evidently addressed to her middle-class readers, who, reassured by her assertion that economic adversity touches all, are left to supply examples from their own experience. The radical potential of Gaskell’s animadversions on capitalist economics is habitually defused by the resort to cautious disclaimers and qualifications such as we witness in this passage.

Donald Read reminds us that ‘a widening of the class gulf was not, of course, an intended effect of the new laissez-faire economics. On the contrary an integral part of the new political economy was its theory of social union. The work of masters and men, the argument ran, was entirely complementary. They depended on each other and had everything in common: they ought always therefore to live together in amity.’28 Gaskell was saying nothing new when she told her own class the same, or drew attention to the fact that the theory of social union was not accepted by the workers. ‘From the early decades of the century on,’ writes Michael E. Rose, ‘there was a growing concern about the separation of rich from poor, and a realisation of the need to neutralise conflict which might arise as a result of this separation.’29 Such neutralization, aimed at reproducing the prevailing capitalist relations of production, is the unceasing, constantly self-renewing historical programme of the bourgeois intelligentsia. Mary Barton was not, ideologically, an original contribution to that project. But, cast in the populist form of romantic fiction, it is one of the most accessible and readily consumed.30 This may have been why Edmund Potter, a Derbyshire calico printer and, later, MP for Carlisle, bought copies of the book for his workers, much to Gaskell’s delight.31 It may also explain why it remains a staple element of English Literature syllabuses a century and a half later.

III

The reader unfamiliar with Mary Barton may be wondering why the eponymous heroine has not yet entered the discussion. The fact is that she was never meant to be the protagonist. One of the cruellest revisions Edward Chapman forced on his newly discovered talent, in her view, was a change of title. Gaskell voiced her sustained dismay to Julia Lamont on 5 January 1849:



‘John Barton’ was the original name, as being the central figure to my mind; indeed I had so long felt that the bewildered life of an ignorant thoughtful man of strong power of sympathy, dwelling in a town so full of striking contrasts as this is, was a tragic poem, that in writing he was my ‘hero’; and it was a London thought coming through the publisher that it must be called Mary B. So many people overlook John B or see him merely to misunderstand him, that if you were a stranger and had only said that one thing (that the book shd [sic] have been called John B) I should have had pleasure in feeling that my own idea was recognized.32



Uglow speculates that Chapman ‘may have been reluctant to shock the public by having the name of a murderer, John Barton, as the title’, and further suggests that his demand for the change reflects the perception that ‘as the novel progresses Mary does move to centre stage and so does Gaskell’s enduring subject – a different kind of psychological drama, the violent jolting into maturity and sexual awareness of a young, idealistic and innocent girl’.33 But readers have tended to find the melodramatic manipulation of this character too overwhelming for her also to carry this degree of thematic weight.

Raymond Williams felt the second half of Mary Barton to be ‘the familiar and orthodox plot of the Victorian novel of sentiment, but of little lasting interest’, marked as it is by ‘the change of emphasis which the change of title records, diverted to the less compromising figure’ of Mary: ‘It is not only that [Gaskell] recoils from the violence of the murder, to the extent of being unable even to enter it as the experience of the man conceived as her hero. It is also that, as compared with the carefully representative character of the early chapters, the murder itself is exceptional.’34 Lynette Felber writes of the novel’s formal incongruence, ‘the simultaneous presence of realistic and romance elements’, which she shows to be related to the text’s ideological tendencies.35 Catherine Gallagher sees the second half of the novel as an abandonment of its essentially tragic promise.36 Only Patsy Stoneman seems to wish to redeem it in any respect, in her reading of the novel as ‘a critique of fatherhood’: for her, ‘the “murder plot” demonstrates how the dominant ideology sanctions vengeance, not succour, as the expression of paternal “care”, and the “romance plot” offers Jem as the worker/father of the future, when workers will be “educated… not mere machines of ignorant men” ’.37

