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CRANFORD/COUSIN PHILLIS

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 was her first 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. Afer 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. She proved that she was not to be bullied, even by a man of such genius as he. 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

ON 31 January 1850 Charles Dickens wrote to Mrs Gaskell inviting her to contribute to his new weekly journal Household Words. His approach was extremely flattering: ‘As I do honestly know that there is no living English writer whose aid I would desire to enlist in preference to the authoress of Mary Barton (a book that most profoundly affected and impressed me), I venture to ask whether you can give me any hope that you will write a short tale, or any number of tales, for the projected pages.’* Mrs Gaskell responded by sending ‘Lizzie Leigh’, a short story drawing on a similar Manchester background to Mary Barton, and Dickens gave it a prominent place in the first number of his journal. The relationship between the two writers was later to be severely strained, but at this early stage it was one of respect and friendship on both sides: Dickens had captured the services of a novelist he admired, and Mrs Gaskell had obtained a respectable, wellpaid outlet for almost anything she cared to write. Although she was not bound contractually to Dickens, much of Mrs Gaskell’s best work over the next thirteen years appeared initially in the periodicals he edited, at first Household Words and later All The Year Round. Sketches, Christmas tales, historical studies, brief anecdotal articles; and short stories were all accepted gratefully by Dickens, as well as the serial version of North and South, which infuriated him, and the eight sketches making up Cranford, which delighted him.

The first part of what was eventually to become Cranford, consisting of the first two chapters of the present edition, appeared in Household Words on 13 December 1851, after Dickens had given it the title ‘Our Society at Cranford’ and diplomatically changed the name of Captain Brown’s favourite author from Boz to Thomas Hood. It seems clear that Mrs Gaskell intended ‘Our Society at Cranford’ to stand as a self-contained sketch. As she later explained to Ruskin: ‘The beginning of Cranford was one paper in Household Words, and I never meant to write more, so killed Captain Brown very much against my will.’* The irregular way in which the remaining seven instalments were published suggests that although Mrs Gaskell soon changed her mind about writing further episodes, it was some time before she began to think of them as being sufficiently interrelated to make up a book: instalments 2 to 4 (Chapters III to VIII) appeared early in 1852, and the final four instalments (Chapters IX to XVI) between January and May 1853.
 
One reason for the delay is that Mrs Gaskell was busy writing Ruth, a three-volume novel which was published in January 1853. This marked a return to the social-problem fiction with which she had made her name, and as the new novel dealt with illegitimacy, a topic as controversial as the relationship between employers and employees which she had explored in Mary Barton, she fully expected, and in fact received, a good deal of hostile criticism. The strain imposed by this anticipated reception of Ruth was sufficient reason to take her mind off Cranford.

But it is also reasonable to assume that Mrs Gaskell was coming to realize the potential of the Cranford sketches, and was contemplating how they could be given a greater sense of unity than she originally intended. When she did return to the subject in January 1853 it was to introduce Signor Brunoni to Cranford Society, a deliberate echoing of Captain Brown, whose less exotic but equally disruptive appearance in the town Mrs Gaskell had regretfully terminated more than a year earlier. Signor Brunoni was the first of a number of comparisons and contrasts now introduced. They were to be used to blend together the two groups of sketches, and to give added depth of meaning to the book.

Another reason for continuing to write about Cranford was the enthusiasm the early sketches aroused in both Mrs Gaskell herself and the readers of Household Words. Writing to a friend about the cheapness of some dress material she had bought, Mrs Gaskell slipped naturally into Cranford terminology: ‘ “Elegant economy” as we say in Cranford – There now I dare say you think I’ve gone crazy but I’m not; but I’ve written a couple of tales about Cranford in Household Words, so you must allow me to quote from myself.’* Dickens described ‘A Love Affair at Cranford’ as ‘delightful, and touched in the tenderest and most delicate manner’† and urged Mrs Gaskell to write more; while John Forster, Dickens’s own closest friend and respected critic, wrote of the sketches: ‘They positively grow better and better. I never saw so nice, so exquisite a touch. The little book which collects them will be a “hit” if there be any taste left for that kind of social painting.’‡ Cranford was published in book form in June 1853, followed by a second edition in the same year, and a cheap edition two years later. It was certainly much admired though not perhaps quite the ‘hit’ that Forster had prophesied, at least in terms of copies sold and money earned from it. By 1863 Mrs Gaskell could complain to her daughter that while Cranford was ‘worth gold’ it was out of print,§ and likely to remain so, because of a disagreement over copyright, but the quarrel between the publishers Chapman and Hall and Smith Elder was resolved almost immediately and an illustrated edition appeared in 1864.

The immense popularity of Cranford developed only after Mrs Gaskell’s death in 1865. A. B. Hopkins estimated that by 1947 there had been about 170 editions and reprints, only nine of which appeared during Mrs Gaskell’s lifetime. The peak years were 1899–1910 when ‘the book was published seventy-five times; thirty-nine times in London; thirty-four in the United States, and twice in Leipzig in German translations.’¶ Impressive as these figures are in demonstrating the continuing popularity of Cranford, even more interesting is the consistency of the kind of praise given to the book. The terms used by Dickens and Forster – ‘delightful’, ‘tender’, ‘delicate’, ‘exquisite,’ ‘social painting’ – recur in Cranford criticism, and are usually linked to an acknowledgement of the lack of unity that one would expect from its original irregular publication in periodical form. A. W. Ward describes Cranford as a ‘brief series of sketches, strung together with easy grace like a wreath of flowers and ivy-leaves’, and as ‘an unpretentious but exquisite prose idyl.’* And A. B. Hopkins, author of the best biography of Mrs Gaskell, offers a similar description: ‘Cranford is practically structureless; this is part of its charm. The successive scenes pass before the reader as easily as if he were slipping different coloured beads along a string. From the architectural standpoint, the only unifying elements are furnished by the place and the people.’† Such views clearly represent the experience of many of the book’s readers: no one can surely have failed to respond to its charm and ‘exquisite social painting’. The problem is that these descriptions do not take us very far into the heart of the book; nor do they explain why it is that many adult readers (and it is emphatically a book for adults, not school-children) find Cranford an extraordinarily sensitive and at times painfully moving work.

It is a mistake to attribute the continuing popularity of Cranford simply to period charm, and to regard the book as a kind of literary pot-pourri, as though its importance lies in the sweetly innocent fragrance it is supposed to exhale. While it undeniably, and obviously, lacks the massive solidity of the great Victorian novels, it possesses a remarkable unity of tone and feeling which comes, from Mrs Gaskell’s rigorous exploration of a dying way of life. The Social world of Cranford is sharply and precisely observed; its sentiment tightly controlled; and its analysis of an early Victorian country town, captured at a crucial moment of transition in English society, is penetrating. The famous ‘charm’, ‘delicacy’, and ‘fragility’ have their parts to play, but exclusive concentration on them can lead to a serious underestimation of the strength of Cranford, and it is, in reality, both as delicate and strong as that piece of ‘fine old lace’ which survived none the worse for being swallowed by Mrs Forrester’s cat.

