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WIVES AND DAUGHTERS

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 Cross Street, Manchester. For the first sixteen years of her marriage, she combined the activities of motherhood, the management of a busy household and parish work in an area notorious for its poverty and appalling living conditions. She also travelled and started to write. Mary Barton, her first full-length fiction, published in 1848 and set in industrial Manchester, was an instant success. Two years later she began writing for Dickens’s magazine, Household Words, to which she contributed fiction for the next thirteen years, her most notable work being another novel of Manchester industrial life, North and South (1855). In 1850 she met Charlotte Brontë, who became a close friend until the latter’s death in 1855. Soon after this, Gaskell was chosen by Patrick Brontë to write The Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857), a carefully researched and sympathetic account of this great Victorian novelist. Gaskell’s situation as a minister’s wife and as a successful writer gave her a wide circle of friends, from both the professional world of Manchester and the larger literary world. She was a committed and uncompromising artist, as Dickens discovered when, as editor of Household Words, he unsuccessfully tried to impose his views on her. 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), are usually considered to be her finest, revealing developments in narrative technique and subtleties of character portrayal. Gaskell died suddenly in November 1865 at Alton, Hampshire, in the house that she had bought with her literary earnings.
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CHRONOLOGY


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

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

	1814
	William Stevenson marries Catherine Thomson

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

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

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

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

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

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

	1833
	10 July: Gives birth to stillborn daughter

	1834
	12 September: Gives birth to Marianne

	1835
	Starts My Diary for Marianne

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

	
	7 February: Gives birth to Margaret Emily (Meta)

		1 May: Hannah Lumb dies

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

	1841
	July: Gaskells visit Heidelberg

	1842
	7 October: Gives birth to Florence Elizabeth Family moves to 121 Upper Rumford Road, Manchester

	1844
	23 October: Gives birth to William

	1845
	10 August: William (son) dies of scarlet fever at Porthmadog, Wales, during family holiday

	1846
	3 September: Gives birth to Julia Bradford

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

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

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

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

		18 August: Meets Charlotte Brontën Windermere

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

		July: Visits London and the Great Exhibition

		October: Visits Knutsford

		December-May 1853: Cranford in nine installments in Household Words

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

	1853
	January: Ruth published

	

	April: Charlotte Brontë visits Manchester

	

	May: Visits Paris

	

	June: Cranford published

	

	September: Visits Charlotte Brontë at Haworth

	

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

	1854
	January: Visits Paris with Marianne, meets Madame Mohl

	

	September-January 1833: North and South in Household Words

	1855
	February: Visits Madame Mohl in Paris with Meta

	

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

	

	

	September: Lizzie Leigh and Other Tales published

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

	

	May: Visits Brussels to conduct research on biography of Brontë

	

	December: ‘The Poor Clare ’ in Household Words

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

	

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

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

	

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

	1859
	March: Round the Sofa and Other Tales published

	

	Summer: Visits Scotland

	

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

	

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

	

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

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

	

	May: Right at Last and Other Tales published

	

	July-August: Visits Heidelberg

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

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

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

	

	March-August: Visits France and Italy

	1864
	Cousin Phillis published

	

	August: Visits Switzerland

	

	August-January 1866: Wives and Daughters in Cornhill Magazine

	1865
	March-April: Visits Paris

	

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

	

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

	

	12 November: Dies at Holybourne

	

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

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





INTRODUCTION

(New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the detail of the plot explicit.)

As a writer, Elizabeth Gaskell (1810—65) resists any simple categorization. Her work ranges across the narrative forms of realism and fairytale, protest fiction and pastoralism, melodrama and the domestic novel. Critical assessment of her writing has been equally varied, emphasizing now one kind of writer, now another. This sense of a multiple and contradictory identity is expressed with a wry sense of comedy by Gaskell herself in a letter to her close friend, the artist, Eliza (‘Tottie’) Fox; Gaskell is describing her feelings about a new, larger house the family had bought in Manchester:

…is [it] right to spend so much ourselves on so purely selfish a thing as a house is, while so many are wanting – that’s the haunting thought to me; at least to one of my ‘Mes’, for I have a great number, and that’s the plague. One of my mes is, I do believe, a true Christian – (only people call her socialist and communist), another of my mes is a wife and mother, and highly delighted at the delight of everyone else in the house, Meta and William most especially who are in full extasy. Now that’s my ‘social’ self I suppose. Then again I’ve another self with a full taste for beauty and convenience wh[ic]h is pleased on its own account. How am I to reconcile all these warring members? I try to drown myself (my first self) by saying it’s W[illia]m who is to decide on these things, and his feeling it right ought to be my rule, And so it is — only that does not quite do. Well! I must try and make the house give as much pleasure to others as I can and make it as little selfish a thing as I can.1

As this short quotation suggests, Gaskell’s letters, no less than her fiction, convey a dramatic sense of her diverse and energetic personality; of the multiple demands, interests, activities and responsibilities she struggled to balance as a Unitarian minister’s wife in industrial Manchester, as a mother of four growing-up daughters, and as a professional writer; of her encompassing capacity for friendship, of her affections, opinions and often ‘warring’ emotions.

Gaskell’s mother died when she was only a year old, and she was brought up by her maternal relatives in Knutsford. Both sides of the family were Unitarians, one of the most tolerant of the nineteenth-century nonconformist sects, notably progressive in their attitudes to women (for her day, Gaskell received a sound schooling), and with a long tradition of support for libertarian political reform. However, by the mid-nineteenth century this radicalism was tempered by the growing social prosperity and respectability of many Unitarian families. In addition, there was developing within some Unitarian thinking a dissatisfaction with its predominant emphasis upon rationality as the basis of religious practice; it was felt that this offered too little nourishment to the imaginative and visionary needs of faith.2 It seems likely that these tensions within Victorian Unitarianism are reworked by Gaskell to produce some of the conflicting elements in her fiction: her shifts between the realist novel and fairytale, between social protest and moral conformity. In addition, her loss of her own mother so early in life and her subsequent unsatisfactory relationship with her stepmother produces a major theme for much of her writing: as in Wives and Daughters, most of her heroines are bereft of the support of a loving mother.

Gaskell wrote her first novel, Mary Barton (1848), as a means of overcoming her own maternal grief at the death of her one-year-old son from scarlet fever. Its powerful, topical depiction of class conflict between industrial workers and their factory-owning employers brought her instant recognition – in the form of praise and criticism. Critics accused her of over-sentimental sympathy for the industrial poor; as a woman, it was claimed, she was unable to grasp the complexity of economic and social laws. However, others responded enthusiastically, among them Charles Dickens who invited her to contribute stories to his journal, Household Words, and so her literary career was established.