I share most critics’ sense of the inadequacy and tiresomeness of the murder plot and the subsequent legal melodrama. This was Gaskell’s first novel and she is clearly somewhat stretched by the form. However, I want to offer the thought that the function of the murder and the consequent judicial proceedings, however prolix and incompetent their telling may be, is the creation of a community in which the social alienation of individuals is minimized (such alienation previously having been maximized). Gaskell is looking for a narrative means of dissipating the conflictual nature of the society described in the first half of the novel, but her own ideological commitments preclude plot lines which posit structural social changes. The conflict thus has to be displaced – it is made judicial rather than social – to a realm in which it can permissibly be resolved. The cooperative activity of those interested in proving Jem Wilson’s innocence (positive) stands in opposition to the co-operative activity of those interested in overturning the class structure (negative). The result of the legal melodrama is a community of depoliticized individuals (Mary, Margaret, Jem, Will, Job Legh, Jane Wilson) who do not feel alienated from the society to which they belong. The minor problem of Jem’s ex-workmates refusing to rub shoulders with a suspected murderer is solved by sending him to Canada. The result is that social alienation is seen not to have its origin in class, but in radical politics: John Barton’s re-entry into the narrative, after a long absence, is a mere reminder that such alienation is expiring. He is now ‘a wan, feeble figure’ with a ‘clockwork tread’, a ‘haunting ghost’ paying his last respects before his own final, voluntary exorcism (p. 346).

And yet it is Barton, and Barton alone, in this novel, who voices a more radical sense of ‘murder’ than that conceived by the judicial process. He does so when he calls Esther the ‘murderer’ of his wife (p. 125): ‘it was thee who killed her, as sure as ever Cain killed Abel. She’d loved thee as her own, and she trusted thee as her own, and when thou wert gone she never held head up again, but died in less than a three week; and at her judgment-day she’ll rise, and point to thee as her murderer; or if she don’t, I will.’ The novel, of course, dedicates itself to defining murder in narrowly judicial terms which apply only to Barton. His bitter indictment of Esther is presumably to be taken as an example of his unforgiving extremism. But we are under no obligation to read it thus if we remember that Barton later turns his energies to the arraignment of the employers rather than his own class. When he does so, the notion of ‘social murder’ clearly stays with him. It was Engels, of course, who famously accused English capitalists of being just such murderers:



When one individual inflicts bodily injury upon another, such injury that death results, we call the deed manslaughter; when the assailant knew in advance that the injury would be fatal, we call his deed murder. But when society places hundreds of proletarians in such a position that they inevitably meet a too early and an unnatural death, one which is quite as much a death by violence as that by the sword or bullet; when it deprives thousands of the necessaries of life, places them under conditions in which they cannot live – forces them, through the strong arm of the law, to remain in such conditions until that death ensues which is the inevitable consequence – knows that these thousands of victims must perish, and yet permits these conditions to remain, its deed is murder just as surely as the deed of the single individual; disguised, malicious murder, murder against which none can defend himself, which does not seem what it is, because no man sees the murderer, because the death of the victim seems a natural one, since the offence is more one of omission than of commission. But murder it remains.



‘Society’ here means ‘the ruling power of society, the class which at present holds social and political control, and bears, therefore, the responsibility for the condition of those to whom it grants no share in such control.’38 We have seen that Gaskell rejects the proposal that the bourgeoisie bears such responsibility. The murder plot of Mary Barton understandably, therefore, works to occlude the emergence of ‘social murder’ as a valid concept. If it did not, the novel would be in danger of subverting the social, economic and political order it was intended to consolidate.

IV

Mary Barton, then, is the story of John Barton. He is clearly a representative figure, but not an Everyman: he does not signify the working class as a whole, but its politicized element. Essentially, the narrative is a drama of working-class radicalization and its consequences, both personal and social. The characterization of Barton is consistently moving in two directions. The more politicized he becomes, the more he undergoes a degeneration of the person. The embrace of active politics is equated with the erosion of humanity. On his wife’s death, ‘one of the ties which bound him down to the gentle humanities of earth was loosened, and henceforward the neighbours all remarked he was a changed man. His gloom and his sternness became habitual instead of occasional’ (p. 23). He becomes ‘an active member of the Trades’ Union’, indeed ‘was chairman at many a Trades’ Union meeting; a friend of delegates, and ambitious of being a delegate himself; a Chartist, and ready to do anything for his order’; but in good times his political feelings ‘were theoretical, not practical’ (pp. 23, 25). One contrast is George Wilson, who ‘had no great sympathy on the questions that agitated Barton’s mind’ and replies to one of Barton’s frequent polemics, ‘th’ masters suffer too’ (pp. 28, 66). Others are the young Jem Wilson, whose interests lie with the Barton daughter and her affections, not the father and his politics, and the elderly Job Legh, whose relation to the production process is tangential.