No one has done more to encourage this limited view than Hugh Thomson, whose illustrations for the 1891 edition established, during the period of the book’s greatest popularity, the image of the inhabitants of Cranford as being quaintly ridiculous. Mrs Gaskell does, of course, constantly draw attention to the odd or ridiculous nature of her characters’ behaviour, but she is always careful to reveal, at such moments, the human or social reality which gives oddity a meaning beyond itself. Hugh Thomson’s illustrations reflect little of this. They are curiously static, the men and women frozen, the human element obliterated by exaggerated period costumes and gestures. Nothing could be further from the true spirit of Cranford, which developed out of Mrs Gaskell’s concern with the ‘condition of England’ question.

*

Mrs Gaskell was greatly upset by the criticism that in her first novel Mary Barton (1848) she had been guilty of class bias, favouring the workers against the employers. ‘No one can feel more deeply than I’ she wrote to a friend, ‘how wicked it is to do anything to excite class against class; and the sin has been unconscious if I have done so… no praise could compensate me for the self-reproach I shall feel if I have written unjustly.’* The criticism was in one sense justified, as Mrs Gaskell soon came to realize, and when she returned to the theme of industrial relationships in North and South (1855), she was determined that the same charge would not be levelled at this novel. In Mary Barton the whole of Mrs Gaskell’s sympathies are given to the workers, the employers being, in the main, portrayed as greedy, selfish, and indifferent to the men they employ. The symbolic reconciliation scene at the close of the novel between Carson and John Barton shows clearly enough that Mrs Gaskell was concerned to bring the warring classes together rather than do anything to divide them further, but her personal sympathies and understanding pulled her to one side, and her inexperience as a novelist, at this early stage in her career, did not at first allow her to see this was so. North and South is structured around the awakening consciousness of the heroine, Margaret Hale, to the need for deeper understanding between the classes. The social message is the same as that of Mary Barton, but its dramatization within the novel, as well as the variety of attitudes and values it encompasses, is far more profound. The central conflict between masters and men is just one strand in a complex web of contrasting attitudes and values (the North of England versus the South: culture versus lack of culture: past versus present: energy versus lethargy) so that the novel moves constantly beyond the industrial theme, by which it is usually placed, to become an exploration of the present state of English society, its connection with the past, and the need to prepare for its future. North and South is the most wide-ranging and balanced of that group of novels of the 1840s and 50s usually classified collectively as being about the ‘Condition of England’, and this sense of balance, a weighing up of all sides, was Mrs Gaskell’s answer to the critics of Mary Barton as well as her final and deeply considered conclusion on the subject.

Edgar Wright has argued that Mrs Gaskell’s determination to establish a balanced social viewpoint in North and South is the cause of one of the novel’s weaknesses (‘She tries to come to terms with the Manchester ethos but the resolution is artificial’), * and this is surely correct. The present interest, however, lies in the development of Mrs Gaskell’s view between Mary Barton and North and South, and in this Cranford plays a crucial role.

In July 1849, nine months after the publication of Mary Barton, Mrs Gaskell published in Sartain’s Magazine an article called ‘The Last Generation in England’. Many of the incidents later to become so famous in Cranford appear here for the first time, but Mrs Gaskell speaks in her own voice, and attaches to her article a direct social purpose which was later to disappear:

This quarter of an hour’s chance reading has created a wish in me to put upon record some of the details of country town life, either observed by myself, or handed down to me by older relations; for even in small towns, scarcely removed from villages, the phases of society are rapidly changing; and much will appear strange, which yet occurred only in the generation preceding ours.

The shift of consciousness was clearly from working-class Manchester, to which her marriage had introduced her, to the small country town of Knutsford in which she had grown up; it represented not an escape from sordid reality as it is so often presented, but rather a facing up to the extreme nature of the contrast of changing ‘phases of society’, which Mrs Gaskell now found forced upon her. In the works that followed ‘The Last Generation in England’, the small country town recurred, examined from different angles in The Moorland Cottage, Ruth, and, most interestingly, ‘Mr Harrison’s Confessions’ which leads directly into Cranford.

‘Mr Harrison’s Confessions’ is a slighter, much less impressive work than Cranford; tightly plotted to create a sense of farce and centred upon a conventional sentimentalized love story. But the basic situation of a small town dominated by women ‘of a certain rank’ who set the tone for their society and determine its values is already here, and there are other features which shortly after were to reappear in Cranford. Miss Tomkinson, who is described as being ‘hard and masculine’ and ‘a perfect grenadier’, and her younger, prettier sister Caroline, anticipate Miss Jenkyns and Matty, though the relationship between the sisters develops in a different way; there is the submerged sense of panic which is to be treated memorably in Cranford (‘It was the custom of the ladies, when alarmed at night, to call an imaginary police, which had, they thought, an intimidating effect’); and even the name Hoggins is here to denote someone who is regarded as vulgar by the ladies of Duncombe, but who nonetheless marries into their circle. The similarities, however, are less interesting than the differences, for in the nine months which separate the first publication of the two works, Mrs Gaskell’s technique developed remarkably.

The most striking change is in the use of a narrator. In both cases it is a young person who describes an older generation, but Mr Harrison is the hero of his own confessions; young, handsome, and single, he is pursued by the women of Duncombe almost regardless of their age, attractiveness, or eligibility, and survives to win Sophy, the vicar’s beautiful daughter. Although Mr Harrison’s adventures are alien to the tone of Cranford, he reappears in a brief vignette at the end of Chapter IX, transformed into Mr Hayter, the elderly rector who attends the entertainment at Cranford’s Assembly Room surrounded by his National School boys who protect him from the Cranford ladies. Mary Smith notices this, as she notices everything that goes on in Cranford: ‘To tell the truth, I always suspected Miss Pole of having given very rigorous chase to Mr Hayter when he first came to Cranford; and not the less, because now she appeared to share so vividly in his dread lest her name should ever be coupled with his.’