Her novels following Mary Barton address equally controversial topics (as in Ruth, 1853, the story of an unmarried mother), but her later fiction appears to move away from social contention, turning, as in Wives and Daughters (1864), to the pastoral representation of an idyllic earlier domestic world. For her contemporary readers, this last novel along with Cranford (1853) represented her greatest achievements. No less a figure than Henry James wrote of it:

…in ‘Wives and Daughters’ the late Mrs Gaskell has added to the number of those works of fiction — of which we can not perhaps count more than a score as having been produced in our time — which will outlast the duration of their novelty and continue for years to come to be read and relished for a higher order of merits…So delicately, so elaborately, so artistically, so truthfully, and heartily is the story wrought out.3

Another contemporary reviewer praised the novel above the work of Jane Austen and George Eliot.4

James, however, despite his genuinely warm praise for Wives and Daughters, goes on to describe Gaskell’s qualities as ‘the offspring of her affections, her feelings. [and] so little of an intellectual matter. we should say that in her literary career as a whole she displayed, considering her success, a minimum of head’.5 This anticipates the prevailingly patronizing attitude taken to Gaskell by many critics from the time of her death until well into the first part of this century. She is admired above all as a properly feminine writer. This stereotyped view is encapsulated in David Cecil’s Early Victorian Novelists: ‘she was all a woman was expected to be; gentle, domestic, tactful, unintellectual, prone to tears, easily shocked. So far from chafing at the limits imposed on her activities, she accepted them with serene satisfaction’.6

From the 1950s this stereotyping of Gaskell as ‘lady novelist’ was challenged by growing critical interest in the ‘social problem novels’ of the 1840s. Gaskell regained her reputation as a writer tackling urgent political issues.7 However, this renewed interest in and reassessment of her writing focused exclusively upon her earlier ‘social’ fiction, ignoring and undervaluing ‘domestic’ stories like Wives and Daughters, which had previously been seen as her greatest triumph. A reassessment of her work as a whole has had to await the current concern of women readers and critics to revise and reinterpret neglected or disparaged writing by women. Even this revision of Gaskell’s reputation has occurred later than that of other nineteenth-century women novelists. Early feminist critics were made uneasy by Gaskell’s apparent affirmation of women’s conventional roles as wives, daughters and mothers. Moreover, her work seemed to lack either the challenging intellectual ambition of George Eliot or the passionate language of protest found in the fiction of the Brontës.8

I shall return to these points, but first it seems important, in any consideration of Wives and Daughters, to recognize the sheer professionalism with which Gaskell handles novelistic form. The very assurance of the writing makes it easy for the art to go unnoticed. Wives and Daughters was published in monthly serial parts in the Cornhill Magazine from August 1864 to January 1866. This was the first serial publication of a full-length novel Gaskell had accepted after her fraught experience of having to damagingly constrict North and South (1855) to meet Dickens’s stringent demands as editor of Household Words. However, the greater length allowed by the Cornhill (each monthly part is roughly the length of three chapters) was better suited to Gaskell’s narrative pace, and, besides, serial publication followed by volume publication increased the writer’s earnings, and Gaskell was secretly planning to buy a house in which she hoped to persuade William, her husband, to retire. It was in this house, its purchase still unknown to William, that she died suddenly on 12 November, 1865, with the novel not quite complete.

Wives and Daughters is concerned with the slow, almost imperceptible, process of evolutionary social change; Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species was published in 1859 and evolution was at the centre of public debate throughout the 1860s. Appropriately for this theme, the narrative unfolds with a sense of unhurried spaciousness, seemingly able to encompass the multiple small incidents and threads that weave together to give the form of Molly Gibson’s childhood. The early chapters shuttle smoothly and deftly backwards and forwards in time, constructing a richly interconnected sense of social community and history from which the story is to develop. However, underlying this leisurely evolutionary pace there is a firm narrative drive. In fact, the story proceeds at a cracking speed. By the end of Chapter 5 a sense of Hollingford as a rather conservative, close-knit community has been established, Mr Gibson’s history before his arrival in the town has been sketched in and his relations with his motherless daughter, Molly, as well as her childhood domestic world, developed. Molly has visited the Towers, the Cumnor family has been introduced and Molly’s subsequent connection with them prepared for; she has met her future stepmother and had her interest aroused by reference to a daughter of her own age. Finally, the Hamley family is described and Molly’s visit there, which is to form the initiating moment for the entire narrative movement, has been precipitated. Only superb authorial control can achieve so much with such apparently effortless ease.

The plot of the novel is structured upon the plotting and planning of most of the characters, but, as befits a post-Darwinian novel, most of these schemes fall victim of chance. The novel, in fact, is composed of comically ironic reversals. Mr Gibson’s secretive refusal to tell Molly the reason for sending her to Hamley Hall in order to protect her innocence finds its mirror image later, when Molly refuses to tell him secrets about Cynthia’s lack of innocence. His marriage to Mrs Kirkpatrick is intended to safeguard Molly from any future romantic intrigues, but the new Mrs Gibson’s intention of reversing the traditional image of the bad stepmother consists largely of looking out for a good husband for Molly. Mr Gibson’s assumption that he is the best judge of Molly’s welfare, reveals him as unable to take care of his own. The Squire’s and Mrs Hamley’s plans for their two sons are reversed and Roger Hamley’s romantic belief that his future wife will be ‘serene in wisdom, ready for counsel, as was Egeria’ is ironically mocked in his headlong love for thoughtless Cynthia. Mr Coxe returns to declare his long frustrated love for Molly and ends up proposing to Cynthia.

Osborne Hamley’s plan to reconcile his father to his secret marriage is, in the event, effected by his untimely death, not by literary immortality as he had dreamed. This ironic reversal is deeply sad, but on the whole the persistent upsetting of human scheming imbues the novel with an optimistic spirit of comic regeneration, well summed-up in the chapter title, ‘A Fluke and What Came of It’. This makes a striking contrast to George Eliot’s Darwinian novel, Middlemarch, in which the determining minutiae of social mischances imperceptibly bear down with tragic force upon human hopes and aspirations. In Wives and Daughters many seemingly arbitrary circumstances form the chain of cause and effect that lead Mr Gibson into his ill-judged proposal, but the resulting marriage is represented by Gaskell in a predominantly comic light of human fraility compromise and self-deceptions. The result is survival not destruction. It is part of Gaskell’s ironic perspective in the novel that the two men of science, Mr Gibson and Roger Hamley, make the biggest blunders of judgement. During the 1860s, an offspring of the evolution controversy was the question: ‘Is history a science?’ The comic and productive unpredictability of everyday life in Wives and Daughters seems to mock pretensions to any such certainty.

This sense of comic and fertile unpredictability generated by the narrative’s many ironies and reversals is in keeping with the narrative voice and the relationship constructed with the reader. No moral hierarchy of voices is established in the text; even Mrs Gibson is allowed perceptive moments. The narrator’s voice asserts no claim to special omniscient authority knowledge or wisdom. Judgement of characters tends to be couched in tentative form, often beginning, ‘Perhaps if’, or to offer an alternative way of understanding behaviour: ‘[Molly] thought that he [Osborne] was very much improved in manner, and probably in character, by his mother’s death. He was no longer sarcastic, or fastidious, or vain, or self-confident. She did not know how often all these styles of talk or of behaviour were put on to conceal shyness or consciousness, and to veil the real self from strangers’ ((p. 320). Typically neither of these views of Osborne is privileged over the other, both Molly’s and the narrator’s are offered and allowed to stand. This technique of pluralizing the way behaviour is perceived is extended to all characters: there is always more than one story to be told of everyone.