But the development of Barton’s character as a function of his increasing difference from those around him is only one of Gaskell’s strategies. Others are direct authorial judgment of the political movements, in which Barton is involved, and the carefully contrived association of his public actions with his private depravity. The inflationary spiral of the trade crisis of 1839–41 leads its victims to weep, and then to curse, until ‘their vindictive feelings exhibited themselves in rabid politics’ (p. 85). These are expressed in ‘desperate plans’, by which is meant the intent to withdraw labour. Barton’s part in these plans is related so that it seems of a piece with his addiction to opium (p. 123), just as his beating of his daughter is collocated with occasions when ‘strange faces of pale men, with dark glaring eyes, peered into the inner darkness, and seemed desirous to ascertain if her father was at home. […] They were all desperate members of Trades’ Unions, ready for anything’ (p. 118).

The portrayal of Barton indicates some uncertainty on Gaskell’s part about the relations between the various elements of radical politics in this period. We learn (p. 170) that ‘Barton became a Chartist, a Communist, all that is commonly called wild and visionary’ But Chartism and Communism were hardly synonymous. Their equation could be made only by one hostile to both or practically ignorant of either. It is not inconceivable that an individual Chartist might also be a Communist, or that an individual Communist might support the aims of the Charter. Communism as such, however, had no organizational existence in England until the Communist League established its Central Committee in London at its congress of June 1847. The same Congress mandated Marx and Engels to write The Communist Manifesto, published in February 1848. Until that date ‘Communism’ in Britain usually denoted the doctrines of Robert Owen. As The Communist Manifesto indicates, English Owenites tended to oppose the Chartists,39 which may be why the Chartist Barton is later (p. 384), and confusingly, said not to be of their number.

But Gaskell is not here aiming to enlighten her readers about the complexities of British working-class politics. Instead, she is enrolling her characterization of Barton in the cause of a propaganda campaign against atheism. Susan Budd records that ‘moral-force chartism and Owenism’ were ‘the two most important sources’ of organized secularism in mid-nineteenth-century Britain.40Mary Barton attacks both because, whatever differences they had with one another, Chartism shared with Owenism a nerve-centre in Manchester. Owen had not only worked in the city between 1788 and 1799, becoming its most famous non-Unitarian manufacturer and being elected to the prestigious Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society41 He routinely came back to haunt the place, and was still active in Gaskell’s day. On 1 May 1835 (conceivably the date on which the action of Mary Barton begins),42 he announced in his journal The New Moral World the formation of the Association of All Classes of All Nations, which held its annual congresses of 1837 and 1838 in Salford. In 1837 the editorial offices of The New Moral World were moved to Manchester, after Owen had packed out a hall in Peter Street with an audience of two thousand (Six Lectures Delivered at Manchester was subsequently published in 1839): Manchester lay at the heart of Owenite activity, and the Salford socialists had made rapid progress in the late 1830s. Late in 1838 they had extended their activities still further when they had opened the Carpenters’ Hall in Manchester for lectures, and such was their success that they began to make plans for a new hall in Campfield, off Deansgate. Owen laid the foundation stone for this in August 1839, the old Salford Social Institution was closed at the end of the year and the socialists looked forward to the opening of their new premises, the largest of their kind in Manchester. The Reverend J.W. Kidd, incumbent of nearby St Matthias’s Church, Campfield, was not pleased: eager socialists who gathered at the building site on Sunday mornings disturbed his services, and feeling ran high on both sides. With the help of Hugh Stowell, Kidd formed a committee ‘for the counter-action and suppression of that hideous form of infidelity which assumes the name of Socialism’, and the attempt this committee made to suppress socialism in Manchester illustrates the difficult legal position which people of unorthodox beliefs had to face in early Victorian England.43

We cannot know where Gaskell stood in relation to such a counter-socialist organization. The one mention of Stowell (the vicar of Christ Church, Salford) in her extant correspondence seems uncomplimentary,44 Kidd is not mentioned at all, and neither is alluded to by her biographer. But her opposition to Owenism was undoubtedly in the same spirit.

Let us conclude by examining what is certainly the best known passage in the novel, its climactic intertwining of Barton’s character with his politics:



John Barton’s overpowering thought, which was to work out his fate on earth, was rich and poor; why are they so separate, so distinct, when God has made them all? It is not His will that their interests are so far apart. Whose doing is it?

And so on into the problems and mysteries of life, until, bewildered and lost, unhappy and suffering, the only feeling that remained clear and undisturbed in the tumult of his heart, was hatred to the one class, and keen sympathy with the other.

But what availed his sympathy? No education had given him wisdom; and without wisdom, even love, with all its effects, too often works but harm. He acted to the best of his judgment, but it was a widely-erring judgment.

The actions of the uneducated seem to be typified in those of Frankenstein, that monster of many human qualities, ungifted with a soul, a knowledge of the difference between good and evil.