The impression often given by a first reading of Cranford is that the narrator is virtually anonymous, or simply a cover for Mrs Gaskell’s own observations; certainly we learn of her name only late in the book when she begins to take a more active part in Cranford’s affairs, and it would be foolish to try to argue that she is in any sense a fully developed character. But she is by no means anonymous. Her individuality is fixed from the beginning and plays an important part in establishing Cranford’s distinctive tone. By making her a woman Mrs Gaskell allowed her access to the inner lives of the Amazons – Mr Harrison’s view was necessarily external – and by emphasizing both her youth and connections with industrial Drumble, it was possible to heighten the strangeness of Cranford’s way of life by a subtle mixture of ironic distancing and affectionate concern. Mary Smith’s early comments on fashion and manners neatly illustrate this: ‘I will answer for it, the last gigot, the last tight and scanty petticoat in wear in England, was seen in Cranford – and seen without a smile.’ The gentle smile is characteristic, as is the slightly slangy speech, of one generation regarding another. She has a strong sense of the ridiculous:

The card-table was an animated scene to watch; four ladies’ heads, with niddle-noddling caps, all nearly meeting over the middle of the table, in their eagerness to whisper quick enough and loud enough: and every now and then came Miss Barker’s ‘Hush, ladies! if you please, hush! Mrs Jamieson is asleep.’

And at times her own view of what is important in life clashes briefly with those of the Cranford ladies:

‘And how came Miss Matilda not to marry him?’ asked I.

‘Oh, I don’t know. She was willing enough, I think; but you know Cousin Thomas would not have been enough of a gentleman for the rector and Miss Jenkyns.’

‘Well! but they were not to marry him,’ said I impatiently.

Her common-sense objection is brushed aside. Until Miss Matty’s financial trouble Mary Smith is treated as a child by the Amazons, and she tells us herself that at home she is regarded as being ‘indiscreet and incautious’, characteristics which make her the ideal commentator on this world, for again and again it is her response which directs the reader’s sympathy and prevents sentiment from running out of control. It is Mary Smith who bravely imitates Mr Holbrook’s eating habits: ‘I saw, I imitated, I survived!’; who sees through Miss Barker’s attempt to ingratiate herself into the Cranford circle by serving an unusually lavish supper: ‘Another tray! “Oh, gentility!” thought I, “can you endure this last shock?”’; and who is capable of describing as Miss Pole’s morning costume, ‘her being without teeth, and wearing a veil to conceal the deficiency.’ This, and many similar comments, are directed at the reader: in the company of the Cranford ladies, Mary Smith’s kindness of heart allows her to control her natural impetuosity: ‘ “Did he look” – (unable to shape my question prudently, I put it in another form) – “How did he look?” ’

‘It is not simply a matter of Mary Smith being two generations removed from Miss Matty and her friends, for, as has often been pointed out, she is like Mrs Gaskell in having ‘vibrated all her life between Drumble and Cranford’, and in this she anticipates Margaret Hale, the heroine of North and South, who must eventually decide between rural and industrial ways of life. Mary Smith is not called upon to make such a decision, but she is clearly the representative of a more vital and energetic world than that of Cranford. When Miss Matty loses her money invested in the Town and County Bank, her friends do all they can to help, but it is Mary Smith, drawing on both her Drumble experience and her sympathetic understanding of Cranford, who persuades Miss Matty that setting up a small shop could be the answer to her problems. It is Mary Smith’s father, the Drumble businessman, who actually comes to the rescue of the Amazons, and his daughter who has, as usual, the last ironic word:

But to return to Miss Matty. It was really very pleasant to see how her unselfishness and simple sense of justice called out the same good qualities in others. She never never seemed to think any one would impose upon her, because she would be so grieved to do it to them. I have heard her put a stop to the asseverations of the man who brought her coals by quietly saying, ‘I am sure you would be sorry to bring me wrong weight;’ and if the coals were short measure that time, I don’t believe they ever were again… my father says ‘such simplicity might be very well in Cranford, but would never do in the world.’ And I fancy the world must be very bad, for with all my father’s suspicion of every one with whom he has dealings, and in spite of all his many precautions, he lost upwards of a thousand pounds by roguery only last year.

If the Amazons are helpless without Drumble, Drumble has by no means all the answers, as Mary Smith realizes.

It is this contrast between two seemingly separate worlds that Mrs Gaskell is exploring in Cranford. The small country town, gentle, kind, affectionate, and feminine (Mary Smith’s use of the word ‘Amazons’ is, of course, an ironic reinforcement of the qualities not normally associated with the mythical Amazons), and Drumble, vital, energetic, forceful, and masculine, represent opposed values, and, respectively, a way of life that belongs essentially to the past and one that has taken control of the future. Mary Smith gradually comes to realize that in spite of the pettiness, snobbery, social and sexual frustration to be found in Cranford society, the Amazons are not simply quaint and old-fashioned, but live according to a code which puts a strong emphasis on humanity, loyalty, kindness, and good neighbourliness. And in spite of her father’s reduction of these virtues to ‘simplicity’, she knows that they are precisely what the new bustling industrial world lacks. If it has no place for what Miss Matty represents, then the future is bleak: ‘We all love Miss Matty, and I somehow think we are all of us better when she is near us.’

This central contrast between present and future, as seen by Mary Smith, is deepened by a similar contrast between past and present. Allowing for one or two unimportant inconsistencies, it is possible to date the action of Cranford with some precision. The references to the railways, the Catholic Emancipation Act, and the publication of Dickens’s novels, fixes the main period as the 1830s and 40s. Miss Jenkyns dies in 1843, slightly older than her sister Matty who is in her fifties. The story of their parents’ courtship and marriage told in Chapter V takes us back to the late eighteenth century, and there are several references to show that Miss Jenkyns and Matty grew up during the early years of the Napoleonic Wars: in 1805 Miss Jenkyns was old enough to visit friends in Newcastle.

These dates provide only the most obvious framework. Within it Mrs Gaskell builds up, with precision and subtlety, a structure of references and allusions which she employs partly to establish a sense of period, but more importantly, to indicate the nature of social change in the early nineteenth century, and her skill in this respect has received nothing like the acknowledgement it deserves. The specific details of furniture, fashions, eating habits, ways of speaking, and books or authors read or admired, act as social and historical indices filtered through the consciousness of Mary Smith. It is for this reason that while Cranford is a self-contained work, its true achievement can be better appreciated if it is placed carefully in Mrs Gaskell’s development, and that means taking into account her growth as both an artist and a social thinker, for the two are inextricably blended in her best work.

Mrs Gaskell’s extensive use of social and historical detail is best made clear through the notes to this edition, but an illustration of how exactly the technique works within Cranford can be given by looking at the contrast drawn between Dr Johnson and Dickens. The clash between Captain Brown and Miss Jenkyns over the relative merits of Johnson and Dickens is one of the best-remembered parts of Cranford, as also is Captain Brown’s death which Miss Jenkyns associated with his love of Dickens: ‘Poor, dear, infatuated man”, she sighs. As we have seen Mrs Gaskell later felt that she had killed Captain Brown a little too hastily, but she did not kill off the contrast between eighteenth-century and modern literature: this recurs in a variety of ways throughout the book, reinforcing dominant themes and expanding the significance of central concerns.