The confident tone of the narrator comes, then, not from an assertion of omniscient moral authority, but from a sense of shared assumptions with implied readers. The narrator’s voice constructs a sense of close understanding, of an intimate connection between speaker and listeners as in oral storytelling. Throughout, an informal style seems to speak directly to a known audience: narrative sentences recurrently begin with ‘And’ or ‘Now’ or ‘By-and-by’ producing the colloquial immediacy of oral form. This tone is set from the first sentence: ‘To begin with the old rigmarole of childhood.’ The idiosyncratic phrase ‘the old rigmarole’ draws the reader into a shared sense of handed-down cultural and personal experience, a common way of understanding – affectionate yet somewhat ironic – the common story of childhood.

The opening of the novel also points explicitly towards the narrative forms that are such a part of childhood; to a structure of fairytale, which underlies the domestic ‘every-day story’ of the subtitle. Like the heroine of a fairytale, Molly Gibson visits an enchanted castle (the Towers) with velvet lawns and enticing woods where she falls asleep under a tree to be awakened by a lady who at first sight seems ‘the most beautiful person she had ever seen’ ((p. 16). With the inevitable logic of fairytale this lady becomes her stepmother and introduces Molly to her bewitching daughter, Cynthia. Thence the story has its good and bad princesses between whom the hero must choose. Part of Molly’s ordeal at the Towers is her inability to understand the puzzling riddles posed by Lord Cumnor about Goldilocks and the Three Bears and Sleeping Beauty. The serious question that the comedy poses is into what kind of world will the sleeping heroine awaken? Into a menacing present as Goldilocks does or into the waiting arms of a prince and happy marriage ever after? Indeed, as we shall see, the novel is self-consciously concerned with the nature of heroines and the fictions they figure in.

In the subtle interaction of this fairytale subtext with a story of everyday life Gaskell finds a means of resolving the split in her earlier work between realist fiction and romance. Equally integrated in Wives and Daughters is her use of pastoral. In this story the evocation of natural seasons and landscape are used to give a ballad-like resonance to the shaping events of everyday life. Molly’s movement from girlhood innocence into the threshold of womanhood takes place amidst the sensual summer blossoming of Hamley Hall: the grief over Mrs Hamley’s death is intensified by the colourless austerity of winter:

Molly went into the garden, thinking over the last summer, when Mrs Hamley’s sofa used to be placed under the old cedar-tree on the lawn, and when the warm air seemed to be scented with roses and sweetbriar. Now, the trees were leafless, – there was no sweet odour in the keen frosty air; and looking up at the house, there were the white sheets of blinds, shutting out the pale winter sky from the invalid’s room. Then she thought of the day her father had brought her news of his second marriage: the thicket was tangled with dead weeds and rime and hoar-frost; and the beautiful fine articulations of branches and boughs and delicate twigs were all intertwined in leafless distinctness against the sky. ((p. 208)

The sombre poetic movement of the prose in this passage is devoid of sentimentality as is the whole handling of Mrs Hamley’s death. Not many Victorian novelists would have exercised Gaskell’s  restraint in disallowing any suggestion of a death-bed scene. This perfect integration of what are often disparate elements in her earlier stories also holds true of the opposition between social criticism and domestic idyll. Indeed the view of the novel I want to develop is that it succeeds in integrating within its formal structure the conflicting discourses of realism and romance, progress and nostalgia, the social problem with the domestic tale. These are revealed as the ideological ground which the story questions and reworks.

At first glance it might well seem that Wives and Daughters is staunchly behind the dominant domestic narrative of Victorian society. The text seems neither to doubt nor question the rightness and inevitableness of the progression of daughters into wives. Molly finds a loving substitute for her own dead mother in Mrs Hamley while taking the place of the missing daughter at Hamley Hall. What this is shown to entail is a training in all those little services and loving skills by which women grace the lives of their husbands and fathers. Molly presides over the Squire’s breakfast, peels his orange for him, learns to play cribbage, makes the house fragrant with flowers: ‘Her days at Hamley were well filled up with the small duties that would have belonged to a daughter of the house had there been one’ ((p. 81). What, above all else, Mrs Hamley nurtures in Molly is a reverent admiration for the intellectual domain of men. The Victorian separation of spheres appears to be held firmly in place in Wives and Daughters. Molly as heroine is represented for reader approval as loving, domestic, trusting, selflessly caring for the comfort and well-being of others. Mr Gibson’s irascible response to any disturbance of the domestic peace he feels to be his due after work in the outside world appears to be condoned. The story persistently associates masculinity with professional work, science, rationality, stability of judgement and a sense of reality. Despite the virtues of Molly as heroine, femininity – even in men – is linked to gossip, romantic unreality, falsehood and duplicity, changeability and physical weakness.

However, the fact that Osborne Hamley epitomizes these ‘feminine’ qualities suggests that the division of men’s and women’s worlds and lives into separate spheres is regarded by Gaskell as neither so natural nor so stable as many Victorians liked to believe. Indeed, in all of Gaskell’s novels men are shown as nurturing and compassionate in the same way that women are. In Wives and Daughters  Roger Hamley is represented as taking it upon himself to gently nurture his father after Mrs Hamley’s death. However, in the novel generally this representation of men in conventionally ‘maternal’ roles is less in evidence than in Gaskell’s earlier work – a point I shall return to. The most comical example of role reversal is that of Lord and Lady Cumnor: Lord Cumnor is represented as gossip-loving and tea-drinking, deferentially submissive to his wife’s superior intellect and incisiveness.

What this implies is that qualities like intellect, rationality, empathy, imagination are distributed by chance among men and women, but that society only tolerates the selective development of some in men and others in women – unless that person happens to belong to the aristocracy. Molly is scolded for her tomboyish tree-climbing and for running up the stairs two at a time. More seriously, the text suggests that Cynthia’s and Mrs Gibson’s ‘feminine’ subtleties are the result of nurture not nature.9 Mrs Gibson ‘was very young when she first became a governess, and had been worsted in her struggles with her pupils, in the first place she ever went to’ ((p. 125). In such a dependent situation it is not surprising that a pretty young woman should learn to exploit the little duplicities and manipulations that please men’s vanity and fulfil their expectations of the ‘fair and weaker sex’.

For what is made very clear in Wives and Daughters is male insistence that women are a frailer species – in body, mind and judgement. Throughout the story, masculine discourse is shown to infantalize women. Although Mrs Hamley is ‘the ruling spirit of the house’, an unfailing source of love and sympathy, to whom the Squire resorts like a fractious child ‘to be smoothed down and put right’ ((p. 247), her interests and needs are never taken seriously by her husband. She is imaged in his language as if she, not himself, were the indulged child: ‘though he did not prohibit her going [to London], yet he showed so little sympathy with her when she came back full of what she had done on her visit that she ceased caring to go. Not but what he was kind and willing in giving his consent, and in furnishing her amply with money. “There, there, my little woman, take that! Dress yourself up as fine as any on ‘em, and buy what you like, for the credit of Hamley of Hamley”‘ ((p. 42). What the Squire is actually doing here is using his wife as a mirror to reflect back an image of himself as tolerant, bountiful and wiser than his ‘little woman’. What this prevents him from seeing is his wife as a person in her own right with her own needs and interests, separate from himself or the Hamleys of Hamley.