The people rise up to life; they irritate us, they terrify us, and we become their enemies. Then, in the sorrowful moment of our triumphant power, their eyes gaze on us with mute reproach. Why have we made them what they are; a powerful monster, yet without the inner means for peace and happiness?

(pp. 169–70)



Chris Baldick identifies this discussion as the point at which Gaskell ‘comes to wash her hands of her proletarian hero and to recoil from him as a monster when he appears to be asserting his independence from his employers and from his literary creator’. But the passage does its work not just by being ‘a creative misreading which wrenches the [Frankenstein] myth into new patterns’.45 The rebellious working class is equally constructed as monstrous, as ‘other’, by Gaskell’s sudden slide into the first person plural, a discursive manoeuvre which implicates the reader in a collective opposition and hostility to that class: ‘The people rise up to life; they irritate us, they terrify us, and we become their enemies. Then, in the sorrowful moment of our triumphant power, their eyes gaze on us with mute reproach.’ In the passage as a whole, Gaskell erects a series of binary oppositions (Barton/us, labour/capital etc.), some explicit, others implicit. The following are certainly suggested:








	Barton
	us



	labour
	capital



	poor
	rich



	created
	creators



	bewildered
	wise



	suffering
	happy



	ignorant
	knowledgeable



	mute
	articulate



	defeated
	triumphant





It is not just her own hands Gaskell is washing. She is inviting her readers to testify that ours are clean too, and offering us various inducements to ensure that they are, such as self-identification with the creative, wise and articulate. If these are not enough, we are encouraged in the fantasy of sharing the ‘triumphant power’ which is seen as the ultimate reward for throwing in one’s lot with the forces of capital. This is not a novel that interpellates its readers dispassionately. On the contrary, by means of its characterization of John Barton, it tempts us into identification with a set of positive and powerful social values whose negation he signifies.

It was not only conservative discourse that in this period generated images of the proletariat as demonic and bestial. Socialist writers did the same, but with quite different ends in mind. One of the most startling passages in Engels is that in which he explains that there ‘is no cause for surprise if the workers, treated as brutes, actually become such; or if they can maintain their consciousness of manhood only by cherishing the most glowing hatred, the most unbroken inward rebellion against the bourgeoisie in power. They are men so long as they burn with wrath against the reigning class. They become brutes the moment they bend in patience under the yoke, and merely strive to make life endurable while abandoning the effort to break the yoke.’46 This stands Gaskell’s system of values on its head, permitting Barton’s humanity to be identified with his hatred, his worth with his disobedience, his effectiveness with his rebelliousness.

From the ‘Frankenstein’ passage on, it seems to me, the reader’s response to John Barton is a touchstone of his or her own ideological affinities. Only the liberals in Gaskell’s audience, I would argue, can now read smoothly with the grain of her characterization. Conservatives will find her attempts to maintain sympathy for Barton absurd, and socialists will find them bogus. But it would clearly be a mistake to think of Mary Barton as a mere melodrama, a simple novel of sentiment and feeling, or of its author simply as the politically naïve wife of a minister, consuming her leisure hours by spinning an innocent tale of ordinary working people. In fact, Mary Barton is one of the most militant pieces of fiction to come out of the nineteenth century. In it Gaskell embarks on a mission to persuade her readers to steer clear of the siren voices of socialism and atheism; to resign themselves to the capitalist order which the former threatens, and to embrace the consolatory Christianity which the latter rejects. These were ambitious ideological aims. They still are. Present-day liberalism seeks to persuade us that capitalism is the ultimate stage of economic development; much contemporary conservatism relies on Christianity as an ideological buttress. The durability of Gaskell’s novel may be a sign that it is still considered a potential means of fostering liberal/conservative consciousness.

MACDONALD DALY
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

If the manuscript of Mary Barton survived, there would undoubtedly be difficulties for an editor. Its absence simplifies everything.

The novel was first published, anonymously, in two volumes, in October 1848. Gaskell made a last-minute proposal that the pseudonym ‘Stephen Berwick’ be used, but the novel had already gone to press.1 In its published form it was somewhat different from the novel that Edward Chapman had accepted for publication the previous year. Chapman asked for the title to be changed from John Barton to Mary Barton. Gaskell reluctantly agreed, adding the subtitle ‘A Manchester Love Story’, but this was also altered prior to publication. At the same time she provided requested glosses, written by William Gaskell, to some of the dialect expressions.2 In the summer Chapman asked for another addition. ‘I hardly know what you mean by an “explanatory preface”,’ Gaskell replied:



The only thing I should like to make clear is that it is no catch-penny run up since the events on the Continent have directed public attention to the consideration of the state of affairs between the Employers, & their work-people.