In the 1830s the need to break completely with eighteenth-century literary models was felt by many writers. The balance and conciseness which exuded a sense of social confidence came to be seen as inappropriate and backward looking in the turbulent years after Waterloo. The writer who exerted the most influence in this respect, and who radically and consciously broke symbolically with the past was Carlyle. On 4 June 1835 he wrote to John Sterling:

Do you reckon this really a time for Purism of Style…? I do not: with whole ragged battalions of Scott’s-Novel Scotch, with Irish, German, French, and even Newspaper Cockney… storming in on us, and the whole structure of our Johnsonian English breaking up from its foundations, – revolution there as visible as anywhere else!*

Carlyle had already initiated this revolutionary overthrow of Johnsonian English with Sartor Resartus (1833–4) which had both shocked and delighted early Victorian readers. Dickens’s background was very different from Carlyle’s – he was in one sense a product of the ‘Newspaper Cockney’ which Carlyle lists as one of the forces making for stylistic change – but from the beginning of his career as a novelist there was fierce controversy among critics and readers about his strikingly individual style, or rather lack of style if the eighteenth-century model was called into use. And the controversy pursued Dickens throughout his life, with critics frequently making unfavourable comparisons between his style and that of Thackeray, especially, but later George Eliot as well. As Philip Collins has written: The comparison [between Dickens and Thackeray] became as much one of the set-pieces of Victorian journalism as, in the seventeenth century, had been the comparison between Shakespeare and Jonson.’†

It is this controversy that underlies the clash between Captain Brown and Miss Jenkyns:

‘Dr Johnson’s style is a model for young beginners. My father recommended it to me when I began to write letters, – I have formed my own style upon it; I recommend it to your favourite.’

‘I should be very sorry for him to exchange his style for any such pompous writing,’ said Captain Brown.

Miss Jenkyns felt this as a personal affront, in a way of which the captain had not dreamed.

Captain Brown may not appreciate the full significance of the revolution he is advocating, but Mrs Gaskell certainly did. She makes it clear in this exchange and later that Miss Jenkyns is merely mouthing opinions handed down from her adored father, with very little understanding of what kind of writer Johnson was, and a mind closed to anything going on in the world around her. Captain Brown not only has more knowledge of Dr Johnson than Miss Jenkyns, he possesses the warmth and immediacy of character required to recognize the startling originality of a young writer, and to ignore the sneer about it being vulgar to publish in numbers – advice which Dickens himself received from his friends, and rejected: his connection with the railways (one of the most potent means of social change in Victorian Britain) gives added power to his disruptive influence.

Time and again Dr Johnson’s name appears in Cranford doing much to evoke that ‘spirit of the eighteenth century’ which A. Stanton Whitfield noted as haunting the book,* and beyond this providing Mary Smith with a literary standard for everything she considers stiffly formal and out of touch with modern life. In Chapter V as she sits with Miss Matty by the fire burning the past, a characteristic distinction is drawn:

With my idea of the rector, derived from a picture in the dining-parlour, stiff and stately, in a huge full-bottomed wig, with gown, cassock, and bands, and his hand upon a copy of the only sermon he ever published, – it was strange to read these letters. They were full of eager, passionate ardour; short homely sentences, right fresh from the heart (very different from the grand Latinised, Johnsonian style of the printed sermon, preached before some judge at assize time).

We are meant to pick up the description three chapters earlier of Miss Matty’s letters as being, ‘nice’, ‘kind’ and ‘rambling’, and their human superiority over those of her sister: ‘Everything in them was stately and grand like herself.’ Miss Jenkyns inherits from her father the tradition of divorcing literary style from life, as well as the suppression of personal emotion in the name of respectability, and Miss Matty’s happiness is unconsciously sacrificed in the process. Given the right occasion Miss Jenkyns can display spontaneous generosity, but her normal response to any emotional situation is to retreat to the safety of her jockey cap and Johnsonian English: ‘as she put in each clove, she uttered a Johnsonian sentence. Indeed, she never could think of the Browns without talking Johnson; and, as they were seldom absent from her thoughts just then, I heard many a rolling three-piled sentence.’

On her deathbed Miss Jenkyns has Flora read to her from the Rambler while her mind wanders back to her childhood, confusing ‘Boz’ and ‘Old Poz’, and allowing Flora to ignore this ‘improving reading’ in favour of the Christmas Carol ‘which Miss Matty had left on the table’. This clearly represents Dickens’s victory over Johnson, though Miss Matty does try to persevere with her dead sister’s favourite. When she visits her old lover Mr Holbrook she finds a man knowledgeable about the work of poets from ‘Shakespeare and George Herbert to those of our own day’, and with a particular passion for Tennyson (Victorian poetry’s popular equivalent to the novelist Dickens). Yet when Miss Matty tries to enter the conversation by referring to, ‘that beautiful poem of Dr Johnson’s my sister used to read’, Mr Holbrook has to confess that he knows little of Johnson’s poetry, though one suspects not perhaps as little as Miss Matty. In one sense Holbrook is similar to Captain Brown, for here once again straightforward honesty and scorn for the meaningless trappings of Cranford gentility are associated with being alive to modern forces, both literary and non-literary; Mr Holbrook’s admiration for France is even more disconcerting to the Amazons than Captain Brown’s connection with the railway. His parting gift to Miss Matty is a book of Tennyson’s poetry; with the improvement of Miss Matty’s financial position on the return of Peter, she gives to Mary Smith, ‘the handsomest-bound and best edition of Dr Johnson’s works that could be procured’. Miss Matty’s copy of Tennyson’s poetry is placed together with the Bible on her bedside table, but this acts solely as a personal consolation; her own rebellious spirit was crushed long ago and to the end she remains loyal to her sister as the true arbiter of taste.