Early in the novel Mr Gibson is represented as telling Molly’s governess, Miss Eyre, ‘Don’t teach Molly too much…I want to keep her a child’ ((p. 34). Like the Squire’s diminutives for his wife, Mr Gibson’s favourite epithet for Molly is ‘little’, while his pet name for her is ‘Goosey’ as if to confirm her sense of herself as endearingly brainless. Behind such infantilization of women is the denial of their sexuality. Mr Gibson seems to fear that even the knowledge that a young man desires her may contaminate Molly’s purity: ‘There is a reason, Molly, and one which I do not wish to give. When I tell you this much, I expect you to be an honourable girl, and to try and not even conjecture what the reason may be’ ((p. 59). Molly is not consulted about her removal to Hamley so as to be beyond the reach of Mr Coxe’s attentions, or about her father’s second marriage; passivity is imposed upon her, her judgements and feelings not so much rejected as denied existence even. ‘I know my little Molly – my silly little goosey – better than she knows herself’, her father insists ((p. 121).

Throughout the story other characters address Molly as ‘little one’, denying her responsibility and choice in her actions. The characterization subtly hints at a potentially liberating anger at this imposed childishness struggling into Molly’s consciousness but just as continuously repressed by her fear of sexual knowledge or of being thought unkind or resentful. Molly’s desire to be the daughter her father desires is shown to prohibit self knowledge. At the end of the novel, having been expected to cope with sickness, death and catastrophe, Molly is still represented in male discourse as a passive object to be passed from father to husband. Mr Gibson informs Roger of her financial independence ‘that she by the way knows nothing of’, adding, ‘I’d rather give my child, – my only child, remember! – to you, than to any man in the world!’ ((p. 643). Women, then, the story suggests, have to be sleeping beauties, repressing all knowledge of their sexual nature and denying their own emotional needs in the service of others. Infantalized in terms of their intellectual and sexual lives, women are yet expected to be mature beyond their years  in their unfailing capacity to respond compassionately to disappointments, suffering, grief and death. At every point in the story where strong emotional demands arise, the male characters, especially Roger or Mr Gibson, are represented as turning to a Mrs Hamley or a Molly to supply the required outgoing of sympathies.

Gaskell’s fiction is generally content to show rather than to judge, and indeed the narrative tone seems generally approving of the male characters. However, the narrative perspective is tricky to pin down; frequently what is offered in passages of commentary is the focaliza-tion, the viewpoint, of one of the characters which the narrator expresses but leaves for the reader to evaluate. Nevertheless, while the self-denials of Mrs Hamley and Molly, as advocated in Roger’s moral parable of Harriet, the dutiful daughter, are represented without comment in the text, the cost of such repression is clearly indicated. Mrs Hamley’s loss of vitality after her marriage is closely linked to the lack of any source of self-affirmation in her life. She literally gives all of herself to her husband and sons. The story of Molly is set upon the same trajectory of self extinction. Molly tells her father after her unhappy visit to the Towers, ‘I felt like a lighted candle when they’re putting the extinguisher on it!’ ((p. 27). However, this threat lies in the future, in the demand that she becomes a ‘sleeping beauty’, a ‘little woman’, as she forsees: ‘Thinking more of others’ happiness than of her own was very fine; but did it not mean giving up her very individuality, quenching all the warm love, the true desires, that made her herself? Yet in this deadness lay her only comfort’ ((p. 134). In a Darwinian world, the imposition of such self-repression upon women fits them only for extinction.

Closely interlinked with the Darwinian theme is the story’s concern with forms of knowledge and their relationship to secrecy and mystification. Molly is persistently represented as a source of honesty. But knowledge, science and reason are almost wholly associated with the two main male characters, Roger and Mr Gibson. Opposed to this masculine ‘truth’, it seems, are romantic falsification, secrecy, and novels and poetry, all associated with ‘feminine’ qualities. However, what is involved here is perhaps the most ironic reversal of all. Masculine rationality is itself shown to be a falsification, a fiction that men fabricate to protect themselves from aspects of reality – especially emotional reality – they wish to avoid or repress. They  need to perceive women as infantile, as ‘Gooseys’ in order to construct the opposing masculine view of things as ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’. It is, however, a very partial, incomplete truth at best: ‘[Mr Gibson] had rather a contempt for demonstrative people, arising from his medical insight into the consequences to health of uncontrolled feeling. He deceived himself into believing that still his reason was lord of all, because he had never fallen into the habit of expression on any other than purely intellectual subjects’ ((p. 32). As we have seen, the text is at some pains to show the consequences to women’s health of a repressive control of their own feelings while they extend themselves continually into the needs of others.

However, the novel’s interrogation of male claims to truth and knowledge is yet more subversive. Masculine ‘rationality’ is shown to be the reverse side of mystification and duplicity. Male characters not only refuse to know their own feelings in the text, they deny the existence of sexuality in women. And from this denial arises a whole structure of falsification and fictionalization. Shocked by the stories circulating about Molly in Hollingford gossip, Mr Gibson charges her, ‘never be the heroine of a mystery. That you can avoid’ ((p. 519). But this is shown to be a fate no woman can avoid since men insist on making an unspeakable mystery of their sexuality. It is Molly’s father who first casts her as heroine of a mystery when he rushes her away from home to Hamley Hall, refusing to explain why. Throughout the text women are shown trapped as heroines of fictions that falsify, romanticize or repress the actual reality of their lives. They are ‘little women’ or ‘Una’ or Roger’s good heroine, Harriet, or ‘a star, a flower, a nymph, a witch, an angel, or a mermaid, a nightingale, a siren’ as he variously names Cynthia ((p. 370).

Policing the permissible fictions in which a woman must live her life are the stories ‘little birds’ tell of even the slightest transgression of womanly modesty. ‘You don’t know Molly, how slight a thing may blacken a girl’s reputation for life,’ Mr Gibson warns Molly, and to Cynthia he says, ‘You cannot tell what evil constructions are put upon actions ever so slightly beyond the bounds of maidenly propriety’ (pp. 518, 544). Such evil fictions are only made possible by the mystification of female sexuality insisted upon by men in their infan-tilization of women. In the text it is Mr Gibson, not a female character, who is represented as resorting to the over-heightened language  and gestures of romance. On hearing the rumours of Molly’s ‘un-maidenly’ demeanour, he stages a melodramatic confrontation, his face ‘white and grim’, grasping her arms in ‘his vice-like hands’ and declaring his one comfort to be ‘Your mother is dead’ (pp. 515–16). It is Molly’s language which does not subscribe to the heroine’s part in this male melodrama of threatened virginity. Instead of shock or horror, hysterics or broken heart, she replies with a down-to-earth rationality which eventually deprives Mr Gibson of his traditional lines and his assumption of moral authority. Molly is represented as stealing control of the scene and in so doing she begins to rewrite the old script: ‘But I think you are a brave man, papa. We shall outlive these rumours, never fear’ ((p. 518).

