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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. Mary Barton (1848) 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; notably a further industrial novel, North and South (1855). In 1850 she met and secured the friendship of Charlotte Brontë. After Charlotte’s death in March 1855, Patrick Brontë chose his daughter’s friend and fellow novelist to write The Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857), a probing and sympathetic account that has attained classic stature. 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

Elizabeth Gaskell’s The Life of Charlotte Brontë was a formative work in two important senses. Hers was the first full-length biography of a female novelist to be written by a sister novelist, and in it she may be said to have created, almost single-handedly, the myth of the Brontës. Her apparently simple, linear arrangement of the known facts of Charlotte’s life, interspersed with letters and anecdotes, presented an interpretation so compelling that, a century and a half later, books about the Brontës still find themselves standing within its shadow, often simultaneously using it as a source and offering resistance to the story it tells.

Professional biographers have always been in the business of saving two reputations: their own and their subject’s.1 Victorian women biographers laboured under the additional burden of establishing their right to the title as well as the worth of their subject. Novel-writing, it was generally conceded, might well be within a woman’s grasp because, as a junior branch of literature, it made no call upon a knowledge of rules laid down in classical antiquity and seemed even to privilege the ‘school of experience’. Gaskell’s first novel, Mary Barton (1848), carried as its epigraph this quotation from Thomas Carlyle’s 1832 essay ‘Biography’:

‘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 find 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, even as it is given thee.’2

Ostensibly this served as a humble apology for the despised art of fiction as capable of contributing a modicum of meaning beyond the ‘idle froth’ to which Carlyle normally consigned novels. When used by a woman novelist, however, it might also be seen as offering a quietly ironic rebuke to Carlyle’s unquestioning patriarchalism. His Olympian patronage gave modest encouragement to the honest labourer tilling the fields of fiction, but silently excluded his sisters from the possibility of being even unconscious purveyors of a worthwhile message. Whatever Gaskell’s intentions here, she could surely not have read the concluding sentence to Carlyle’s personal letter of thanks for Mary Barton (‘a Book deserving to take its place far above the ordinary garbage of novels’) without being struck by its taking with one hand what it gave with the other: ‘May you live long to write good Books, – and to do silently good actions, which I believe is very much more indispensable!’3

In choosing the epigraph which was to stand on the title page of The Life of Charlotte Brontë she tabled the question of Victorian society’s gendered thinking as part of the book’s agenda.

Oh my God,

—— Thou hast knowledge, only Thou,
How dreary ’tis for women to sit still
On winter nights by solitary fires
And hear the nations praising them far off.

AURORA LEIGH4

These lines, emphasizing the emotional hunger of single women artists, have their part to play in Gaskell’s portrayal of her friend; but such an allusion, on the title page, to the previous year’s literary cause célèbre, Aurora Leigh, offered signals over and above those of the particular passage chosen. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s epic poem had staked out women’s claim to a poetic territory traditionally considered male. It had ventured to claim that the subject of a woman writer’s self-determination was material fit for an epic, and in such a way as to offer a brazen challenge to the rules of epic: the narrator of the epic was no longer a spectator figure, but constituted herself the speaking subject as well as the object of contemplation.5

Gaskell had never been in any doubt as to the intrinsic interest of Charlotte Brontë’s life: how could the life of the woman whose first published novel, Jane Eyre (1847), had been described as a revolutionary declaration of the ‘Rights of Woman’6 not be of interest? Even before they met, Gaskell had been intrigued by a woman who, she felt, revealed herself so transparently in her fiction. In 1850 she wrote to her friend, the literary lion-hunter, Lady Kay-Shuttleworth,

I should like to hear a great deal more about her, as I have been so much interested in what she has written. I don’t mean merely in the story and mode of her narration, wonderful as that is, but in the glimpses one gets of her, and her modes of thought, and, all unconsciously to herself, of the way in wh [sic] she has suffered.7

Gaskell was quite open about the pleasure she took in literary gossip – recounting, to another friend, the story of Harriet Martineau’s encounter the previous year with Charlotte Brontë, she finished: ‘There! that’s all I know, but I think it’s a pretty good deal, it’s something to have seen somebody who has seen nominis umbra.’8 In this case, however, she told Lady Kay-Shuttleworth, the attraction was more profound: ‘I should like very much indeed to know her: I was going to write to “see” her, but that is not it.’ The letter continues, in a roundabout way, to tease out the nature of her interest. She and her correspondent had been sharing ‘perplexities’ over what might be considered legitimate occupations for unmarried, middle-class women. ‘I think I see every day,’ wrote Gaskell, ‘how women, deprived of their natural duties as wives & mothers, must look out for other duties if they wish to be at peace.’ In one matter Gaskell and her correspondent were in complete accord: ‘What you say of the restlessness of the age, of the “search after the ideal in some, and morbid dread of the ideal in others”, strikes me as very true; and it is difficult to steer clear of these two extremes, between which characters seem thrown backwards & forwards like shuttlecocks.’

Only a couple of months before, she had worried away at the matter in a letter to Eliza Fox, the painter, who was still single and living at home with her father.

One thing is pretty clear, Women, must give up living an artist’s life, if home duties are to be paramount… I am sure it is healthy for them to have the refuge of the hidden world of Art to shelter themselves in when too much pressed upon by daily small Lilliputian arrows of peddling cares; it keeps them from being morbid as you say; and takes them into the land where King Arthur lies hidden, and soothes them with its peace… but the difficulty is where and when to make one set of duties subserve and give place to the other… If Self is to be the end of exertions, those exertions are unholy, there is no doubt of that – and that is part of the danger in cultivating the Individual Life; but I do believe we have all some appointed work to do, whh [sic] no one can do so well; Wh. is our work; what we have to do in advancing the Kingdom of God; and that first we must find out what we are sent into the world to do, and define it and make it clear to ourselves, (that’s the hard part) and then forget ourselves in our work, and our work in the End we ought to strive to bring about.9

The formula she had arrived at, perhaps unsurprisingly, fitted her own case well. As she told Lady Kay-Shuttleworth, ‘I am always glad and thankful to Him that I am a wife and a mother and that I am so happy in the performance of those clear and defined duties.’10 The genesis of her first novel, Mary Barton, in the desire to ‘exclude the memory of painful scenes’, 11 had no less surely guaranteed, to her own satisfaction at least, that art provided her with a consolatory antidote to morbidity and a channel for ‘advancing the Kingdom of God’. Nevertheless, that still left the prospect of ‘a few years of great difficulty in the life of every woman who foresees and calmly accepts single life’.12 Eliza Fox and Charlotte Brontë interested her because, on the surface at least, their positions closely resembled each other: ‘Miss Brontë,’ she told another correspondent, ‘… is more like Miss Fox in character & ways than anyone, if you can fancy Miss Fox to have gone through suffering enough to have taken out every spark of merriment, and shy & silent from the habit of extreme intense solitude.’13 The conditions that might have produced a Gaskell novel were taking shape: a moral dilemma had been established that could be explored in such a way as to examine what part individual temperament and circumstance might respectively play in its resolution.