The many references to Johnson and modern literature are not therefore simply local in their significance, but serve to create a wider framework which can encompass both the passage of time and the changing nature of fundamental attitudes and values, and the same is true of other kinds of historical and social reference throughout the book. Cranford is a town beseiged by forces it is incapable of understanding and ultimately of withstanding. There is no way in which it can adapt itself to the social transformation that will inevitably come. Cranford is the representative of those rapidly changing ‘phases of society’ described in ‘The Last Generation in England’, and it was to emphasize just this point that Mrs Gaskell peopled her town with spinsters and widows. The warrior imagery used to describe them – they are ‘Spartans’ as well as ‘Amazons’ – fixes with ironic precision their uncertain position. The few victories they enjoy (such as Miss Matty insisting on cashing the farm labourer’s worthless five-pound note and the subsequent rallying of her friends to stave off financial disaster) are movingly humane gestures, but, as we have seen, they are regarded by the outside world merely as confirmation of Cranford’s essential ‘simplicity’. And it is difficult not to feel that this is part of the point being made by Mrs Gaskell herself, for much of the pathos of Cranford derives from the numerous defeats the Amazons suffer, and their gradual isolation from the mainstream of Victorian life. There is throughout the book a strong sense of modernity in a wide variety of forms encroaching upon the stability of Cranford: Dickens, the railways, an Irish beggarwoman, new and strange fashions, vulgar trade, financial crashes, news of gangs roaming the countryside, the widow of a peer (even if only a Scottish peer) who is so indifferent to the glories of the aristocracy that she marries a man called Hoggins.

Against such forces and shifting values, the Amazons are helpless. Sometimes they panic, at other times demonstrate total incomprehension (as when Mrs Forrester seems to believe that the Catholic Emancipation Bill will make it easier to get lace from the Continent); at an early stage they are dominated by Miss Jenkyns, who establishes a rigidly narrow and bullying exclusive code of conduct; and later they have the example of Mrs Jamieson, who on Mr and Mrs Hoggins’s wedding day has her window blinds drawn down ‘as if for a funeral’. The whole paraphernalia of ‘elegant economy’, while clearly necessary in some cases, becomes with them an obsessive substitute for involvement in the larger world of Cranford, and even their real attempts at controlling their own lives are ineffective. For all her aggressiveness Miss Jenkyns is shown to be a very poor businesswoman, and although Miss Matty believes she has adapted successfully to genteel trade, her little shop is a failure and she is supported by the kindness of her friends. When things really go wrong men must be brought in from the outside to correct them: Mr Smith from Drumble, Peter from India. And throughout the book Mary Smith maintains a superb balance of tone; observing, commenting, filling in details, dropping hints, bridging the old and new worlds, displaying the true humanity of Cranford together with its snobbery and stultifying narrowness, creating sympathy by her gradual focusing of attention on Miss Matty’s inner life.

In a pioneering essay, written to counteract the critical tendency of regarding Cranford as ‘a sympathetic record of a life of innocent triviality’, Martin Dodsworth has argued that the psychological accuracy of the book lies in Mrs Gaskell’s portrayal of the Amazons’ sexual inadequacy in trying to live in a world without men.* The argument is a persuasive one, heightening as it does central aspects of the book which are normally glossed over – Miss Jenkyns’s adoption of a substitute father role, her hostility to Captain Brown and sense of guilt at his death, and, most disturbingly, the pernicious influence she exercises over Miss Matty, whom, it seems impossible reasonably to deny, Mrs Gaskell treats as a study in repressed sexuality. At one moment Miss Jenkyns herself relaxes her normally rigid code and in doing so shocks her timid sister:

‘Oh, goodness me!’ she said. ‘Deborah, there’s a gentleman sitting in the drawing-room, with his arm round Miss Jessie’s waist!’ Miss Matty’s eyes looked large with terror.

Miss Jenkyns snubbed her down in an instant.

‘The most proper place in the world for his arm to be in. Go away, Matilda, and mind your own business.’

In temporarily departing from her public image as ‘a model of feminine decorum’, Miss Jenkyns is acknowledging that, in this particular case, a man is needed, for marriage alone can solve the problem of Jessie Brown’s poverty and help her to avoid the sterility of life that spinsterhood in Cranford would represent. It is only later in one of Miss Matty’s revealing moments of reminiscence that we see possibly deeper personal motives at work in Miss Jenkyns: ‘Deborah said to me, the day of my mother’s funeral, that if she had a hundred offers she never would marry and leave my father. It is not very likely she would have so many – I don’t know that she had one; but it was not less to her credit to say so.’ While Miss Jenkyns sacrifices her own possibility of marriage (or rationalizes her decision in this way) in order to look after her father, Miss Matty’s love for Holbrook is frustrated so that class distinctions can be maintained.

Mrs Gaskell’s handling of Miss Matty’s love for Holbrook provides a striking example of how Cranford gradually developed from the original sketches. ‘A Love Affair at Cranford’ (Household Words; 3 January 1852) consisted of what are now Chapters III and IV, and was clearly regarded as a self-contained episode. It begins with Mary Smith hearing for the first time of Holbrook, includes the visit to his farm, moves forward in time to include news of his death, and closes with Miss Matty allowing Martha to accept Jem Hearn as a ‘follower’: ‘Though Miss Matty was startled, she submitted to Fate and Love.’ She has, of course, many years earlier submitted to family pressures and the memory of her lost love, and it is by the accumulation of carefully chosen details that Mrs Gaskell reveals the pain this submission has brought her. It emerges through her young brother’s admiration for Holbrook; the story Mrs Fitz-Adam tells, Chapter XIV, of the young Miss Matty and Holbrook walking together in a country lane; of Miss Matty’s own naïvety about Martha’s pregnancy, her deep love of babies and children, and most movingly, in the shivering fit that Peter’s reminiscences provokes. It is also characteristic of Mrs Gaskell’s method that she should introduce a further relationship which both compares and contrasts with that of Miss Matty and Holbrook. In choosing to marry Mr Hoggins, Lady Glenmire is rejecting any right of Cranford society to dictate the way she should be have: she does what many years earlier Miss Matty had been unable to do. At the news of the wedding Miss Matty’s response is cryptically personal: ‘Two people that we know going to be married. It’s coming very near!’ and it is left to Mrs Jamieson, who since Miss Jenkyns’s death has taken upon herself the role of guardian of Cranford’s social values, to make a stand. But no one follows her, and her own behaviour seems simply childish. Times are changing.

And it is precisely these changing times that Cranford is about. It is often claimed that Mrs Gaskell is looking back with sentimental affection on a way of life being destroyed by industrial society, but such an argument can stand hardly a moment’s consideration. The humanity and simple goodness apparent in Cranford are admired by Mrs Gaskell and offered, as we have seen, for the reader’s admiration also. But by placing the Amazons at the centre of her book, and gradually revealing the deep sadness of Miss Matty’s life, we see a society which for all its charm is narrow, exclusive, indifferent to the world outside its own boundaries, and, because of this, often unconsciously cruel. Miss Jenkyns’s masculine pose works only so long as no real men are present. When they do appear in the shapes of Captain Brown, Holbrook, Peter, and to a lesser extent Signor Brunoni, they bring with them, by their very awareness of a wider world and larger values of life, a serious challenge to Cranford’s existence. This challenge is not simply a matter of maturity or greater opportunity for experience: it is there in Peter from childhood, and he provides one of the most astonishing indirect comments on the sterile nature of Miss Jenkyns’s snobbery. In the prank which results in his leaving home, he dresses as his elder sister and walks in the garden pretending to nurse a baby, while a growing crowd of people peer at him over the fence. ‘It was only, as he told me afterwards,’ Miss Matty explains, ‘to make something to talk about in the town.’ However conscious Peter’s motives, his joke would, as Martin Dodsworth has pointed out, have led to the town gossips attributing an illegitimate child to the rector’s daughter. As a young boy he strikes instinctively at the repressive life around him, and when punished leaves home altogether. He returns, wealthy, experienced, and unrepentant, to bring ‘peace’ to Cranford, and the final portrait of him is one of the successes of the book. Gentle, tolerant, understanding, and by no means fooled by the Amazons, he watches over and entertains them, fully aware that he has become the patriarch of a dying society.