In a similar way the representation of sisterly love between Molly and Cynthia produces a revisionary reworking of the traditional stories dependent upon oppositional images of women: the good and bad princess, Cinderella and her wicked stepsisters. Though cast by Roger as Una and Duessa, the actual narrative of Wives and Daughters provides a different script for Molly and Cynthia; a newly evolving story of women’s consciously committed loyality and cooperation.

It is in the representation of Cynthia that Gaskell constructs a voice that is most cynically aware of the fictional nature of all social roles. What the characterization of Cynthia suggests is that by never fully internalizing a daughterly code, she has escaped Molly’s training in self-denying goodness and duty. Although she is represented as a consummate performer of the kind of lovely and submissive womanliness that men desire in their heroines, she is equally represented as being aware that this is a performance. Molly, lacking that alienated perspective, remains bonded – in all senses of the word – to a notion of truthfulness. Thus it is Cythnia who recognizes men as always ‘consolable’ since for them women are never identities in their own right but only the heroines of male fictions, and as such always replaceable. Cynthia’s ‘fickleness’ or changeability in the matter of lovers is outrageous just because she is adapting to her own ends the male code as practised by Mr Preston, Mr Coxe, Roger Hamley and Mr Gibson. If she is ‘doomed’ to be a heroine by the fact that she is a woman, Cynthia is represented as determined to remain in control of the fiction in which she stars. ‘You don’t want your husband to think you faultless?’ Mr Gibson asks her; a question intended to elicit the well-learned words of feminine submissiveness ((p. 547). But Cynthia refuses the ‘little woman’ role. She replies, ‘Yes I do…I couldn’t bear to have to tell him I’m sorry and stand before him like a chidden child to be admonished and forgiven’ ((p. 548). Gaskell’s novels do not ring with the passionate rebellion that characterizes Brontë’s language, but no nineteenth-century novel contains a more devastating rejection than this of the Victorian male assumption of moral authority.

So far in this discussion of the ways in which Wives and Daughters intersects with the ideologies of gender in mid-Victorian England I have skirted round the issue of authorial consciousness or intent. Clearly at one level, the oppositional structure of reliable, truthful characters contrasted to those who are weak, changeable and untrustworthy, and the plot progression towards the reward of marriage for the ‘good’ heroine with the ‘good’ hero, reinforce the conventional sexual mores of the age. On the other hand, the text reveals a much more radical, one might even say alienated, understanding of the functioning and effects of ideological fictions. This alienated scepticism towards dominant ‘truths’ is a quality the narrative consciousness seems to share with the character Cynthia. Both take an equally comic pleasure in shrewdly undercutting or mocking the self-deceptions and pretensions of others. When Mr Gibson wishes there was not a woman within ten miles so that he might have some peace, the narrator comments dryly, ‘Apparently he forgot Mr Coxe’s powers of making mischief; but indeed he might have traced that evil back to unconscious Molly’ ((p. 76). Roger’s idealizing visions of Cynthia are called up ‘with all a lover’s quickness of imagination and triteness of fancy’ ((p. 370). The text suggests that Cynthia’s need to please men by performing their ideal of submissive femininity, actually produces her sceptical and mischievous awareness. This perhaps offers a way of understanding the split in the narrative consciousness between the apparent conforming approval of the prevailing gender assumptions and a comic subversion of their claims to truth.

Novels always spring largely from and remain interactive with the ongoing social dialogues of their own time. To read them in the fullest sense it is necessary to re-situate them in those dialogic relations. The role of women in marriage and in professional life was a growing public issue by the 1860s and Gaskell had many friends who were actively interested in those debates.10 Equally by deliberately modelling her hero on Darwin, Gaskell is consciously engaging her story in the evolutionary concerns of the time, and again she had close links through personal friends and family connections with many of those involved. Charles Darwin was a cousin on her mother’s side and Gaskell’s daughter, Meta, had holidayed with his sister.11 At a time just before science became a more wholly academic discipline, many of Gaskell’s friends in both England and France were as involved in scientific as artistic interests, and serious journals like the Edinburgh, the Westminster and the Quarterly treated scientific subjects just as comprehensively as any other. While George Eliot’s intellectual engagement with Darwinism in Middlemarch (1871) has been fully recognized, Gaskell’s much earlier, more topical treatment of the subject in Wives and Daughters has gone almost unremarked.12 Both Eliot’s and Gaskell’s novels are historical, set in England just before the Reform Act of 1832, and both are concerned with processes of evolutionary change. However, in contrast to Eliot’s moral perspective, Gaskell’s focus is more historically dynamic. She achieves a sense of the continuities of past, present and future, and she does so by recognizing a key aspect of Darwinism that Eliot wholly ignores: the interconnection of evolutionary theory with constructions of national identity and with the empire.

Although British imperialism only became a predominant part of national consciousness towards the end of the nineteenth century, Britain’s dominion overseas had a much longer history. England had exerted a hegemonic influence in Indian affairs since at least 1757.13 The text of Wives and Daughters is scattered with references to the long British connection with India. The nostalgic, quintessential Eng-lishness of Hamley Hall derives as much from the Indian jars filled with pot-pourri, the old Indian china and druggets as from the fine oak-grained flooring and honeysuckle climbing around the windows. Mr Coxe is left to Mr Gibson’s care because his father is serving ‘at some unpronounceable station in the Punjaub’ ((p. 46), and both Lady Cumnor and Mrs Gibson wrap themselves in Indian shawls.

However, it was the late 1850s and early 1860s that formed the crystallizing moment of English awareness of its colonial interests.

The Indian Mutiny (1857) evoked an intensely charged outburst of jingoistic fervour and ensured an increasing English presence in that continent. The American Civil War (1860–1860) caused a halt to the supplies of cotton from the Southern States to Lancashire with devastating effects upon the mill workers who were thrown out of work. Gaskell herself was wholly involved in the efforts to alleviate starvation in Manchester until her health broke down under the strain, and her exhaustion was probably a contributary factor to her untimely death in 1865. National attention was turned to the urgent need to find other sources of cotton. Frequent articles in The Times and other journals discussed the subject during 1861–1861, among them the Edinburgh Review which recommended India as ‘the most trustworthy source of supply after America’ but also advocated the potential of Africa, pointing to the pioneering work of Mr Clegg of Manchester who had established a cotton plantation at Abbeokuta on the west coast of Africa earlier in the century14 National excitement and pride were focussed on the eastern side of the African continent by the explorations and discoveries of Captain Speke and David Livingstone, which were widely reported in the press during the early 1860s. Livingstone’s Missionary Travels, published in 1857, sold 70,000 copies in the first few months and made the author into a national hero. When Gaskell refers to the perils her hero-explorer would be facing in Abyssinia and other parts of Eastern Africa down to the Cape, contemporary readers would have ready to mind the lurid descriptions of African cannibalism contained in multiple newspaper and journal reports.15