In her fiction Gaskell had already shown herself more interested in exploring lives that touched her own at a significant tangent than in more straightforwardly autobiographical self-transcription. The thirty years of copious correspondence to which we have access confirm the impression of a woman whose gregarious instincts and joie de vivre transposed themselves into a consuming interest in other lives rather than revealing any tendency to introspection. Married life in Manchester had provided the parallel lives of working-class women for her inspection in Mary Barton; her upbringing in Knutsford had supplied Cranford’s (1851–3) insights into what an uninterrupted sojourn in a predominantly female community might offer; her sense of the vulnerable position in which orphaned adolescent girls might so easily find themselves communicated itself in Ruth (1855). When Charlotte Brontë died, on the last day of March 1855, her life seemed to provide just such another opportunity for examining the alternative case that so much interested her, that of a woman artist who had, till very near the end, ‘foreseen the single life’. Perhaps the fact that her own eldest daughter would be twenty-one that year, an age at which spinsterhood began to seem at least a possibility, sharpened the resolve she made ‘that in our country-leisure this summer I would put down everything I remembered about this dear friend and noble woman’ for ‘my children’.14

When she determined on this private memoir Gaskell made another decision that would profoundly affect The Life of Charlotte Brontë: the decision to ‘honour her as a woman, separate from her character as an authoress’. Despite the fact that Charlotte’s father urged Gaskell to express her critical opinions upon his daughter’s published works, she was to remain intransigent, fobbing him off with the curiously unconvincing excuse that ‘public opinion had already pronounced her fiat, and set her seal’.15 Other, more deep-seated, reasons seem to have lain behind her refusal. First, and perhaps most important, she was not certain that she actually liked Charlotte’s novels.16 Secondly, it was undoubtedly easier to mould Charlotte’s life story to the view that every human being could ‘forget’ the Self in the task of finding the particular duties appointed by God if she ignored the extent to which the fiction had been a vehicle for protest. While Charlotte was still alive, Gaskell had been driven to admit that her friend’s writings could scarcely be seen as offering the healthy solace or religious encouragement that alone justified women’s resort to ‘the hidden world of Art’:

The difference between Miss Brontë and me is that she puts all her naughtiness into her books, and I put all my goodness. I am sure she works off a great deal that is morbid into her writing, and out of her life; and my books are so far better than I am that I often feel ashamed of having written them and as if I were a hypocrite.17

And she was already experiencing the temptation to refashion Charlotte’s life along more suitable lines:

What would have been her translucent grandeur if she had been brought up in a healthy & happy atmosphere no one can tell… if she can but give up her craving for keen enjoyment of life – which after all comes only in drams to anyone, leaving the spaces between most dreary & depressing. Still it is easy to talk & arrange another person’s life for them…

Gaskell even took practical steps to ‘arrange’ her friend’s life for her, in particular by trying to improve Arthur Nicholls’s chance as a suitor by securing either a clerical pension or a well-paid living for him.18 A few days after Charlotte died Gaskell even sought to persuade herself that she could have saved her life: ‘… it is no use regretting what is past; but I do fancy that if I had come, I could have induced her, – even though they had all felt angry with me at first, – to do what was so absolutely necessary for her very life.’19 This has usually been interpreted as meaning that Gaskell would have attempted to persuade Charlotte to terminate her pregnancy: instead, Gaskell was to jettison her friend’s literary offspring in her attempt to recuperate the life.

Two months later, disturbed by the factual errors and ‘malignant falsehoods’ that seemed to be gaining currency in the obituary notices, Charlotte’s friends and family alighted upon Gaskell as the appropriate person to write the authorized biography.20 She was to find a world of difference between the ease with which one might ‘talk & arrange another person’s life for them’ and the arduous process of piecing together and structuring letters and memories into a coherent narrative. The project took a little over a year and a half, but four months before the end she wrote to George Smith, the publisher, ‘Oh! if once I have finished this biography, catch me writing another!’21

Models for biography were not wanting: nineteenth-century enthusiasm for the genre outstripped even our own. Religious biographies abounded, providing both Christian example and entertainment: in the summer of 1836 Charlotte Brontë was to be found enthusiastically recommending to a friend that she ‘Beg, borrow, or steal’ one of three such that she had just read (Vol. I, ch. viii). The ‘life and letters’ formula, in which the narrative was interwoven with the subject’s own words, was also well established. Angus Easson is surely right to remind us, however, that the impression we thus gain of unmediated access to the subject should be tempered by remembering that the biographer controls which letters we are allowed to read.22 The treasure trove of four hundred or so letters, amassed by Ellen Nussey, formed the bedrock of Gaskell’s narrative line, but Charlotte’s choice of topic and tone in this correspondence probably frequently reflected Ellen’s own narrow and occasionally rather sentimental piety. Nor had Ellen been privy to the secrets of her friend’s other life as Currer Bell. W. S. Williams, the reader for George Smith’s publishing company, supplied a cache of letters of a more literary flavour. Gaskell’s own racy, but more homogeneous, epistolary style had not prepared her for the variety of different selves revealed in Charlotte’s letters. Thanking Williams for his loan, she wrote: ‘I have read them hastily over and I like the tone of them very much; it is curious how much the spirit in which she wrote varies according to the correspondent whom she was addressing, I imagine.’23 Other letters included in the biography were made, at the recipients’ behest, to stand proxy for more intimate disclosures from Charlotte. Indeed Gaskell elevated this decision to the status of an editorial principle: ‘I came to the resolution of writing truly, if I wrote at all; of withholding nothing, though some things, from their very nature, could not be spoken of so fully as others’ (Vol. II, ch. xii). Inevitably, then, the partial truth, achieved by selection, was made to constitute a new whole.

Biography has a tendency to partake of refracted autobiography and, as Gaskell’s most recent biographer has observed, ‘Involvement in the near, yearning for the far, marked Elizabeth Gaskell’s life from its earliest days.’24 By alternating letters to Ellen detailing the tedium of daily life at Haworth with letters to her London acquaintance discussing a wider literary world and its concerns, Gaskell underpinned the axis upon which she poised Charlotte Brontë’s life. This process encouraged her to underplay the resources for literary discussion Charlotte enjoyed within her own family. Few letters between the sisters were available to Gaskell, so that these literate and literary companions survived only as ghostly figures, whose collaborative imaginative play was confined largely to the overheated productions of adolescence. Gaskell may have misinterpreted Charlotte’s reluctance to reciprocate her own enthusiasm for discussing ‘work in progress’: possibly Patrick Brontë became his daughter’s ‘in-house’ reader. (Gaskell herself not only pressed husband William into service as copy-editor for her stylistic slips, but was more than happy to use close friends as critical readers.)25

