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SYLVIA'S LOVERS

ELIZABETH CLEGHORN GASKELL was born in London in 1810, but she spent her formative years in Knutsford, 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.

SHIRLEY FOSTER was born in north London and educated at the universities of London, Michigan, Yale and Liverpool. After teaching at Hull University, she went to the University of Sheffield, where she is currently Reader in English and American Literature. She has published widely in both these areas, most particularly on Victorian women's fiction and nineteenth-century Anglo-American travel writing. Her most recent publications are An Anthology of Women's Travel Writing, with Sara Mills (Manchester, 2002), and Elizabeth Gaskell: A Literary Life (Palgrave, 2002).
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INTRODUCTION

I

When Elizabeth Gaskell visited Whitby with her two daughters, Meta and Julia, in early November 1859, she probably had no intention of basing a novel on the place; indeed, there is no evidence to validate Henry James's claim that she had gone there ‘for impressions preparatory to “Sylvia's Lovers” .1 The trip was made primarily for Julia's health (she is described as having ‘outgrown her strength‘);2 and in fact although they were there for nearly two weeks conditions were not propitious for extensive expeditions and observation, as Gaskell explains later in a letter to James Dixon, who had pointed out topographical inaccuracies in her text:

I was only there once for a fortnight… in such cloudy November weather that I might very easily be ignorant of the points of the compass if I did not look at the map.3

Nevertheless the place seems to have made a considerable impact on her; not only did she go out walking every day, but she also engaged in conversation with a wide range of Whitby inhabitants, learning from them facts of local history and customs which she would subsequently incorporate into her fiction.

The idea of writing a story about Yorkshire appears to have been in Gaskell's mind for some time, however. In the Preface to the first edition of Mary Barton (1848), she refers to a tale, ‘the period of which was more than a century ago, and the place on the borders of Yorkshire’,4 which she had already begun earlier. More immediately, she had been engaged with researches for her Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857), and although for this her explorations had been in the West rather than the North Riding, the crucial influence of the environment on isolated and close-knit communities must have struck her in both regions. This, compounded with her own experience of the north-east coast during her residence in Newcastle from 1829 to 1831 plus her family's marine background (several of her male relatives had been in the Royal Navy), may have encouraged her to take up her former idea and develop it into a full-length novel. In terms of plot, too, Sylvia's Lovers reworks certain themes prominent in Gaskell's previous work, most notably that of temporary disappearance or loss. The mysterious way in which people can vanish and then later reappear is treated in her story ‘Disappearances’, written for Household Words (June 1851); and, more pertinent to this novel, ‘A Manchester Marriage’ (Household Words, December 1858) deals with a woman unknowingly married to two husbands simultaneously but spared the distress of enlightenment by the decision of the returned first husband not to reveal his identity.

Whatever ideas were fermenting in her mind already, then, were clearly brought into focus by the Whitby experience. It is quite clear that Monkshaven in Sylvia's Lovers is the coastal town of Gaskell's brief but intense acquaintance, although what she saw in 1859 was in several respects different from the period of her story, nearly sixty years earlier. The row of houses in one of which she lodged, a Mrs Rose's at 1 Abbey Terrace, had only just been completed as part of a development on the town's West Cliff, purchased by George Hudson in 1848. The existing swivel-bridge over the Esk, linking the two halves of the town, had in 1835 replaced the old drawbridge erected in 1766. Whitby itself had become far more in touch with the outside world: the horse-drawn railway between Whitby and Pickering was opened in May 1836, and was soon superseded by a steam line in 1845, part of George Hudson's Railway Company; stage and mail coaches started running in 1795 and by mid-century there was an extensive network between Whitby and Leeds, York, Sunderland, Shields, and Stockton. Although Whitby's population had remained fairly static (according to F.K. Robinson, around 1790 it was between ten and eleven thousand, and this figure had barely altered in 1860),5 the chief source of its livelihood – and liveliness – was no longer the whaling industry, which had ceased at least thirty years before, but the growing number of visitors for whom it was an increasingly popular resort.


In other ways, however, there had been little change since the beginning of the century. The parish church, in its prominent position overlooking the estuary, the open sea and the ruined abbey, on a headland 199 steps up from the town, was basically as it was in the 1790s: apart from a new porch, now the principal entrance, added in 1823, an extension to the north transept in 1818, and the removal of the 1778 pulpit to a side-aisle in 1847, what little ‘modernization' that had occurred had been carried out in the mid eighteenth century. As Robinson explains, the church largely escaped the zeal of contemporary ecclesiologists for restoration:

It will be seen, that the repairs and extension of the structure have taken place when old church arrangements had not the position in the public mind which they now occupy.6

The interior which Gaskell describes in Chapter VI (she calls the church St Nicholas, not its real name, St Mary), with its florid wall memorials and lack of ‘wood-work' as she denotes it7 (the medieval rood screen across the chancel arch had been removed) is thus in the main that in which the real-life model for Darley, the whaleman killed in the press-gang riots, received funeral rites in 1793.