In 1861 the Quarterly Review opened an essay on ‘African Discovery’ by acclaiming Africa as ‘a continent of the future’.16 However, Gaskell’s historical accuracy is not at fault when she sends Roger Hamley off to the eastern side of Africa in the 1820s. The Quarterly essay traces current African exploration back to the efforts of the African Association founded in 1794 for the purpose of furthering geographical discoveries. One of the first expeditions the association funded was led by Mungo Park in 1804. Park, born in Selkirk, had studied medicine at Edinburgh, obtaining his surgical diploma there. The stated aims of his expedition suggest what was always indivisible from the scientific motivation: ‘the extension of British commerce and the enlargement of our geographical knowledge’.17’ Throughout the 1820s the African Association continued to support exploration in Africa, notably that of Hugh Clapperton, another Scot, and son of a medical surgeon. From the outset, sensational accounts of African savagery and degeneracy published by the returning explorers were used to justify commercial exploitation in the name of ‘progress’. Livingstone was not the first to insist ‘No permanent elevation of a people can be effected without commerce’.18

Gaskell shows a sound historical grasp in her fictional interlinking of Scotland, medicine, evolutionary science and exploration. Since the two English universities taught no science, the best education in that field available during the first half of the nineteenth century was by training in medicine at Edinburgh, and many of the early explorers came from this background. At Edinburgh, too, French theories of evolutionary forms of change were current as early as the 1820s. Darwin first came across the ideas of Lamarck from the anatomist Robert E. Grant while he was a medical student at Edinburgh. Grant had spent time in Paris and was also influenced by the work of Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire; like the fictional Roger Hamley he argued against the theories of Cuvier and in favour of Lamarckian ideas. Later, along with a fellow Scottish anatomist, Robert Knox, Grant used evolutionary theories to expound ideas of racial superiority19

As was customary with actual explorers, Roger Hamley is invited on his return to England to address the Geographical Society. Again Gaskell’s dating is sound; the Geographical Society was founded in 1830 as a direct continuation of the activities of the African Association. As that continuity suggests, the Society was prominent in its support for African exploration. At the anniversary meeting in 1853, Roderick Murchison, the Society’s populist president from 1843 to 1871, declared, ‘Whilst we pursue geography for the love of science, we are at the same time doing real, public service, and are laying the foundations of new and great commercial interests of our country’20 Murchison was also of Scottish descent, his father being educated in medicine before going out to service in India. Along with figures like Speke and Livingstone, Murchison was lionized as one of the new scientific ‘heroes’ of the age.

However, Murchison provides a further intriguing insight into Wives and Daughters. Murchison was an influential member on the  founding committee for the Geographical Society in 1830, but during the 1820s he had gained his lasting reputation as a fellow of the Geological Society. In that capacity he had identified and named an ancient rock formation found extensively in Shropshire and Warwickshire. The name he gave to this formation, Silurian, commemorated an ancient British war-like tribe, the Silures, who defended the region against the Romans. This naming not only celebrated an ancient mythic past, but effected a form of geological imperialism, spreading the name of Siluria around the globe as British stratigraphical terminology became the international standard. Gaskell sets Wives and Daughters in the Silurian locality: Molly can see the Malvern Hills from the top of a rise. The dialect words Gaskell uses evoke an ancient localized past, ‘unked’ and ‘cranching’ appearing in a glossary of local words included in a book on Silurian remains in Salop.21 Squire Hamley boasts of his ancient lineage stretching back to the Heptarchy, and Miss Browning asserts that there were Hamleys of Hamley before the Romans ((p. 41). The Times opened 1861 with a complacent leading article comparing British prosperity and stability with the conflicts and troubles of other less fortunate nations. Given such tranquillity, the leader continues, the British people are very content to be British, ‘We fall back on the sentiments and ideas of our youth – independence, national and personal heroism. We care…for the beginnings of our race and language, for the origins of species…for any bit of antiquity dug out of libraries, cupboards, sandhills or coalmines.’22

Scientific interest in theories of origin and change were first stimulated by fossil discoveries at the end of the eighteenth century. Concern with evolution focused as much on the past of the race as on its future. In a world that seemed no longer governed by Divine Providence but rather by the forces of change and chance, the mid-Victorians constructed a sense of security by reinventing national history as evolutionary progress. Out of the fortunate convergences of its ancient past a national identity had evolved to fit Britain for its role of world leadership. Mid-Victorian historians made use of evolutionary racial theories to weld a futuristic mission of scientific and political progress to belief in a heroic past. At the heart of a British identity, it was claimed, was a fierce, even war-like defence of freedom, the priceless inheritance bestowed by the Saxons who had founded the English nation. Charles Kingsley gave popular expression to this myth in his novel Hereward the Wake (1866), while at a higher intellectual level, Froude’s History of England (1856–1856) put forward the same view, claiming that England’s present greatness was due to a unique national character evolving from the Saxon love of freedom, strengthened by Roman discipline and imperial command, and cultivated by some absorption of Norman refinement. Kingsley and Froude and the many other writers who contributed to this ideological construction of national identity were agreed that as fittest of the species by virtue of their racial history, the English had the right to dominate the less fit of the world. A Quarterly Review essay on ‘Our Colonial System’ encapsulates this fusion of heroic racial past evolving into future imperial glory:

Can we quench the spirit of adventure which burns within the breasts of Englishmen?. can we forbid them to profit by their superiority of skill, intelligence, and industry, or of boldness, combination and defensive courage? In a word, can we compel the countrymen of Drake, Cavendish, Raleigh, and Clive to forego the traditions of their race.? The thing is wholly impossible. So long as Englishmen are Englishmen.23

Wives and Daughters has to be read as part of this initiating moment in the early 1860s which constructs a sense of national identity as ancient, progressive and imperialist. In her earlier social-problem novels Gaskell could only offer the solution of individual reconciliation for class divisions; the myth of racial history developed in the 1860s allows her to construct a narrative that looks forward to an enlightened national unity in the guise of evolutionary progress. Squire Hamley represents the childhood of the race. He is passionately English, hostile to all other nations as potential enemies, fiercely independent in spirit, strong and hearty in feeling: he represents all the heroic virtues claimed for the Saxon originators of the nation. However, in a modern progressive society the Squire’s impetuous emotions need to to be brought under the control of reason and educational refinement. This combination is the inheritance of the coming generation shown in the mutual respect of Roger Hamley, with his ancient lineage, and Lord Hollingford, with his Norman roots; a classless republic under the auspices of science and discovery. 