More conscious decisions also played their part in dictating Gaskell’s structural formula. She saw two particular schoolfriends of Charlotte as providing examples of the polarities between which the concepts of duty and desire swung. These friends, Ellen Nussey and Mary Taylor, had the further advantage for weaving the skein of Charlotte’s life that, although Mary achieved the liberation of a fully independent life and employment in New Zealand, she also remained anchored in the thoughts of the two who had stayed at home, through a web of friendship and marriage, and so provided both a reference point and, to some extent, a warning of the unsuspected drawbacks of realizing the ‘yearning for the far’. The importance that Mary’s image attained in Gaskell’s thinking, as a woman qualified to speak to another interpretation of uniting ‘duty and desire’, can be seen in Gaskell’s decision to allow her the last word upon her friend’s life. She split in two Mary’s letter to her, sent from New Zealand, recalling the occasion in January 1845 on which she had urged Charlotte to make a similar break with the past (‘I told her very warmly, that she ought not to stay at home’, Vol. I, ch. xiii) and, leaving one half of it at its chronologically appropriate point of entry in the narrative, reserved the remaining portion for the penultimate paragraph of the entire work.26 Mary’s counter-image thus lends its weight close to the end of both volumes of the biography. Moreover, ‘Mary’s choice’ is carefully constructed by Gaskell: the life of a frivolous adventure-seeker would have offered no serious alternative. Instead, just before Mary makes her plea to Charlotte to consider the certain ruin of health and constitution that another five years at home will certainly wreak, Gaskell chose to introduce material from ‘long before’, when Charlotte had written of Mary that she ‘was full of feelings, noble, warm, generous, devoted, and profound… She would die willingly for one she loved. Her intellect and attainments are of the very highest standard.’ Mary represented both the passion and the life of the mind that ‘good’, ‘true’, ‘faithful’ Ellen so conspicuously lacked.27

‘Composing’, ‘arranging’, ‘constructing’, ‘weaving’: all these words that underline the artistic decisions that went into the making of The Life of Charlotte Brontë are worth emphasizing, if only because they challenge views of nineteenth-century women’s writing as an almost transparent medium through which ‘reality’ can better be glimpsed for its lack of artistic opacity, or as a vehicle for heartfelt, rather than mind-sieved, outpourings of ‘selfhood’. In this case the point particularly needs reinforcing because the conversational style, making frequent allusions to its own writerly processes, such as hunting for an apt analogy or openly admitting the subjectivity of so many of the ‘impressions’ it records, can blind us to its very accomplishment. Cadences were carefully created: the end of the last sentence of Volume I, chapter ii was altered in the manuscript from ‘struck on the gentle, delicate wife, whose health was even then failing’, so that the halting phrases, mimicking both the lumbering cart arriving at the Parsonage and Maria Brontë’s increasingly hard-won breath, achieved their own compelling rhythm as the last six words were transposed into ‘whose health even then was failing’. The air of casually unedited repetition lent by those oft-repeated phrases ‘as I stated’ or ‘as I mentioned’ belies the deliberation with which she manages to include on three separate occasions Patrick Brontë’s unsociable eating habits, or the cumulative skill with which she enumerates the slabs of grey stone which become both Charlotte’s tomb and her lasting monument. It was a style, too, that allowed for emotional modulation from the easy incorporation of pungent anecdote, reconstituted dialogue and informal letters to the heightened rhetoric of dramatic tableaux.

Moreover, as any biographer knows, no life is lived in convenient chapters or volumes, and even the simplest record of a life involves the writer in an encounter with the publishing fashions of its day. By November 1855 Gaskell realized that, with the material she had already accumulated (the letters to Miss Wooler, Charlotte’s former headmistress and friend, a few to Emily, those to Miss Nussey and some to George Smith), she already had ‘material enough, or nearly enough, gathered together to enable me to make a vol: about the size of Carlyle’s Life of Sterling: but of course I cannot tell at present’.28 She had already dismissed another available option, for which there were many models, including Charlotte’s own ‘Biographical Notice of Ellis and Acton Bell’ (1850): a prefatory essay to the novelist’s work. By the time she had started writing it seems likely, from the leisurely pace of her introduction to the Yorkshire locale, that she had recognized that her biography would take another standard form, the two-volume affair; although in this case she would not opt for the familiar model of a memoir followed by a selection of letters. The two-volume format was in any case a design of which she had experience: Mary Barton and North and South had already taken this shape when they appeared in book form. The nature of the quarrels she experienced with Dickens over the rather different and tighter structural constraints of the serial format, to which he wished her to conform when publishing North and South in his magazine Household Words suggests that volumes appealed to her because they offered a greater latitude.29 The manuscript evidence further indicates that, although she had a marked sense of the rhythms to which she wished to make Charlotte Brontë’s life conform, she showed scant concern for more formal structural planning. Readers of the printed version feel themselves in capable hands as they are prepared for the slow crumbling of Charlotte’s hopes by the autumn of 1845. Mary Taylor’s warning is one of a series of mournful markers in the last two chapters of the first volume. Anxious to avoid discussion of the effect of Monsieur Heger’s silence on his devoted pupil, Gaskell instead ends the first volume with the tale of Branwell’s decline and the disappointing silence that greeted the publication of the three sisters’ collection of poems. Nevertheless, she is also aware of the need to provide encouragement for readers to continue through what might appear to be a slowly unfolding parabola of depression, so she also holds out glimpses of fresh beginnings: Chapter xiii begins its catalogue of woe with ‘The moors were a great resource this spring…’; and chapter xiv with ‘In the course of this sad autumn of 1845, a new interest came up; faint, indeed…’ The opening sentence of the second volume takes its cue from this rhythm: ‘During this summer of 1846, while her literary hopes were waning, an anxiety of another kind was increasing.’ The illusion of precarious, but artfully controlled, balance in achieving a happy coincidence between the thematic moment when the literary life might have failed, leaving no afterword, and the commencement of Jane Eyre, whose fame introduces and justifies the two-volume affair, is exactly that. Not only was Gaskell unclear as to how many chapters she had actually written when she got to the end of Volume I, having misnumbered chapter ix as chapter viii, but many of her chapter divisions, and indeed the beginning of the second volume itself, were breaks subsequently inserted into the textual flow.

The Life of Charlotte Brontë drew in other ways too upon Gaskell’s experience as a novelist. Her fictional plots had conformed to the patriarchal ideology of the period by ultimately subjugating the lives of their heroines to the approved norms of familial duty and marriage, while allowing the drama to spring from these girls’ desire for excitement and exceptionality. Mary Barton and Margaret Hale, on the last page of their respective novels, find themselves ‘rewarded’ for their hard-won moral maturity by being granted the love of strong husbands whose heroism has partly shown itself in an unflinching capacity to act as the sternest critics of their wives’ previous lapses from acceptable ‘womanly’ behaviour. Ruth Hilton has to pay the ultimate forfeit, of her life, to compensate for being permitted to make her stand against marriage to her seducer. Mary and Margaret, schooled by the deaths of relatives and the fear of loneliness, learn to curb their individual longings and temper their emotional desires. The reader is persuaded that, even if these two women are permitted the last words in the novels, their inner strife is ended and they have handed over the responsibility of making a way in the world to a husband. Charlotte’s story, of course, has to transgress this limit by accommodating her death, whose untimeliness is made all the more poignant by the way it disrupts the so recently composed family circle to leave a husband and a father ‘sitting desolate and alone in the old grey house’. Nevertheless, earlier in the same chapter (Vol. II, ch. xiii), Gaskell had also found a place for the culturally sanctioned closure, as she dismissed her heroine to the pleasures of the honeymoon:

Henceforward the sacred doors of home are closed upon her married life. We, her loving friends, standing outside, caught occasional glimpses of brightness, and pleasant peaceful murmurs of sound, telling of the gladness within; and we looked at each other, and gently said, ‘After a hard and long struggle – after many cares and many bitter sorrows – she is tasting happiness now!’ We thought of the slight astringencies of her character, and how they would turn to full ripe sweetness in that calm sunshine of domestic peace.