If you think the book requires such a preface I will try to concoct it; but at present, I have no idea what to say.3



In early 1849, in order to explain the perceived weakness of a particular section of the novel, Gaskell told Mary Greg of a more substantial addition she had also been forced to make:



I can trace and remember how unwillingly and from what force of outside pressure (which is, I am convinced, a wrong motive for writing and sure only to produce a failure) it was written. The tale was originally complete without the part which intervenes between John Barton’s death and Esther’s; about 3 pages, I fancy, including that conversation between Job Legh, and Mr Carson, and Jem Wilson. The MS. had been in the hands of the publisher above 14 months, and was nearly all printed when the publisher sent me word that it would fall short of the requisite number of pages, and that I must send up some more as soon as possible. I remonstrated over and over again – I even said I would rather relinquish some of the payment than interpolate anything.4



John Barton’s death occurs at the end of chapter 35; Esther’s is reported mid-way through chapter 38. However, Gaskell cannot mean that chapters 36 and 37 were added later: the former relates Jem and Mary’s decision to emigrate to Canada, without which their removal there in chapter 38 would appear to be extremely gratuitous. It is probable, therefore, that the insertion forced upon her was chapter 37.

In these circumstances, an editor might follow the precedent of the recent scholarly edition of D.H. Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1992; Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1994), which presents an interesting parallel case of non-authorial interference with a text. The result would be the publication of Gaskell’s novel as John Barton, the removal of the Preface, of chapter 37, and of dialect glosses. I have not followed this course, not least because I argue against such measures in my own edition of Sons and Lovers (London, Everyman Paperbacks, 1994). Readers who wish to read John Barton rather than Mary Barton can, of course, omit the offending passages.

Gaskell’s own dissatisfaction with the text of 1848 is enough to rule it out as the basis for the present edition: ‘In looking over the book I see numerous errors regarding the part written in the Lancashire dialect; “gotten” should always be “getten”; &c.’5 The third edition of 1849 made few changes to the second (Leipzig, Tauchnitz, 1849), in which Gaskell corrected and modified the text. The main differences in the third edition, compared to the first, are the adoption of the dialect spelling forms which Gaskell intended, the provision of individual chapter titles, and the general expansion of the footnotes. The third edition of Mary Barton was the base text used in volume one of the Knutsford Edition of the Works of Mrs Gaskell, Mary Barton and Other Tales, edited by A.W. Ward (London, Smith, Elder & Co., 1906). The Knutsford text, with a few silent corrections and modernization of subeditorial conventions, is the one used here.



NOTES

See also ‘Note on Abbreviations’ on p. 394.

1 Letters, p. 59 (19 October 1848).

2 Letters, p. 56 (17 April 1848). Gaskoll’s polite irritation is evident in her letters to Chapman around this time. She remained unhappy with the title Mary Barton: see her comments on the matter, quoted in section III of the Introduction.

3 Letters, p. 58(10 July 1848).

4 Letters, p. 75.

5 Letters, p. 64 (5 December 1848). In fact, Gaskell did not correct every example of ‘gotten’ when she had the opportunity to do so for the second edition.



SUGGESTED FURTHER READING

Secondary sources used in the preparation of this edition are listed in the Notes. The following suggestions are selective, and point the reader towards a wealth of material not mentioned here.

HISTORICAL

The best contemporary account of social conditions in England in the 1840s is Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845; first published in English, 1887; repr. London, Panther, 1969). Others include Joseph Adshead, Distress in Manchester: Evidence (Tabular and Otherwise) of the State of the Labouring Classes in 1840–42 (London, Henry Hooper, 1842), and Léon Faucher, Manchester in 1844: Its Condition and Future Prospects (1844; repr. London, Frank Gass, 1969). Angus Bethune Reach, Manchester and the Textile Districts in 1849, ed. G. Aspin (Helmshore, Helmshore Local History Society, 1972) reproduces reports first published in the Morning Chronicle in October and November 1849, and is essentially an apology for the factory system. A good, brief discussion of Chartism is Donald Read, ‘Chartism in Manchester’, in Asa Briggs (ed.), Chartist Studies (London, Macmillan, 1959), pp. 29–64.

GASKELL

For Gaskell’s life, consult Jenny Uglow, Elizabeth Gaskell: A Habit of Stories (London, Faber, 1993). For her correspondence, see J.A.V. Chapple and Arthur Pollard (eds), The Letters of Mrs Gaskell (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1966). Patsy Stoneman, Elizabeth Gaskell (Brighton, Harvester Press, 1987), is a book-length feminist study of her fiction.

THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY NOVEL

Joseph Kestner, Protest and Reform: The British Social Narrative by Women 1827–1867 (London, Methuen, 1985) has a long, valuable chapter on novels of the 1840s. Valentine Cunningham, Everywhere Spoken Against: Dissent in the Victorian Novel (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1975) devotes a chapter to Gaskell.

MARY BARTON

Stoneman’s Elizabeth Gaskell (noted under Gaskell, above) has a chapter on Mary Barton. Monica Correa Fryckstedt, Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton and Ruth: A Challenge to Christian England (Uppsala, University of Uppsala, 1982) looks in depth at the social and historical context of the novel. Other valuable discussions include: Catherine Gallagher, The Industrial Reformation of English Fiction: Social Discourse and Narrative Form 1832–1867 (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1985), pp. 62–87; Lynette Felber, ‘Gaskell’s Industrial Idylls: Ideology and Formal Incongruence in Mary Barton and North and South’, Clio 18, 1 (1988), pp. 55–72; and E.Jordan, ‘Spectres and Scorpions: Allusion and Confusion in Mary Barton’, Literature and History 7, 1 (1981), pp. 48–61.
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CHRONOLOGY









	1810
	    
	29 September: Elizabeth Cleghorn Stevenson born to William and Elizabeth Stevenson in Chelsea



	1811
	    
	October: Mother, Elizabeth Stevenson, dies; Elizabeth moves to Knutsford, Cheshire, to live with her mother’s sister Hannah Lumb



	1814
	    
	William Stevenson marries Catherine Thomson



	1821–6
	    
	Elizabeth attends Byerley sisters’ boarding school (school near Warwick, but moves to Avonbank, Stratford-upon-Avon in 1824)



	1822
	    
	Brother, John Stevenson (b. 1799), joins Merchant Navy



	1828
	    
	John Stevenson disappears on a voyage to India; no definitive information about his fate



	1829
	    
	March: William Stevenson dies Elizabeth stays with uncle in Park Lane, London and visits relations, the Turners, at Newcastle upon Tyne



	1831
	    
	Visits Edinburgh with Ann Turner; has bust sculpted by David Dunbar, and her miniature painted by stepmother’s brother, William John Thomson; visits Ann Turner’s sister and brother-in-law, Unitarian minister John Robberds, in Manchester, where she meets Revd William Gaskell (1805–84)



	1832
	    
	30 August: Elizabeth and William marry at St John’s Parish Church, Knutsford; they honeymoon in North Wales, and move to 14 Dover Street, Manchester



	1833
	    
	10 July: Gives birth to stillborn daughter



	1834
	    
	12 September: Gives birth to Marianne



	1835
	    
	Starts My Diary for Marianne



	1837
	    
	January: ‘Sketches Among the Poor’, No. I, written with William, in Blackwood’s Magazine



	
	    
	7 February: Gives birth to Margaret Emily (Meta)



	
	    
	1 May: Hannah Lumb dies



	1840
	    
	‘Clopton Hall’ in William Howitt’s Visits to Remarkable Places



	1841
	    
	July: Gaskells visit Heidelberg



	1842
	    
	7 October: Gives birth to Florence Elizabeth



	
	    
	Family moves to 121 Upper Rumford Road, Manchester



	1844
	    
	23 October: Gives birth to William



	1845
	    
	10 August: William (son) dies of scarlet fever at Porthmadog,



	
	    
	Wales, during family holiday



	1846
	    
	3 September: Gives birth to Julia Bradford



	1848
	    
	October: Mary Barton published anonymously; Elizabeth is paid £100 for the copyright by Chapman and Hall



	1849
	    
	April–May: Visits London, meets Charles Dickens and Thomas Carlyle



	
	    
	June–August: Visits the Lake District, meets William Wordsworth



	1850
	    
	June: Family moves to 42 (later 84) Plymouth Grove, Manchester



	
	    
	19 August: Meets Charlotte Brontë in Windermere



	1851
	    
	June: ‘Disappearances’ in Household Words; visited by Charlotte Brontë



	
	    
	July: Visits London and the Great Exhibition



	
	    
	October: Visits Knutsford



	
	    
	December–May 1853: Cranford in nine instalments in Household Words



	1852
	    
	December: ‘The Old Nurse’s Story’ in the Extra Christmas Number of Household Words



	1853
	    
	January: Ruth published



	
	    
	April: Charlotte Brontë visits Manchester



	
	    
	May: Visits Paris



	
	    
	June: Cranford published



	
	    