Roger Hamley is represented as clever in a solid sort of way, but what the text emphasizes is his physical fitness, his healthy outdoor pursuits. Darwin’s theories, it was quickly realized, offered no guarantee that the most cultivated and refined nations were fittest to survive. Sir Charles Lyell, a friend of the Gaskells, and one of the main popularizers of Darwin’s ideas wrote:

The new race or species may not be absolutely superior in the sum of its powers. and may even be more simple in structure and of a lower grade of intelligence. Progression, therefore, is not a necessary accompaniment of variation and natural selection, though, when a higher organization happens to be coincident with superior fitness to new conditions, the new species will have greater powers and a greater chance of permanently maintaining and extending its ground.24

This is the thinking behind all the emphasis in the writing of the time upon English vigour, energy and moral and physical fitness — the muscular Christianity that became the ethos of British public schools like Rugby and the ideal of public life from mid-century onwards. A leading article in The Times in 1863 accounted for the superiority of English public figures by the prominence of outdoor activities in their upbringing: ‘he must be able to ride, to shoot, to fish, and to play at cricket. There is much more than what we may commonly understand by intellectual powers involved in the education of an English public man. It gives them moral and physical health.’25

Roger Hamley is represented as just such a man. Mr Gibson tells the Squire that ‘only half of Roger’s success was owing to his mental powers; the other half was owing to his perfect health, which enabled him to work harder and more continuously than most men without suffering’ ((p. 367), and when Roger returns from Africa he is ‘broader, stronger — more muscular’ ((p. 589). Africans by contrast were claimed to be lacking both physical and intellectual vitality, there is ‘doubtless some deficiency of energy in their original constitution’.26 Whereas Africa, in the countless popular adventure stories of the time, is the testing ground that turns English youth into men, ‘the natives of Africa are children still’.27 As, of course, are women. It is Englishmen who are fittest of the species. Sir Charles Lyell discussing the small skull cavity of a Hottentot woman remarks that the size undoubtedly shows ‘an infantile or foetal leaning, this is to be attributed partly perhaps, to sex, but in the main to the characterization of the race itself.28 In Wives and Daughters it is the male stock that ensures fitness: Molly and Roger take after their fathers, whilst Os-borne and Cynthia resemble their mothers.

However, Osborne’s and Cynthia’s troubles are not just attributable to the maternal line. By the 1860s the gulf between African peoples and Europeans was perceived as so great that it was speculated that they belonged to different species. The construction of national identity required a nearer comparison. Much of the concern with race in the 1860s focused upon European differences. A sense of Saxon and Teutonic vigour was produced by opposing it to Celtic weakness, vacillation and instability of character. The chief representatives of the Celtic races were seen as the Irish and the French. Hence the significance of the threat that without a male heir the ancient Hamley lands – symbolic in the text of quintessential English origins – will fall to the Irish Hamleys. Mrs Gibson’s former names, Clare and Kirkpatrick, seem to suggest that she too has Irish connections. However, it is French influence rather than Irish that figures as the main ‘other’ to Englishness in the story. Comparisons between French and English culture, achievements, political systems and ascendency were highly popular in journals at the time. The free and independent Protestant tradition was compared to the spiritual ‘slavery’ of Roman Catholicism, French political volatility was contrasted with British stability and integrity; France was allowed leadership in the arts and, perhaps, in purely intellectual pursuits, but, it was hinted, this savoured of a degenerate over-refinement of culture in contrast to British bluff realism. A typical article in the Cornhill Magazine in 1862 claiming to be written by a Frenchman in London, compares the two rivers of the rival European capitals: ‘The Seine is graceful, whimsical, and so to speak, feminine. She seems as if she ran for her own amusement – as if she were given to adorn and entertain the city. The charm of the Thames lies in its usefulness; its pride is “to forward business”. Strong and eager. virile, not feminine’.29 These descriptions of the Seine and the Thames could stand almost without alteration as descriptions of Osborne and Roger Hamley. In Wives and Daughters a chain of association is constructed linking Englishness to fitness, masculinity, practical down-to-earth reasoning, science and progress. These derive their positive value largely through opposition to the associative chain linking French-ness to weakness, femininity, romanticism, emotional indulgence and literature. In this construction of meaning Wives and Daughters must be seen as part of the ideological production of a national imperial consciousness.

However, as with the apparent complicity of the story with dominant Victorian views on gender relations, the text articulates a divided consciousness in its representation of Englishness. Indeed it is part of the same critical intervention. The narrative reveals the cost to women and to men, in terms of their self-blindness, of the rigid separation of spheres, with masculinity perceived as rational and with women being left to take care of the emotions. This cost is in fact the price of the colonial enterprise which was justified on the racial grounds that Africans, as enfeebled children of the species, must look for their salvation to the moral and physical fitness of Englishmen. As part of this image British manhood had to construct itself as practical, rational, physically and morally robust. It was not until just before the mid-century that Britishness came to be associated with emotional reserve.30 Squire Hamley is representative of an older ideal. He derives as much from the literary traditions of Chaucer, Shakespeare and Fielding as from actuality.

In contrast, Roger belongs to the second half of the nineteenth century and to Empire, telling Molly, when he finds her overwhelmed with grief, ‘I never can manage to express what I feel. but I am sorry for you. Yes, I am: it’s beyond my power to help you, as far as altering facts goes, but I can feel for you, in a way which it’s best not to talk about, for it can do no good’ ((p. 118). Gaskell models Roger on Darwin, but also, it would seem, on her daughter Florence’s future husband, of whom she wrote:

I should have said not clever; but he was fourth wrangler at Cambridge and is a fellow of Trinity…so I suppose he has those solid intellectual qualities which tell in action, though not in conversation. But his goodness is what gives me the thankfullest feeling of confidence in him.…But he has not imagination enough to be what one calls spiritual. It is just the same want that makes him not care for music or painting, — nor much for poetry.…Then he cares for science…His good, strong, unsensitive character is just what will, I trust, prove very grateful to her anxious conscientious little heart.31

Gaskell’s mixed feelings about these sterling qualities are evident here. She had experience with her own husband of the cost of men’s emotional repression, writing to her sister-in-law, ‘W[illia]m I dare say kindly won’t allow me ever to talk to him about anxieties, while it would be SUCH A RELIEF often.’32

There is a subtext in Wives and Daughters that suggests that the cost of constructing Englishness as a strong unsensitive character is more far-reaching even than the emotional stunting of national consciousness. What is also threatened is the imaginative and creative life of the country. Throughout the story there are persistent references to roses – the emblematic English flower. What this suggests is that Englishness might also involve qualities that are fragile, sensitive, associated with love, beauty and poetry. Despite the apparent disparagement of novels and poetry, Gaskell spangles her text with quotations from a long tradition of literature, turning especially to Shakespeare, the Bible and to popular forms. This intensification of her language with poetic allusions works, against the grain of the story’s surface realism, to imply there is more to reality than can be expressed by the language of scientific reports – as Roger implicitly admits in his confession to Molly that he is unable to express himself. The languages of gossip, proverbs, fairytale, romance, fiction and poetry go into the making of a national consciousness. Beyond that even, Gaskell is perhaps hinting in her choice of Aimée – French, Catholic, plebeian – as mother for the heir of the Hamleys that the future lies not in any English pedigree but in a Darwinian hybridity of classes and nations, beliefs and languages. Wives and Daughters is undoubtedly part of the discursive project that constructed Englishness as a repressed, masculine imperialism, but the novel also reveals the cultural loss that project entailed; it may also be attempting to envision an alternative narrative to that of nationalism.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

Wives and Daughters was first published in eighteen monthly parts in the Cornhill Magazine from August 1864 to January 1866. The Cornhill publishers, Smith and Elder, issued the novel in two-volume form at the end of serialization, Elizabeth Gaskell having died in 1865, just before completing the story. Gaskell’s original manuscript is now in the John Rylands University Library of Manchester.