Marriage is defined as the ‘full ripe sweetness’ which will settle Charlotte in calm domesticity and remove her from exceptionality, pictured more as a defect of character than as the condition that produced the art. Charlotte’s decision to recognize in her most persistent suitor ‘a kind, considerate fellow… with all his masculine faults’30 is here represented as the mature renunciation of that ‘craving for keen enjoyment of life’ that Gaskell had detected in her friend and deplored as being at odds with a realistic assessment of life.

A further favourite device of patriarchally sanctioned narratives was the provision of ‘sibling figures’ with whom the heroine’s moral demeanour and choices could be compared. In this telling Charlotte’s surviving sisters, Emily and Anne, occupy positions at either end of the spectrum of behaviour to which Charlotte’s conflict of duty and desire inclined her. Emily emerges as a woman of inviolably independent spirit, immune alike to sympathy or emotional appeals. Where Charlotte spoke of her sister’s outward ‘singularities’ as an external layer under which could be discovered ‘the valuable parts of her character’, Gaskell translated these into an intractable refusal to accommodate socially. Despite Monsieur Heger’s report that, while in Brussels, Emily had demonstrated ‘a capability for argument, unusual in a man’, Gaskell portrayed her as ‘impenetrable to friendly advances’, leeching upon her sister’s slender nervous resources by forcing Charlotte to answer for the two of them (Vol. I, ch. xi). Emily’s unassuageable homesickness is spoken of by Gaskell almost in terms of an adolescent affliction, which her sisters generously concurred in recognizing as a psychosomatic illness, real enough to be given priority in deciding their respective lots in life: it ‘became at length so much an acknowledged fact, that whichever was obliged to leave home, the sisters decided that Emily must remain there…’ When Anne, whose education at Miss Wooler’s came courtesy of Charlotte’s work as a teacher, fell ill and Charlotte felt she could only recover at home, Charlotte consented to return alone to her uncongenial post. ‘But, independently of this, Emily had given up her situation in the Halifax school.’ Emily’s unilateral decision becomes the foremost of the financial reasons that led to the heroic decision that concludes this paragraph: ‘So Charlotte had quietly to take up her burden of teaching again, and return to her previous monotonous life’ (Vol. I, ch. viii). After their aunt’s death, ‘Emily quickly decided to be the daughter to remain at home,’ and so appears to have selfishly pre-empted her sisters’ claims once again (Vol. I, ch. xi). At this point such an interpretation paid dividends by veiling Charlotte’s undoubted enthusiasm to return to the presence of Monsieur Heger.

If one of Gaskell’s aims in this biography was to redeem Charlotte from the charge of ‘a total ignorance of the habits of society, a great coarseness of taste, and a heathenish doctrine of religion’ to which Lady Elizabeth Rigby consigned Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell in the pages of the Quarterly Review,31 it might be that Emily would have to be offered up as the scapegoat. Gaskell finds her excuse for this exercise in a passing remark in one of Charlotte’s letters: ‘Our poor little cat has been ill two days, and is just dead. It is piteous to see even an animal lying lifeless. Emily is sorry.’ This tiny domestic vignette is expanded by Gaskell into an essay-like digression, drawing a moral and temperamental contrast between the two sisters (Vol. I, ch. xii). Charlotte’s compassion for the animal kingdom bespeaks ‘affection’, while Emily’s is ‘more of a kind of passion’. Charlotte is moved by ‘helplessness’, while Emily responds to the ‘fierce, wild, intractability’ of animals. The ensuing anecdote of Emily’s bare-knuckle combat with Keeper, a household pet pictured as capable of turning at any moment into ‘an enraged brute’, suggests a woman impervious to the social code decreeing that mature women should not give physical expression to their feelings. Indeed Gaskell found herself compelled to resort to ‘the language of the turf’ to describe the punishment Emily meted out to the dog. Even in Charlotte’s proto-feminist novel, Jane Eyre was forced to learn that, after puberty, women could not take the law into their own hands without being seen as coming perilously close to reverting to the animal passions from which social conditioning, rather than rationality or spirituality, probably raised them. Emily, in Gaskell’s account, remained impervious to such lessons, and when Gaskell imagined the mourning Keeper, ‘in half Red Indian creed’, permitted to follow his mistress ‘when he awakens to the land of shadows’, the logic of the syntax would suggest that Emily too is dispatched to a mistily pagan afterlife. One sister has thus managed to absorb the accusations, levelled at all three, of being unsocialized, coarse and heathen. Hence Charlotte could be presented as waging a heroic, and ultimately successful, fight against the temptation to a similar, though always less grotesque, life of undisciplined passion.

If Emily is demonized, Anne becomes a ‘gentle, patient girl’, anxious only to give no trouble. ‘The progress of Anne’s illness was slower than that of Emily’s had been; and she was too unselfish to refuse trying means, from which, if she herself had little hope of benefit, her friends might hereafter derive a mournful satisfaction’ (Vol. II, ch. iii).

The full force of this contrast was muted when Gaskell excised from her account of Emily’s death her opinion that ‘Her conduct was the very essence of stern selfishness’;32 but Anne’s passivity could still serve the purpose of accentuating the agonizings of unfulfilled desire that make Charlotte’s inner life interesting. Charlotte’s patronizing references to her nineteen-year-old sister, who is, astonishingly, capable of writing ‘a sensible, clever letter’ but whose shyness might make employers feel ‘that she has a natural impediment in her speech’, may have coloured Gaskell’s thinking, but it is surprising that she paid so little heed to the imaginative revelations of Anne’s novel, Agnes Grey. The nineteen-year-old fictional heroine positively embraces the financial straits into which her family have been thrown as ‘exhilarating’ because they provide a chance for her to escape the mollycoddling regime of her mother and older sister: she has better sense than to disclose her ‘bright ideas and cheering notions… well knowing they could not be appreciated’.33

Gaskell’s portraits of Emily and Anne seem to have prompted comparatively little contemporary comment:34 they had, after all, achieved none of the impact upon literary society that their surviving sister was to make, and Patrick Brontë’s commission had made no specific mention of them. The male cast of characters in Charlotte’s family were a different matter. Several readers were to feel that there was something novelettish about their construction. The Blackwood’s reviewer had no hesitation in reminding readers that they should temper their view of the father by remembering that the eccentricities of which he stood accused ‘are but the evolution of the Rochester character, which as displayed in its entirety, women, at least, if not men, admire so much in the novel’. Certainly some of the daughters’ undoubted veneration of the old man could be put down to this female trait, but even this did not explain or excuse Gaskell’s ‘merest daub’ of a portrait which showed him as ‘a cassocked savage, without one redeeming excellence’.