	September: Visits Charlotte Brontë at Haworth



	
	    
	December: ‘The Squire’s Story’ in the Extra Christmas Number of Household Words



	1854
	    
	January: Visits Paris with Marianne, meets Madame Mohl



	
	    
	September–January 1855: North and South in Household Words



	1855
	    
	February–March: Visits Madame Mohl in Paris with Meta



	
	    
	June: Asked to write a biography of Charlotte Brontë by Patrick Brontë; North and South published



	
	    
	September: Lizzie Leigh and Other Tales published



	1856
	    
	1 January: Signs petition to amend the law on married women’s property



	
	    
	May: Visits Brussels to conduct research on biography of Brontë



	
	    
	December: ‘The Poor Clare’ in Household Words



	1857
	    
	February–May: Visits Rome, where she meets Charles Norton



	
	    
	March: The Life of Charlotte Brontë published, the first book to carry Elizabeth Gaskell’s name on the title-page; it was soon followed by a heavily altered third edition.



	1858
	    
	January: ‘The Doom of the Griffiths’ in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine



	
	    
	September–December: Visits Heidelberg with Meta and Florence, and visits the Mohls in Paris



	1859
	    
	March: Round the Sofa and Other Tales published



	
	    
	Summer: Visits Scotland



	
	    
	October: ‘Lois the Witch’ in All the Year Round



	
	    
	November: Visits Whitby, which provides the setting for Sylvia’s Lovers



	
	    
	December: ‘The Crooked Branch’ published in the Extra Christmas Number of All the Year Round, as ‘The Ghost in the Garden Room’



	1860
	    
	February: ‘Curious, if True’ in Cornhill Magazine



	
	    
	May: Right at Last and Other Tales published



	
	    
	July–August: Visits Heidelberg



	1861
	    
	January: ‘The Grey Woman’ in All the Year Round



	1862
	    
	Visits Paris, Brittany and Normandy to conduct research for articles on French life



	1863
	    
	February: Sylvia’s Lovers published; Elizabeth is paid £1,000 by Smith, Elder



	
	    
	March–August: Visits France and Italy



	1864
	    
	Cousin Phillis published



	
	    
	August: Visits Switzerland



	
	    
	August–January 1866: Wives and Daughters in Cornhill Magazine



	1865
	    
	March–April: Visits Paris



	
	    
	June: Buys The Lawns, Holybourne, Hampshire, as a surprise for William



	
	    
	October: Visits Dieppe; The Grey Woman and Other Tales published



	
	    
	12 November: Dies at Holybourne



	
	    
	16 November: Buried at Brook Street Chapel, Knutsford Cousin Phillis, and Other Tales published



	1866
	    
	February: Wives and Daughters: An Every-day Story published (Elizabeth died without quite completing it)



Laura Kranzler



MARY BARTON:

A

TALE OF MANCHESTER LIFE.1
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“ ‘How knowest thou,’ may the distressed Novel-wright exclaim, ‘that I, here Where I sit, am the Foolishest of existing mortals; that this my Long-ear of a fictitious Biography shall not And one and the other, into whose still longer ears it may be the means, under Providence, of instilling somewhat?’ We answer, ‘None knows, none can certainly know: therefore, write on, worthy Brother, even as thou canst, oven as it is given thee.’ ”2

CARLYLE.
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IN TWO VOLUMES.
VOL. I.

LONDON:
CHAPMAN AND HALL, 186, STRAND.

MDCCCXLVIII.



‘Nimm nur, Fährmann, nimm die Miethe,
Die ich gerne dreifach biete!
Zween, die mit nur überfuhren,
Waren geistige Naturen.’1



PREFACE1

Three years ago I became anxious (from circumstances that need not be more fully alluded to)2 to employ myself in writing a work of fiction. Living in Manchester, but with a deep relish and fond admiration for the country, my first thought was to find a frame-work for my story in some rural scene; and I had already made a little progress in a tale,3 the period of which was more than a century ago, and the place on the borders of Yorkshire, when I bethought me how deep might be the romance in the lives of some of those who elbowed me daily in the busy streets of the town in which I resided. I had always felt a deep sympathy with the care-worn men, who looked as if doomed to struggle through their lives in strange alternations between work and want; tossed to and fro by circumstances, apparently in even a greater degree than other men. A little manifestation of this sympathy, and a little attention to the expression of feelings on the part of some of the work-people with whom I was acquainted, had laid open to me the hearts of one or two of the more thoughtful among them; I saw that they were sore and irritable against the rich, the even tenor of whose seemingly happy lives appeared to increase the anguish caused by the lottery-like nature of their own. Whether the bitter complaints made by them of the neglect which they experienced from the prosperous – especially from the masters whose fortunes they had helped to build up – were well-founded or no, it is not for me to judge. It is enough to say, that this belief of the injustice and unkindness which they endure from their fellow-creatures taints what might be resignation to God’s will, and turns it to revenge in many of the poor uneducated factory-workers of Manchester.