In the process of publication changes were made to the manuscript version by the editor, by the printers and by Gaskell herself. Gaskell expected and accepted these; chapter divisions and titles, for example, were added at this stage, probably by the editor. All of these alterations, therefore, even if not made by Gaskell herself, have the status of authorial approval. However, changes to the text that appear in the two-volume edition were made after Gaskell’s death and so cannot be deemed authorial. For this reason the Cornhill version is used here as copy-text. I have made conservative use of the manuscript where it seems to offer a preferable reading, but since Gaskell accepted the changes made during serialization, these readings cannot claim greater authority. Apart from the silent correction of obvious errors that occurred in the process of transcription from manuscript to the Cornhill serialization, all substantial changes are listed in ‘Textual Variants’ at the end of the book. The asterisk indicates at chapter endings the division of parts according to the Cornhill serialization.

A few editorial changes have also been made to this edition. Spelling inconsistencies like ‘sat’ and ‘sate’ have been silently regularized, and the definite article inserted for ease of reading before ‘Miss Brownings’ when the text is referring to both sisters. Punctuation seems closer to a writer’s style than spelling, but Gaskell often leaves punctuation to be added to her manuscript. The Cornhill did not insert this consistently; but Gaskell’s favoured punctuation for speech openings is a comma and dash. Characters’ names frequently caused Gaskell problems of memory. The elder Miss Browning is variously called Sally, Dorothy and Clarinda; Mrs Gibson’s previous name is given as Fiztpatrick at times. All names have been made consistent. In addition, the inn at Hollingford has been regularized to the ‘George’ as the name that Gaskell uses most frequently, having begun by calling it the ‘Cumnor Arms’. Use of italics for non-English words and phrases has also been regularized throughout.
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CHAPTER 1

 The Dawn of a Gala Day

To begin with the old rigmarole of childhood. In a country there was a shire, and in that shire there was a town, and in that town there was a house, and in that house there was a room, and in that room there was a bed, and in that bed there lay a little girl; wide awake and longing to get up, but not daring to do so for fear of the unseen power in the next room; a certain Betty, whose slumbers must not be disturbed until six o’clock struck, when she wakened of herself ‘as sure as clockwork,’ and left the household very little peace afterwards. It was a June morning, and early as it was, the room was full of sunny warmth and light.

On the drawers opposite to the little white dimity bed in which Molly Gibson lay, was a primitive kind of bonnet-stand on which was hung a bonnet, carefully covered over from any chance of dust with a large cotton handkerchief; of so heavy and serviceable a texture that if the thing underneath it had been a flimsy fabric of gauze and lace and flowers, it would have been altogether ‘scomfished’:1 (again to quote from Betty’s vocabulary). But the bonnet was made of solid straw, and its only trimming was a plain white ribbon put over the crown, and forming the strings. Still, there was a neat little quilling2 inside, every plait of which Molly knew, for had she not made it herself the evening before, with infinite pains? and was there not a little blue bow in this quilling, the very first bit of such finery Molly had ever had the prospect of wearing?

Six o’clock now! the pleasant, brisk ringing of the church bells told that; calling every one to their daily work, as they had done for hundreds of years. Up jumped Molly, and ran with her bare little feet across the room, and lifted off the handkerchief and saw once again the bonnet; the pledge of the gay bright day to come. Then to the window, and after some tugging she opened the casement, and let in the sweet morning air. The dew was already off the flowers in the garden below, but still rising from the long hay-grass in the meadows directly beyond. At one side lay the little town of Hollingford,3 into a street of which Mr Gibson’s front door opened; and delicate columns, and little puffs of smoke were already beginning to rise from many a cottage chimney where some housewife was already up, and preparing breakfast for the bread-winner of the family.

Molly Gibson saw all this, but all she thought about it was, ‘Oh! it will be a fine day! I was afraid it never never would come; or that, if it ever came, it would be a rainy day!’ Five-and-forty years ago,4 children’s pleasures in a country town were very simple, and Molly had lived for twelve long years without the occurrence of any event so great as that which was now impending. Poor child! it is true that she had lost her mother, which was ajar to the whole tenour of her life; but that was hardly an event in the sense referred to; and besides, she had been too young to be conscious of it at the time. The pleasure she was looking forward to to-day was her first share in a kind of annual festival in Hollingford.

The little straggling town faded away into country on one side close to the entrance-lodge of a great park, where lived my Lord and Lady Cumnor: ‘the earl’ and ‘the countess,’ as they were always called by the inhabitants of the town; where a very pretty amount of feudal feeling still lingered, and showed itself in a number of simple ways, droll enough to look back upon, but serious matters of importance at the time. It was before the passing of the Reform Bill,5 but a good deal of liberal talk took place occasionally between two or three of the more enlightened freeholders living in Hollingford; and there was a great Whig family in the county who, from time to time, came forward and contested the election with the rival Tory family of Gumnor.6 One would have thought that the above-mentioned liberal-talking inhabitants of Hollingford would have, at least, admitted the possibility of their voting for the Hely-Harrison who represented their own opinions. But no such thing. ‘The earl’ was lord of the manor, and owner of much of the land on which Hollingford was built; he and his household were fed, and doctored, and, to a certain measure, clothed by the good people of the town; their fathers’ grandfathers had always voted for the eldest son of Cumnor Towers, and following in the ancestral track, every man-jack in the place gave his vote to the liege lord, totally irrespective of such chimeras as political opinion.

This was no unusual instance of the influence of the great landowners over humbler neighbours in those days before railways, and it was well for a place where the powerful family who thus overshadowed it, were of so respectable a character as the Cumnors. They expected to be submitted to, and obeyed; the simple worship of the townspeople was accepted by the earl and countess as a right; and they would have stood still in amazement, and with a horrid memory of the French sansculottes7 who were the bugbears of their youth, had any inhabitant of Hollingford ventured to set his will or opinions in opposition to those of the earl. But, yielded all that obeisance, they did a good deal for the town, and were generally condescending, and often thoughtful and kind in their treatment of their vassals. Lord Cumnor was a forbearing landlord; putting his steward a little on one side sometimes, and taking the reins into his own hands from time to time, much to the annoyance of the agent, who was, in fact, too rich and independent to care greatly for preserving a post where his decisions might any day be overturned by my lord’s taking a fancy to go ‘pottering’ (as the agent irreverently expressed it in the sanctuary of his own home), which, being interpreted, meant that occasionally the earl asked his own questions of his own tenants, and used his own eyes and ears in the management of the smaller details of his property. But his tenants liked my lord all the better for this habit of his. Lord Cumnor had certainly a little turn for gossip, which he contrived to combine with the failing of personal intervention between the old land-steward and the tenantry. But, then, the countess made up by her unapproachable dignity for this weakness of the earl’s. Once a year she was condescending. She and the ladies, her daughters, had set up a school; not a school after the manner of schools now-a-days, where far better intellectual teaching is given to the boys and girls of labourers and work-people than often falls to the lot of their betters in worldly estate; but a school of the kind we should call ‘industrial,’8 where girls were taught to sew beautifully, to be capital housemaids, and pretty fair cooks, and, above all, to dress neatly in a kind of charity uniform devised by the ladies of Cumnor Towers; – white caps, white tippets, check aprons, blue gowns, and ready curtseys, and ‘please, ma
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