George Eliot’s writer’s instincts told her there was something wrong with Branwell’s characterization:

She sets down Branwell’s conduct entirely to remorse, and the falseness of that position weakens the effect of her philippics against the woman who hurried on his utter fall. Remorse may make sad work with a man, but it would not make such a life as Branwell’s was in the last three or four years unless the germs of vice had sprouted and shot up long before, as it seems clear they had in him.35

Writing towards the close of the century, another woman novelist, Margaret Oliphant, claimed that more recent accounts had already started to dissolve Gaskell’s fictional stereotypes. She attributed Gaskell’s blackening of the father’s and brother’s reputations to the need to find a way of justifying, to mid-Victorian readers, Charlotte’s unseemly view that life owed her a lover and a family. Seen in this light, Mr Brontë could be relieved of his position as a ‘capricious tyrant’ and Branwell looked more like an ‘ordinary ne’er-do-well’ than ‘the hero and victim of a disagreeable romance’.36

Several factors seem to have conspired to inform Gaskell’s account of Patrick Brontë as an eccentric recluse and family despot. On the only occasion Gaskell saw father and daughter together at the Parsonage, relations were strained by his hostile reaction to the proposal Charlotte had received from his curate, Arthur Bell Nicholls. From the first, the sociable Unitarian minister’s wife from Manchester seems to have been wrong-footed by this elderly man, who came from a very different tradition from the one in which she had been raised: ‘He was very polite and agreeable to me, paying rather elaborate old-fashioned compliments, but I was sadly afraid of him in my inmost soul.’37 Patrick’s later attempts to explain himself, in terms Gaskell would understand, seem to have fallen on deaf ears:

the truth of the matter is – that I am, in some respects, a kindred likeness to the father of Margaret, in ‘North and South.’ peacable, feeling, sometimes thoughtful – and generally well-meaning. Yet unlike him, in one thing – by occasionally getting into a satirical vein – when I am disposed to dissect, and analyze human character, and human nature, studying closely its simples and compounds, like a curious surgeon – And being in early life thrown on my own resources – and consequently obliged, under Providence, to depend on my own judgement, and exertions, I may not be so ready as some are, to be a follower of any man, or a worshipper of conventionalities or forms, which may possibly to superficial observers, acquire me the character, of a little eccentricity.38

Charlotte reserved her satirical eye for her writing, presenting her unconventionality to Gaskell in the more acceptable form of gauche spinsterhood. Confronted by the stronghold of an Anglican parsonage, however, Gaskell’s Unitarian antennae seem to have been quiveringly alert to any hint of Anglican elitism. (Despite trying to further Charlotte’s marriage to Nicholls, Gaskell reported herself ‘terribly afraid he won’t let her go on being as intimate with us, heretics’.)39 Discomfited by the old man’s satirical eye, she confused the sincere piety of an earlier Evangelical generation with the second-hand argot so often pilloried by her contemporaries. Visiting him the year before he died, she wrote, ‘He is touchingly softened by his illness, but still talks in his pompous way, and mingles moral remarks and somewhat stale sentiments with his conversation on other subjects.’40

Gaskell remained among the ranks of Patrick Brontë’s ‘superficial observers’, treating as good copy the gossip supplied by a disaffected Parsonage servant and relayed to her by Lady Kay-Shuttleworth. Anecdotes of a gun-toting parson, whose mad fits of austerity took the form of destroying household furniture, together with his wife’s and children’s clothes, had their own fascination, and also served to explain the violence which sometimes, regrettably, erupted in his children’s writings as a product of their weird upbringing: ‘I have named these instances of eccentricity in the father because I hold the knowledge of them to be necessary for a right understanding of the life of his daughter’ (Vol. I, ch. iii).

That Gaskell could not make out Charlotte’s father is, I think, clear from the irritation she displayed, after several pages devoted to describing him, about her inability ‘to harmonize points of character, and account for them, and bring them all into one consistent and intelligible whole’. Some of the stories she quoted certainly tell against the picture she strove to create. The experiment, related in Patrick’s own words (Vol. I, ch. iii), of standing his timid children behind a mask, the better to discover how they would respond to the character-probing questions he put to them, has variously been interpreted as evidence of his ‘keen interest in their personal and intellectual development’ and of his unimaginative satisfaction at having his views parroted back to him.41 Whether the experiment can be regarded as a successful device for psychological testing seems beside the point: taken together with his careful planning for the children’s schooling, the subsequent tutoring they received and the way he fostered political and literary debate at home, it would at the very least offer evidence of a man who, surprisingly for an Evangelical of his generation, displayed something of a Romantic interest in children’s developmental patterns. It is possible that Gaskell’s own pride in her triumphant capacity to combine motherhood with a writing career led her to a rather naïve acceptance of both Patrick’s and Charlotte’s modest assessments of their capacity to relate to children, and to a display of excessive horror at the distance Patrick maintained from his children by his solitary eating habits.42 Until very recently, widowed fathers often left their children’s upbringing, to a large extent in the hands of housekeepers and servants if they failed, as Patrick did, to secure another wife.43

Given the lurid colours in which she had painted a man who had commissioned her to dispel bizarre speculation by telling the truth, it may seem surprising that Patrick asked for as few retractions as he did when a revised edition was proposed. He insisted upon corrections to the stories of the harsh regime he had imposed upon the children only where it appeared that he had contributed to their poor health. In all the post-publication mayhem Mrs Gaskell herself acknowledged that Patrick Brontë had been ‘so steady in his way to me all along’ and ‘acted like a “brick”’.44 He had grounds for complaint, telling an American journalist a year later, ‘I think Mrs Gaskell tried to make us all appear as bad as she could,’45 but integrity to the original carte blanche instructions he had given to Gaskell, and, more important, his sense that he was fast approaching a more absolute Judgment Seat, prevented his seeking further retractions. In July 1857, as Gaskell was preparing the third edition, he wrote to her: ‘I am not, in the least offended, at your telling me that I have faults! I have many – and being a Daughter of Eve, I doubt not, that you also have some. Let us both try to be wiser and better, as Time recedes, and Eternity advances.’46

It is also possible that he had his suspicions as to other stories, or versions of the story, that Gaskell could have told; for a month later he explained to a would-be champion, anxious to take up the cudgels on his behalf, ‘I wish nothing more should be written against Mrs Gaskell, in regard to the “Memoir”… no more, I think can be safely, or prudently done.’47 He may by then have been aware not only that in several respects Gaskell’s account had been skating upon the thin edge of libel, but also that, in the dismantling which legal threats had necessitated, other crevices might open up. For Patrick had particularly congratulated Gaskell on ‘the pictures of my brilliant and unhappy son, and his diabolical seducer’ which he considered to be ‘masterpieces’.48