The more I reflected on this unhappy state of things between those so bound to each other by common interests, as the employers and the employed must ever be, the more anxious I became to give some utterance to the agony which, from time to time, convulses this dumb people; the agony of suffering without the sympathy of the happy, or of erroneously believing that such is the case. If it be an error that the woes, which come with ever returning tide-like flood to overwhelm the workmen in our manufacturing towns, pass unregarded by all but the sufferers, it is at any rate an error so bitter in its consequences to all parties, that whatever public effort can do in the way of merciful deeds, or helpless love in the way of ‘widow’s mites’4 could do, should be done, and that speedily, to disabuse the work-people of so miserable a misapprehension. At present they seem to me to be left in a state, wherein lamentations and tears are thrown aside as useless, but in which the lips are compressed for curses, and the hands clenched and ready to smite.

I know nothing of Political Economy,5 or the theories of trade. I have tried to write truthfully; and if my accounts agree or clash with any system, the agreement or disagreement is unintentional.

To myself the idea which I have formed of the state of feeling among too many of the factory-people in Manchester, and which I endeavoured to represent in this tale (completed above a year ago), has received some confirmation from the events which have so recently occurred among a similar class on the Continent.6

October, 1848


CHAPTER I

A Mysterious Disappearance

‘Oh! ’tis hard, ’tis hard to be working

The whole of the live-long day,

When all the neighbours about one

Are off to their jaunts and play.

There’s Richard he carries his baby,

And Mary takes little Jane,

And lovingly they’ll be wandering

Through field and briery lane.’

MANCHESTER SONG1

There are some fields near Manchester, well known to the inhabitants as ‘Green Heys Fields’,2 through which runs a public footpath to a little village about two miles distant. In spite of these fields being flat, and low, nay, in spite of the want of wood (the great and usual recommendation of level tracts of land), there is a charm about them which strikes even the inhabitant of a mountainous district, who sees and feels the effect of contrast in these commonplace but thoroughly rural fields, with the busy, bustling manufacturing town he left but half-an-hour ago. Here and there an old black and white farm-house, with its rambling out-buildings, speaks of other times and other occupations than those which now absorb the population of the neighbourhood. Here in their seasons may be seen the country business of haymaking, ploughing, &c., which are such pleasant mysteries for townspeople to watch: and here the artisan, deafened with noise of tongues and engines, may come to listen awhile to the delicious sounds of rural life: the lowing of cattle, the milkmaid’s call, the clatter and cackle of poultry in the old farmyards. You cannot wonder, then, that these fields are popular places of resort at every holiday time; and you would not wonder, if you could see, or I properly describe, the charm of one particular stile, that it should be, on such occasions, a crowded halting-place. Close by it is a deep, clear pond, reflecting in its dark green depths the shadowy trees that bend over it to exclude the sun. The only place where its banks are shelving is on the side next to a rambling farmyard, 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 farmhouse is covered by a rose-tree; 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 farmhouse 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 blackthorn; 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.

I do not know whether it was on a holiday granted by the masters, or a holiday seized in right of Nature and her beautiful spring time by the workmen, but one afternoon (now ten or a dozen years ago)3 these fields were much thronged. It was an early May evening – the April of the poets;4 for heavy showers had fallen all the morning, and the round, soft, white clouds which were blown by a west wind over the dark blue sky, were sometimes varied by one blacker and more threatening. The softness of the day tempted forth the young green leaves, which almost visibly fluttered into life; and the willows, which that morning had only a brown reflection in the water below, were now of that tender grey-green which blends so delicately with the spring harmony of colours.

Groups of merry and somewhat loud-talking girls, whose ages might range from twelve to twenty, came by with a buoyant step. They were most of them factory girls, and wore the usual out-of-doors dress of that particular class of maidens; namely, a shawl, which at midday or in fine weather was allowed to be merely a shawl, but towards evening, or if the day were chilly, became a sort of Spanish mantilla or Scotch plaid, and was brought over the head and hung loosely down, or was pinned under the chin in no unpicturesque fashion.

Their faces were not remarkable for beauty; indeed, they were below the average, with one or two exceptions; they had dark hair, neatly and classically arranged dark eyes, but sallow complexions
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