Mrs Gaskell always retained a special affection for Cranford. ‘It is the only one of my own books’, she told Ruskin, ‘that I can read again; – but whenever I am ailing or ill, I take Cranford and – I was going to say, enjoy it! (but that would not be pretty!) laugh over it afresh!’* The laughter must be part of our response to Cranford; it comes from the lasting impression made upon Mrs Gaskell by her childhood in Knutsford, in which affection and a clear-sighted awareness of the ridiculous are blended: ‘Shall I tell you a Cranfordism,’ she wrote to Forster, ‘An old lady a Mrs Frances Wright said to one of my cousins “I have never been able to spell since I lost my teeth.”’† But beyond this aspect of the book, it remained especially important for Mrs Gaskell because it was here that, at a crucial stage in her development as a novelist, she confronted for the first time some of the contradictions she felt in her own experiences of life, vibrating between industrial Manchester and rural Knutsford. The tone of Cranford is unlike that of any of her other works: it is the product of one very special moment which was not to be repeated. This view is borne out by the single occasion when Mrs Gaskell did return to the theme of Cranford. ‘The Cage at Cranford’ appeared in All the Year Round in November 1863, nearly ten years after the publication of Cranford. It is not entirely unsuccessful as an isolated sketch, but the controlled tone of the earlier work has gone, and is replaced by a selfconsciousness in handling the familiar characters which comes over as too great a striving to amuse. The old tone could not be recreated, and there was no real need even to try, for by this time Mrs Gaskell had reached a new and very successful stage in her growth as a writer.

*

Cousin Phillis was published originally as a four-part serial in the Cornhill Magazine from November 1863 to February 1864: it appeared in book form, first in America in 1864 and in England the following year, as Cousin Phillis and Other Tales. Together with the uncompleted novel Wives and Daughters, which was also serialized in the Cornhill in 1864–5, it represents Mrs Gaskell’s maturest work as an imaginative writer. It is also characteristic of a type of fiction, falling between the novel and the short story (‘the beautiful and blest nouvelle’ as Henry James called it)* which is relatively rare in the mid-Victorian period, though it was to become far more popular with writers towards the end of the nineteenth century. It was a form that Mrs Gaskell had always found attractive, partly it would seem, because it did not impose upon her imagination the element of strain that is never entirely absent from her full-length novels, and, a purely practical consideration, because it could be fitted in more easily with the extremely busy life she led as a mother, wife, and hostess. But clearly what made her so successful in this form was her natural love of anecdotes, folk-tales, legends, reminiscences, and the revealing details of social history. Most of her novels contain interpolated stories of this kind, as also do her letters, and, as we have seen, Cranford can be regarded as being built upon a whole series of reminiscences and anecdotes. Cousin Phillis is presented as a remembered episode, a fleeting, unfulfilled, love affair: it is a dramatization of the situation described but not elaborated by Wordsworth in his ‘Lucy’ poems:

She dwelt among the untrodden ways
     Beside the springs of Dove,
A Maid whom there were none to praise
    And very few to love.

The lines are quoted by Paul Manning as reminding him of Phillis, and although he adds, ‘yet they were not true of her either’, his is a limited viewpoint in the story, and subsequent references to Lucy would seem to suggest that Mrs Gaskell had the mood as well as the hinted situation of these poems very much in mind when writing Cousin Phillis.

After North and South the conscious exploration of contrasting phases of English life, with Manchester providing the modern industrialized world which needs to be incorporated somehow into the final vision of the novels, does, as Edgar Wright has argued, largely disappear from Mrs Gaskell’s work.* But, in the case of Cousin Phillis especially, this is not so much a turning away from social issues as the development of new techniques by which those same issues can be re-examined. In spite of the differences of tone and mood in Cranford and Cousin Phillis they do have much in common. The opening description of Paul’s arrival in Eltham fleetingly reintroduces the world of Cranford before narrowing on to Heathbridge and the Hope Farm. Once again Mrs Gaskell is taking as her social model a small community, relatively isolated from the wider world, and examining the impact upon it of external forces and values. The action of the story, like that of Cranford, is set in the 1840s; Paul and Holdsworth follow Captain Brown in being brought into contact with this community by the new railways; and the arrival of Paul’s father in Heathbridge is similar to Mr Smith’s descent on Cranford in that both are successful representatives of the new order. The differences in the encounter between Mr Manning and Minister Holman are, however, significant. For this is not the harsh, mean, superstitious rural world of North and South, or the fading shabby-genteel society of Cranford, both of which are seen as requiring some sort of deliverance. In Cousin Phillis the two men meet as equals, each finding much to respect in the other; they both belong to living communities, and practicality and creative energy are now regarded as innate in certain kinds of men rather than produced more readily by one part of English society. The confrontation between old and new is presented here with greater subtlety and understanding than in any of Mrs Gaskell’s earlier novels.

The story is told by Paul and his voice is, once again, that of the younger generation, but whereas Mary Smith had embodied Mrs Gaskell’s own perceptions of Cranford, he lacks any truly sympathetic understanding of the lives and events he describes. Phillis recognizes immediately his youthfulness; his father acknowledges in him little imagination (‘Thou’rt not great shakes, I know, in th’inventing line; but many a one gets on better without having fancies for something he does not see and never has seen’); Holdsworth chides him gently for his undeveloped sexuality; and old Betty, after some fierce abuse, decides: ‘Poor lad! you’re but a big child, after all.’ It is Paul’s error of judgement that precipitates Phillis’s illness, but as Holman makes clear, this is the result of inexperience of life rather than any fundamental flaw in his character: ‘Paul! I was unjust to you. You deserved blame, but not all that I said.’ Much the same judgement can be passed on most of the major characters in Cousin Phillis. Holman carries some of the blame for refusing to recognize that Phillis is no longer a child and for restricting his wife’s influence on their daughter’s upbringing. And if Holdsworth is shown eventually as flirtatious and shallow, he is by no means a conventional seducer of innocence. He refrains from telling Phillis of his love for her, and in flirting with her seems merely to be acting out the natural, if irresponsible, side of his personality. Once the prejudice against his foreignness is overcome, Paul, Mr Manning, Holman and his wife, as well as Phillis, all find him attractive; only Betty really stands aside and distrusts him. Holman, Paul, and Holdsworth, all suffer from an inability to foresee the probable results of their actions, and share the blame for what happens to Phillis.