In the same letter to the publisher George Smith in which Gaskell had declared her intention of libelling ‘Lady Scott (that bad woman who corrupted Branwell Brontë)’, she had expressed her grave reservations about Nicholls’s posthumous edition of his wife’s first novel, The Professor: ‘For I would not, if I could help it, have another syllable that could be called coarse to be associated with her name. Yet another woman of her drawing – still more a nice one still more a married one, ought to be widely interesting.’49 Unfortunately, interesting though the treatment of the heroine’s married life is in The Professor,50 it occupies only the concluding chapter. Nevertheless, because the novel’s central character is a man, and we are not asked to approve of, or empathize with, openly expressed female desire, it skirts or masks the connection Gaskell had most feared before she read the manuscript: ‘I am afraid it relates to M. Héger, even more distinctly & exclusively than Villette does.’51 By antedating the story of Branwell’s decline, consequent upon realizing that his infatuation with his married employer, Lady Scott, could never have a happy issue, to a time that neatly covers the period when Charlotte was at her most despairing in her thwarted devotion to the married Monsieur Heger,52 Gaskell had neatly deflected attention from any closer examination of Charlotte’s not wholly dissimilar plight: she was also unmarried, unemployed and, humiliatingly, ‘slave to a dominating and fixed idea which tyrannises one’s spirit’. Gaskell undoubtedly allowed Charlotte to gain implicit credit by always emphasizing the alternately swaggering and pathetic lamentations of her drunken brother. Yet, despite the fact that Charlotte told Heger she had ‘absolutely forbidden myself the pleasure of speaking of you – even to Emily’,53 her constantly dashed hopes at receiving no letter from Brussels, combined with her refusal even to mention Heger’s name, might well have roused her family’s suspicions. Moreover, Patrick was an astute novel-reader, and it seems unlikely that, having read Villette and urged his daughter not to leave a ‘melancholy impression upon the mind’ but to ‘make her hero and heroine (like the heroes and heroines in fairy-tales) “marry and live very happily ever after”’ (Vol. II, ch. xi), he could have been so very different from many of the early reviewers who detected a thinly disguised autobiographical basis to the story.

The extent to which Branwell’s story had been used to paper over the cracks becomes evident only when the first and third editions are compared. When Gaskell tempered the account of Charlotte’s stay at Carus Wilson’s school at Cowan Bridge, her later qualifications and omissions exonerated Carus Wilson from being directly responsible for causing so much misery, but they left the essential charges intact as an intrinsic part of Charlotte Brontë’s history. The removal of the reason for Branwell’s alcoholic decline and Gaskell’s impassioned denunciations of the woman who had seduced Branwell leaves no trace. Instead this chapter (Vol. I, ch. xiii) becomes more sharply focused on Charlotte’s sense of self-entombment, ‘buried here’ at Haworth, and her coming to the bitter realization that ‘if women wish to escape the stigma of husband-seeking, they must act and look like marble or clay’. The twice displaced or doubly removed tale of seduction lingered in Gaskell’s mind, however, and the last chapter of the biography offers an alternative ending to the ‘full ripe sweetness’ of marriage. What is initially remarkable about the passage from Forster’s Life of Goldsmith, which Gaskell claimed came to mind when she heard of Charlotte’s funeral, is its apparent inappropriateness: the ‘outcasts’ of the ‘great, solitary, wicked city’ were Goldsmith’s chief mourners, whereas Charlotte, in death, was more akin to Wordsworth’s Lucy: ‘A Maid whom there were none to praise/And very few to love’. This comparison would not have been inept, since, in choosing to submerge Charlotte the writer in Charlotte the domestic saint, Gaskell had posed herself much the same problem Wordsworth faced in conveying the significance of a life wholly unremarkable in terms of worldly fame. Nevertheless, it was the theme of the ‘outcast’ that led Gaskell into her final summary. For beyond the immediate family, she noted only two other mourners, the first of whom was ‘a village girl who had been seduced… who had found a holy sister in Charlotte’. This nameless outcast is summoned, at the last, by Gaskell to join that series of alternative ‘sister’ lives, including Mary Taylor’s, Emily’s and Anne’s, which helped to define, by their contrasting proximity, what Charlotte’s so easily could have been. Feminist criticism has emphasized the way in which Victorian women writers, by challenging the desired norm of silent subservience, aligned themselves with the impropriety of the ‘fallen woman’, but Gaskell’s concluding page of assessment seems to bear the marks of a deeper unease about the level of Charlotte’s identification: ‘If my readers find that I have not said enough, I have said too much. I cannot measure or judge such a character as hers. I cannot map out vices, and virtues, and debateable land.’ Perhaps this was an additional reason for handing over the task to Charlotte’s friend Mary Taylor before confiding her creation to ‘that larger and more solemn public, who know how to look with tender humility at faults and errors’.

For all the evidence, written and oral, that Gaskell had, so impressively and so swiftly, assembled, her Charlotte was an imaginative creation and, as such, took on a life of its own. Juliet Barker’s enormous and scholarly compilation, The Brontës (1994), represents a brave attempt to ‘redress the balance’ of the myth-making process started by Charlotte herself in her prefatory essays to her sisters’ writing and continued by Gaskell in her ‘persuasive and powerful polemic which has never been seriously challenged’. Nevertheless, Barker’s hope that ‘two years spent reading contemporary papers in local archives’ can ‘once and for all, scotch the myth that Haworth was a remote and obscure village’ rather than the ‘small, industrial town’ it actually was in Charlotte’s time seems to imply a misunderstanding of the nature and power of myth.54 The evidence of local inhabitants was itself subject to the shaping desire of religious, political and economic motivation. The tourist’s-eye approach with which Gaskell introduced her readers to the stony fastness of Haworth, and her substitution of the particularity of place for the more universal accessibility of text, was meat and drink to those who dwelt there. The far North had been popularized by Scott; the Lake District had profited from a chance witticism of the Edinburgh Review in giving a local habitation to a group of poets; what might not the Brontës do for Haworth? The inhabitants were not slow in testing the water and, much to Patrick Brontë’s chagrin, approached the Duke of Devonshire, an early pilgrim to the shrine, with a request that he might like to provide a more lasting memorial by paying for heating installations in the church and schools.55 The thought that such ‘progress’ might be a self-inflicted wound did not trouble the purveyors of the Brontë myth: for the images sought by Victorian tourists lay safely engraved within the covers of Gaskell’s book.