It is this, together with the passivity of Phillis and the way she is associated with natural forces and the movement of the seasons that gives a mood of inevitability to her sufferings. If she too has little experience of life and therefore nothing with which to combat the human weaknesses of those around her, she does have as great a feeling for life as anyone. Old Betty’s blunt warning at the close emphasizes that life must be faced and learnt from, that it is impossible to remain simply a child of nature. Phillis’s reported response shows a willingness to acknowledge the truth of this, though we are left with a final irony, for if the lesson has been truly learnt then there can never be a return to ‘the peace of the old days’.

That the ‘peace of the old days’ was in one sense illusory is a conclusion that must be balanced against the wider implications of the rural community as it is portrayed in Cousin Phillis. Heathbridge is another of those ‘phases of society’ which could disappear with the growth of industrialism, but unlike Cranford there is little about it that is ridiculous. Life at Hope Farm is dominated by the demands of the land and regulated by seasonal change; a place where work is inspired by a deep religious faith which finds expression in a practical concern with living rather than tired doctrinal issues. It can also encompass Holman’s wide-ranging intellectual curiosity and an aesthetic sense which appreciates Virgil’s Georgics for their beauty as well as their knowledge of agriculture.

Yet it is characteristic of Mrs Gaskell that her profound understanding of the nature of social change in the nineteenth century should finally have held her back from offering the Hope Farm community as an ideal. Paul has little of the faith in nonconformity that has worked so powerfully in his father and Holman, while Holdsworth has no appreciation of it at all. These attitudes of the younger generation, together with the satirical glimpses we get of Brother Robinson, serve to heighten the unusual nature of Holman’s way of life, and reflect upon his failure fully to understand the needs of his own daughter. In Cousin Phillis, as in Cranford and North andw South, Mrs Gaskell is concerned to delineate the qualities which the process of change must not be allowed to obliterate, without taking a stand against change itself. However different the approach, we still find in Cousin Phillis that need to arbitrate between contrasting phases of society, to test and evaluate them, which seems to have been one of Mrs Gaskell’s deepest motivating forces as a writer. In Cranford the accumulation of historical and social detail provided a means for Mrs Gaskell to clarify her feelings about the past and present: in Cousin Phillis these details are still employed, and the concern with past and present remains, but they are absorbed within the frame of the nouvelle and skilfully dramatized as a tale of lost innocence.




A Note on the Text

Cranford was published originally as an eight-part serial in Household Words. The dates and titles of the parts, together with the subsequent chapter division for the first book edition of 1853, are: ‘Our Society at Cranford’, 13 December 1851 (Chapters I to II, Our Society, The Captain); ‘A Love Affair at Cranford’, 3 January 1852 (Chapters III to IV, A Love Affair of Long Ago, A Visit to an Old Bachelor); ‘Memory at Cranford’, 13 March 1852 (Chapters V to VI, Old Letters, Poor Peter); ‘Visiting at Cranford’, 3 April 1852 (Chapters VII to VIII, Visiting, ‘Your Ladyship’); ‘The Great Cranford Panic’, published in two instalments, 8 and 15 January 1853 (chapters IX to XI, Signor Brunoni, The Panic, Samuel Brown); ‘Stopped Payment at Cranford’, 2 April 1853 (Chapters XII to XIII, Engaged to be Married, Stopped Payment); ‘Friends in Need, at Cranford’, 7 May 1853 (Chapter XIV, Friends in Need); ‘A Happy Return to Cranford’, 21 May 1853 (Chapters XV to XVI, A Happy Return, Peace to Cranford).

Mrs Gaskell revised the Household Words text for the 1853 edition, changing some of the names of characters (Miss Matey to Miss Matty being the most significant), reintroducing the references to Dickens, dividing the original instalments into chapters as given above, and making a number of minor stylistic changes. These are detailed by Elizabeth Porges Watson in her edition of Cranford published in 1972 in the ‘Oxford English Novels’ series. A few errors and inconsistencies remained in the 1853 and later editions, and where I have followed Miss Watson in finding the Household Words reading obviously correct or superior this has been indicated in the Notes. Otherwise the present text is substantially that of the 1864 edition, the last revised by Mrs Gaskell before her death the following year.

Cousin Phillis was published originally as a four-part serial (corresponding to the present division of the tale) in the Cornhill Magazine, appearing monthly from November 1863 to February 1864. The present text is that of the first English book edition, Cousin Phillis and Other Tales (1865).

‘The Cage at Cranford’ appeared as a separate sketch in All the Year Round, November 1863, and was not collected in volume form in Mrs Gaskell’s lifetime though it has been reprinted many times since. ‘The Last Generation in England’ was first published in the American periodical Sartain’s Union Magazine, July 1849, and remained uncollected until E. P. Watson included it in her edition of Cranford.
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CRANFORD
CHAPTER I
Our Society

IN the first place, Cranford is in possession of the Amazons;1 all the holders of houses, above a certain rent, are women. If a married couple come to settle in the town, somehow the gentleman disappears; he is either fairly frightened to death by being the only man in the Cranford evening parties, or he is accounted for by being with his regiment, his ship, or closely engaged in business all the week in the great neighbouring commercial town of Drumble,2 distant only twenty miles on a railroad. In short, whatever does become of the gentlemen, they are not at Cranford. What could they do if they were there? The surgeon has his round of thirty miles, and sleeps at Cranford; but every man cannot be a surgeon. For keeping the trim gardens full of choice flowers without a weed to speck them; for frightening away little boys who look wistfully at the said flowers through the railings; for rushing out at the geese that occasionally venture into the gardens if the gates are left open; for deciding all questions of literature and politics without troubling themselves with unnecessary reasons or arguments; for obtaining clear and correct knowledge of everybody’s affairs in the parish; for keeping their neat maid-servants in admirable order; for kindness (somewhat dictatorial) to the poor, and real tender good offices to each other whenever they are in distress, the ladies of Cranford are quite sufficient. ‘A man,’ as one of them observed to me once, ‘is so in the way in the house!’ Although the ladies of Cranford know all each other’s proceedings; they are exceedingly indifferent to each other’s opinions. Indeed, as each has her own individuality, not to say eccentricity, pretty strongly developed, nothing is so easy as verbal retaliation; but somehow good-will reigns among them to a considerable degree.

The Cranford ladies have only an occasional little quarrel, spirted out in a few peppery words and angry jerks of the head; just enough to prevent the even tenor of their lives from becoming too flat. Their dress is very independent of fashion; as they observe, ‘What does it signify how we dress here at Cranford, where everybody knows us?’ And if they go from home, their reason is equally cogent: ‘What does it signify how we dress here, where nobody knows us?’ The materials of their clothes are, in general, good and plain, and most of them are nearly as scrupulous as Miss Tyler, of cleanly memory;3 but I will answer for it, the last gigot, the last tight and scanty petticoat4 in wear in England, was seen in Cranford – and seen without a smile.

I can testify to a magnificent family red silk umbrella, under which a gentle little spinster, left alone of many brothers and sisters, used to patter to church on rainy days. Have you any red silk umbrellas in London? We had a tradition of the first that had ever been seen in Cranford; and the little boys mobbed it, and called it ‘a stick in petticoats.’ It might have been the very red silk one I have described, held by a strong father over a troop of little ones; the poor little lady – the survivor of all – could scarcely carry it.

Then there were rules and regulations for visiting and calls; and they were announced to any young people, who might be staying in the town, with all the solemnity with which the old Manx laws were read once a year on the Tinwald Mount.5

‘Our friends have sent to inquire how you are after your journey to-night, my dear’ (fifteen miles, in a gentlemen’s carriage); ‘they will give you some rest to-morrow, but the next day, I have no doubt, they will call; so be at liberty after twelve; – from twelve to three are our calling-hours.’

Then, after they had called,

‘It is the third day; I dare say your mamma has told you, my dear, never to let more than three days elapse between receiving a call and returning it; and also, that you are never to stay longer than a quarter of an hour.’

‘But am I to look at my watch? How am I to find out when a quarter of an hour has passed?’

‘You must keep thinking about the time, my dear, and not allow yourself to forget it in conversation.’

As everybody had this rule in their minds, whether they received or paid a call, of course no absorbing subject was ever spoken about. We kept ourselves to short sentences of small talk, and were punctual to our time.

I imagine that a few of the gentlefolks of Cranford were poor, and had some difficulty in making both ends meet; but they were like the Spartans, and concealed their smart under a smiling face. We none of us spoke of money, because that subject savoured of commerce and trade, and though some might be poor, we were all aristocratic. The Cranfordians had that kindly esprit de corps which made them overlook all deficiencies in success when some among them tried to conceal their poverty. When Mrs Forrester, for instance, gave a party in her baby-house of a dwelling, and the little maiden disturbed the ladies on the sofa by a request that she might get the tea-tray out from underneath, every one took this novel proceeding as the most natural thing in the world; and talked on about household forms and ceremonies, as if we all believed that our hostess had a regular servants’ hall, second table, with housekeeper and steward, instead of the one little charity-school maiden,6 whose short ruddy arms could never have been strong enough to carry the tray up-stairs, if she had not been assisted in private by her mistress, who now sat in state, pretending not to know what cakes were sent up, though she knew, and we knew, and she knew that we knew, and we knew that she knew we knew, she had been busy all the morning making tea-bread 7 and sponge cakes.

There were one or two consequences arising from this general but unacknowledged poverty, and this very much acknowledged gentility, which were not amiss, and which might be introduced into many circles of society to their great improvement, For instance, the inhabitants of Cranford kept early hours, and clattered home in their pattens,8 under the guidance of a lantern-bearer, about nine o’clock at night; and the whole town was abed and asleep by half-past ten. Moreover, it was considered ‘vulgar’ (a tremendous word in Cranford) to give anything expensive, in the way of eatable or drinkable, at the evening entertainments. Wafer bread-and-butter and sponge-biscuits were all that the Honourable Mrs Jamieson gave; and she was sister-in-law to the late Earl of Glenmire, although she did practise such ‘elegant economy.’

‘Elegant economy!’ How naturally one falls back into the phraseology of Cranford! There, economy was always ‘elegant,’ and money-spending always ‘vulgar and ostentatious;’ a sort of sour grapeism, which made us very peaceful and satisfied, I never shall forget the dismay felt when a certain Captain Brown came to live at Cranford, and openly spoke about his being poor – not in a whisper to an intimate friend, the doors and windows being previously closed; but, in the public street! in a loud military voice! alleging his poverty as a reason for not taking a particular house. The ladies of Cranford were already rather moaning over the invasion of their territories by a man and a gentleman. He was a half-pay captain,9 and had obtained some situation on a neighbouring railroad,10 which had been vehemently petitioned against by the little town; and if, in addition to his masculine gender, and his connexion with the obnoxious railroad, he was so brazen as to talk of being poor – why! then, indeed, he must be sent to Coventry. Death was as true and as common as poverty; yet people never spoke about that, loud out in the streets. It was a word not to be mentioned to ears polite. We had tacitly agreed to ignore that any with whom we associated on terms of visiting equality could ever be prevented by poverty from doing anything that they wished. If we walked to or from a party, it was because the night was so fine, or the air so refreshing; not because sedan-chairs were expensive.11 If we wore prints, instead of summer silks, it was because we preferred a washing material; and so on, till we blinded ourselves to the vulgar fact, that we were, all of us, people of very moderate means. Of course, then, we did not know what to make of a man who could speak of poverty as if it was not a disgrace. Yet, somehow, Captain Brown made himself respected in Cranford, and was called upon in spite of all resolutions to the contrary. I was surprised to hear his opinions quoted as authority, at a visit which I paid to Cranford, about a year after he had settled in the town. My own friends had been among the bitterest opponents of any proposal to visit the captain and his daughters, only twelve months before; and now he was even admitted in the tabooed hours before twelve. True, it was to discover the cause of a smoking chimney, before the fire was lighted; but still Captain Brown walked up-stairs, nothing daunted, spoke in a voice too large for the room, and joked quite in the way of a tame man, about the house. He had been blind to all the small slights, and omissions of trivial ceremonies, with which he had been received. He had been friendly, though the Cranford ladies had been cool; he had answered small sarcastic compliments in good faith; and with his manly frankness had overpowered all the shrinking which met him as a man who was not ashamed to be poor. And, at last, his excellent masculine common sense, and his facility in devising expedients to overcome domestic dilemmas, had gained him an extraordinary place as authority among the Cranford ladies. He, himself, went on in his course, as unaware of his popularity as he had been of the reverse; and I am sure he was startled one day, when he found his advice so highly esteemed, as to make some counsel which he had given in jest, to be taken in sober, serious earnest.

It was on this subject; – an old lady
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