The instant success of The Life of Charlotte Brontë arose partly from its claim, as the authorized life, to supply the inside story that lay behind the tissue of rumour and speculation that had first been set afloat by Jane Eyre’s provocative subtitle: An Autobiography. These ‘revelations’ alone, however, would have produced little more than a nine-days wonder. In addition, Gaskell had hit upon a formula that managed to combine a surprising number of the pleasures contemporary readers sought from biographies and novels. By accentuating as exceptional a financial poverty and social isolation probably not uncommon among clerical families, Charlotte’s eventual literary fame could be presented as hovering between two attractive explanatory myths: the one of the successes open to the unremitting efforts of the autodidact; the other of the irrepressible nature of ‘extraordinary genius’. The biography also tapped into the burgeoning interest in provincial and regional life that the Brontë sisters, and Gaskell herself, had done so much to foster in their fiction. The wild natural surroundings and political turbulence of Charlotte’s Yorkshire upbringing could also be made to accommodate the violence that frightened and fascinated a society increasingly intent upon expanding a civilizing rule in the hope of harnessing unchannelled natural energy and pre-empting the excesses of revolution.

Last, a tale told with the full advantage of hindsight lent itself easily to the hints of doomed existence and deathly foreboding welcomed by readers nourished by Gothic supernaturalism and the agreeable frissons of the ghost story. As the seven-strong Brontë family is ushered, with ‘a hearty welcome’, into the new life and security of the Haworth living, the waxing of their fortunes is at the same time undermined by the narrator’s foreknowledge of the move’s consequences for ‘the gentle, delicate wife, whose health even then was failing’ (Vol. I, ch. ii). Gaskell herself had a keen appetite for ‘supping full with horrors’. Charlotte’s anxious plea, on the grounds of superstitious aversion, that her hostess should refrain from ‘relating some dismal ghost story, just before bed-time’ (Vol. II, ch. xii) only succeeded in calling a temporary halt to Gaskell’s enthusiasm for tales of death and haunting. Paying a return visit to the Brontës, Gaskell was happy to report a clandestine trip to the graveyard. Almost two years before she had any legitimate reason for collecting such impressions, she was prepared to suborn the Brontës’ loyal servant, Martha, ‘to take me into the Church and show me the Brontë graves: so when Miss Brontë was engaged we stole out’.56 And yet it was this instinct for a good story that enabled her to transform a ‘dreary tale’ of women sitting ‘still/On winter nights by solitary fires’ into the far more compelling picture of the surviving sister’s nightly ‘slow monotonous incessant walk’, pursued always by the echoing footsteps of the dead.

From the first chapter Gaskell established a tension between the confinement and oppression of stone-clad, narrow streets and the ‘sinuous wave-like’ freedom of the moors beyond Haworth, offering an apparently limitless choice of paths. It seems possible that Gaskell’s biography of her friend succeeded, like that other mid-Victorian elegiac tribute ‘In Memoriam’, because it offered alternative stories to different readers. Where Charles Kingsley saw a ‘picture of a valiant woman made perfect by suffering’,57 Anna Jameson heard a clarion call ‘exciting the sympathy & waking up the attention of intelligent men… as regards us women’.58 For one male reader, there was a decorous harmony of scale about the enterprise: Henry Chorley’s review in the Athenaeum observed, ‘As a work of Art we do not recollect a life of a woman by a woman so well executed. – The materials were not large…’59

Perhaps the finest encomium the work attracted was the one Gaskell herself was most likely to have suspected of ‘paying rather elaborate old-fashioned compliments’. Reminding her once again of the unshakeable independence with which he formed his judgements, Patrick Brontë’s final words of praise gave, without any hint of condescension, full recognition to the book as both a womanly enterprise and a truly literary creation: ‘my opinion, and the reading world’s opinion of the “Memoir,” is, that it is every [way] worthy of what one Great Woman, should have written of Another, and that it ought to stand, and will stand in the first rank, of Biographies, till the end of time.’60
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FURTHER READING

In a work that involves two prolific writers, both of whom have excited much biographical and critical interest, it is possible to suggest only a fraction of the output that they and their critics have generated. Checklists of work upon these two writers may be found in A Brontë Bibliography, eds. G. A. Yablon and J. R. Turner (London and Connecticut, 1978), Elizabeth Gaskell: A Reference Guide, ed. R. L. Selig (Boston, Mass., 1977), and Bibliographies of Studies in Victorian Literature, 1975–1984 (New York, 1991).

This bibliography concentrates upon works that are germane to The Life of Charlotte Brontë.

CHARLOTTE BRONTË

Primary Material

For the published novels, the Clarendon Edition provides the most reliable tool for scholars. It is now possible to gain access to the early manuscript tales of ‘Glass Town’ and ‘Angria’ in a new addition to the Shakespeare Head Press volumes of the Brontës’ works: An Edition of the Early Writings of Charlotte Brontë, ed. C. Alexander (3 vols., Oxford, 1987—). A sense of the relative contributions of Charlotte and Branwell can still best be derived from two earlier SHP volumes: The Miscellaneous and Unpublished Writings of Charlotte and Patrick Branwell Brontë, eds. T. J. Wise and J. A. Symington (2 vols., Oxford, 1936–8).

The Clarendon imprint promises a new edition of The Letters of Charlotte Brontë, ed. M. Smith, of which only the first volume, covering 1829–47 (Oxford, 1995), has so far appeared. At present, however, the most comprehensive, though certainly flawed, source for her letters must remain the SHP volumes: The Brontës: Their Lives, Friendships and Correspondence, eds. T. J. Wise and J. A. Symington (4 vols., Oxford, 1932). Mary Taylor, Friend of Charlotte Brontë: Letters from New Zealand and Elsewhere, ed. J. Stevens (Dunedin and Oxford, 1972), provides information of specific significance to The Life of Charlotte Brontë.

Supplementary source material has most consistently appeared in Transactions of the Brontë Society (Keighley, 1895–), which also carries notices and reviews of recent publications on the Brontës.

Other Biographies

Gaskell’s work remained the landmark throughout the nineteenth century until C. K. Shorter’s Charlotte Brontë and Her Circle (London, 1896).

Charlotte Brontë: The Evolution of Genius (Oxford, 1967), by W. Gérin, who also wrote biographies of Charlotte’s siblings, was the first modern re-evaluation. Since then biographical interpretations have proliferated. From the most recent clutch, two are particularly worth mentioning: Rebecca Fraser, Charlotte Brontë (London, 1988), for new material, and L. Gordon, Charlotte Brontë: A Passionate Life (London, 1994), which concentrates upon the psychological formation of its subject. J. Barker’s The Brontës (London, 1994) offers a massively comprehensive reassessment and widening of the evidence concerning the entire family, rooting them firmly in the Yorkshire society of their day.

ELIZABETH GASKELL

Primary Material

The Letters of Mrs Gaskell, eds. J. A. V. Chapple and A. Pollard (Manchester, 1966), is the chief treasure trove. Further relevant letters are printed in J. M. Benn, ‘Some Unpublished Gaskell Letters’, Notes and Queries, December 1980, pp. 507–14; J. A. V. Chapple, ‘Two Unpublished Gaskell Letters from Burrow Hall, Lancashire’, Gaskell Society Journal, Vol. 6 (1992), p. 71; S. Stonehouse, ‘A Letter from Mrs Gaskell’, BST, Vol. 20 (1991), pp. 217–22.

Secondary Material

Contemporary reactions to The Life of Charlotte Brontë can be found in Elizabeth Gaskell: The Critical Heritage, ed. A. Easson (London and New York, 1991).

All those working on The Life of Charlotte Brontë are indebted to A. Easson’s contributions in the following books and articles: ‘Two Suppressed Opinions in The Life of Charlotte Brontë’, BST, Vol. 16 (1974), pp. 281–2; ‘Thackeray in Elizabeth Gaskell’s The Life of Charlotte Brontë’, Victorian Newsletter, Vol. 54 (1978), pp. 19–21; Elizabeth Gaskell (London, 1979); ‘Domestic Romanticism: Elizabeth Gaskell and The Life of Charlotte Brontë’, Durham University Journal, Vol. 42 (June 1981), pp. 169–76. He is also currently editing the third edition for World’s Classics.

J. Uglow, Elizabeth Gaskell: A Habit of Stories (London, 1993), the most recent and comprehensive biography, includes two chapters upon the making and remaking of The Life of Charlotte Brontë.

The following books and articles all offer substantial discussion of this work: Felicia Bonaparte, The Gypsy-Bachelor of Manchester: The Life of Mrs Gaskell’s Demon (University Press of Virginia, London, 1992); A. Kershaw, ‘The Business of a Woman’s Life: Elizabeth Gaskell’s Life of Charlotte Brontë’, BST, Vol. 20 (1990), pp. 11–24; C. L. Krueger, The Reader’s Repentance: Women Preachers, Women Writers, and Nineteenth-Century Social Discourse (Chicago and London, 1992); Jane Spencer, Elizabeth Gaskell: Women Writers (Basingstoke, 1993).

THE HISTORY OF THE TEXT

Topical biographies have a tendency to be rushed affairs, and this enormous compilation, commissioned on 16 June 1855,1 took just over twenty-one months to reach the public. Gaskell left a record of her writing methods in a letter to her publisher of 26 December 1856:

I am indeed vexed I let you see the MS at all in so unfinished a state {bu} for I had often to trust long pieces of copying letters to one of my daughters, & told her just to write straight on, and I should take out what was undesirable to have published when I read it over with Mr Gaskell… I should certainly have scored out, so that no one could have read it through my marks all that related to any one’s appearance, style of living &c, in whose character as indicated by these things the public were not directly interested.2

Significant deviations between the manuscript and first edition receive a mention in the notes at the end of this volume. Although the manuscript, housed in the John Rylands University Library of Manchester, confirms her habit of leaving gaps of half a page or so for her copyist, the vast bulk of the 665 pages, most of them measuring 34 × 22 cm, is in her own strong, clear hand. As a rule she wrote in the manual equivalent of double-spacing, correcting herself comparatively rarely as she went along, but sometimes altering the odd word as she reread her work. The confident fluency of the majority of her writing illuminates, by contrast, those passages where she had to struggle most. When she declared in Vol. I, ch. iv, that she had ‘now come to a part of my subject which I found great difficulty in treating’, the repeated heavy scoring through of words and phrases, together with the overleaf insertions of commentary, sometimes blackening Carus Wilson’s character yet further, reveals this to have been quite literally true.

Towards the end of her task Gaskell set her own deadline for the work by arranging a holiday abroad to start on 13 February. On 4 February she complained to her publisher that she had still received no proofs for the first volume; on 6 February she proffered her own sketch of Haworth as a replacement for some unsatisfactory photographs he had arranged. Returning a packet of letters she had been loaned by Charlotte’s ‘Brussels schoolfellow’, she declared the work finished that very day, 7 February 1857. In the remaining week she told Smith that she was ‘just the reverse of Miss Brontë: I never want to see or hear of any reviews’, and that she was happy to leave her husband ‘to complete all arrangements with you’. William Gaskell was to find that this entailed rather heavier involvement than he had anticipated.3

The Life of Charlotte Brontë had been published on 25 March and sold well enough to justify two further printings in quick succession: the initial print run of 2,021 copies was sold out within a month, a further 1,500 copies were produced on 22 April and another 700 on 4 May.4 On 26 May, however, all unsold copies were recalled. Swift upon the heels of the second edition had come the threat of legal action from the solicitors representing Lady Scott, the wife of Branwell Brontë’s former employer: they insisted upon the withdrawal of all passages concerning her and a public apology being printed. Although she had not been named, her identity could easily be deduced, and this line of action was probably the only recourse open to her if she wished to retain a toehold in society. Both points were conceded and apologies were printed in The Times and the Athenaeum.

In Gaskell’s defence it should be said that she had asked Smith in October 1856, ‘Do you mind the law of libel?’ for she had three people she wished to ‘gibbet’, Lady Scott, Mr Newby and Lady Eastlake,5 and she pursued the discussion with him in subsequent letters, deleting, on his advice, actionable material about Newby, the publisher. It has been suggested that Smith, now a married man, overlooked the Scott issue in his anxiety that Gaskell should tone down references, discussed in the same letter, to Charlotte’s intimacy with him and his mother.6 Possibly he took a calculated risk, and in the event gains and losses seem to have been evenly balanced: the appearance of a substantially revised third edition triggered a fresh round of reviews, but Lady Scott’s somewhat pyrrhic victory looked for a time as if it might encourage further litigation. So far William Carus Wilson’s relatives had been content to voice their discontent with her portrait of the Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge and its founder in newspapers and pamphlets,7 and it was difficult for Gaskell to see what status as evidence the letters of support she had received from ‘poor people – governesses, struggling surgeons’ wives, schoolmistresses &C.’ could enjoy when using their names might cause them injury.8

Then there were letters from those whose sensibilities she had wounded: from Charlotte’s father, not unreasonably anxious to remove any hint that his regime had damaged his children’s health; from Harriet Martineau, writing ‘sheet upon sheet regarding the quarrel?misunderstanding between her & Miss Brontë’; from Mr Redhead’s son-in-law, offering a different version of his relative’s aborted installation at Haworth.9

Aware of the value-for-money principle upon which books published in volumes operated, Gaskell assured Smith she had sufficient additional information ‘to make up for these omissions’, but she was in a quandary as to how to make these insertions, at first proposing a series of footnotes.10 In the event the third edition turned out to be longer, for not all of her additional material was of a corrective order: she had a wealth of new details to offer about Charlotte’s childhood, gleaned from a letter from Mary Taylor which had arrived too late to be used in the first edition, together with anecdotes, proffered sometimes by the same people who were asking for alterations.11 When Smith rejected footnotes in favour of cued slips for inclusion within the main body of the text, she realized that rewriting the main body of the text would also involve her in altering the page headings.12

The third edition, of course, allowed for reconsideration of a book composed in haste, but in effect it also tells a slightly different story. Not only does it temper the accusations levelled against William Carus Wilson, and thereby make the carefully qualified charges against the school appear the more convincing, but, by excising the reasons for Branwell’s decline and her rhetorical denunciations of Lady Scott, the emotional temperature and structure of the end of the first volume is subtly altered to produce an ever-tightening circle of gloom, now unalleviated by passionate outbursts. Whatever partisans of either edition
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