Many streets were unchanged, too. Sylvia and Molly Corney come to sell their butter and eggs in the market-place, although it was not exactly where Gaskell describes it, but slightly higher up High Street. The Butter Cross mentioned in the text did not exist as a market site – perhaps Gaskell had in mind the old mutilated cross on the Abbey Plain – but in 1793 there was a Town Hall or Tolbooth here (built in 1788 and still in good repair today), between whose pillars prospective sellers set out their wares. The shop and bank run by two Quaker brothers, Jonathan and Joseph Sanders, the originals of the Foster brothers in the story, was still to be seen – as it is now. Likewise, although the actual ‘Randyvowse' inn in Haggersgate which was attacked in the 1793 riots was not standing by 1859, there were plenty of similar buildings in the old town which could serve as models. The surrounding countryside would of course have been even less changed, and the two farms, Haytersbank (Robsons) and Moss Brow (Corneys), which are the focal points for much of the novel, are clearly based on existing structures. Mrs Chadwick states that ‘the old farms are still there‘,8 affirming that both have their originals in agricultural homesteads on the West Cliff – Straggleton Farm and High Straggleton – a claim that has been supported by later investigators. A. W. Ward, however, in his introduction to the Knutsford edition, argues that ‘the site of Haytersbank farm was on the way to Robin Hood's Bay to the south-east of Whitby‘,9 topographically a less convincing suggestion. Both claims remain disputable in any case, since Gaskell herself stated that she had no specific originals in view when she described the two farms. As she explains in a letter of November 1863 to James Dixon:

I did not intend Haytersbank for any particular place, or if I had some faint recollection of a farm house like it, it must have been a place near Sunderland where I once stayed for a couple of nights.10

Whatever its source, the composite recollection contributes to the realism of the narrative setting.

The verisimilitude of Gaskell's portrayal of the locale is attested to by the history of the illustrated (fourth) edition of the novel. When, in late 1863, George du Maurier was asked to undertake the illustrations for a new edition, he drew on sketches of Whitby made by Henry Keene, the brother of Charles Keene the actor, because these seemed to capture so well the town as it was described in the fictional text. Only later did he discover that Monkshaven and Whitby were one and the same.

Once inspired, Gaskell started to research in order to guarantee the historical and regional accuracy of her text.11 The progress of the novel itself, however, was erratic. Two days before Christmas 1859, she wrote to her publisher, George Smith, to say that she had three pieces of writing currently under way, the third of which was ‘The Specksioneer in 3 vols' (this was her first title for the work), ‘not far on, but very clear in my head, and what I want to write more than anything’;12 four days later she told him that she would try to send the whole three-volume novel to him in ‘September next’.13 References in March 1860 to investigations being made on her behalf by her husband, William – who consulted the Annual Register for details of press-gang activities in the north-east – and by people in Yorkshire suggest that she had begun work. In late March, she apparently read to her London friends, Emily and William Shaen, ‘a good deal of her new story’,14 and a few days later she told Charles Eliot Norton that with most of the family soon to be away, in ‘the comparative quiet of the house I mean to write very hard at my story; which ought to be done by Septr but… won't I fear’.15 But like all Victorian writing women, she was still dogged by the multifarious demands of domestic life. Though by early May she had written 117 pages of 570, in June Marianne, another daughter, became ill with suspected smallpox, and after Gaskell had nursed her and organized a subsequent holiday in Heidelberg for herself and three daughters, most of the summer had gone.

Similar delays and interruptions continued for the next two and a half years. Two volumes were finally completed by early December 1861 and sent to Smith; in mid March 1862 she was well on into the third volume and was discussing the title with him. And yet in late August she was apologizing to W. S. Williams, the publisher's reader, that she dare not promise the completed manuscript ‘before the end of January’,16 although she had already corrected and returned the proofs of the first two volumes. She sent a rather more defensive and irritable apology to the publishers, Smith, Elder and Co., in early September:

I should like to remind you that I never named any positive time for the completion of the book, and only yielded to Mr Smith's request that the printing might be commenced because I believed it to be convenient to him, and also because he stated that this beginning to print need not hurry me.17

Finally, Gaskell, now keen to get on with another unfinished piece (probably ‘A Dark Night's Work’), managed to draw the book to a close in Eastbourne in September 1862, and it was eventually published in February 1863, over three years after its inception.

This prolongation suggests not only the unavoidable constraints upon Gaskell's time and energy, to which she so often refers in her letters, but also the seriousness with which she thought about her writing. The debates about the novel's title – earlier possibilities included ‘The Specksioneer' (too difficult to pronounce); ‘Philip's Idol' (too open to wilful misreading); ‘Monkshaven' (‘very stupid‘) – show this. The irregularity of composition inevitably had some effects on the text itself. There are, as J. G. Sharps18 and others have pointed out, many internal inconsistencies, especially in dates and names; the actual manuscript reveals the lack of continuity of the writing – words are crossed out, changed or left blank, and in one place Gaskell actually asks the editor to remind her of the names she has decided on for the owners of the shop.19 And yet these are merely the mechanics of the novel, minor mistakes which in no way detract from it as a whole. Except perhaps for the somewhat telescoped ending, which some critics regard as an indication of inartistic haste, Sylvia's Lovers shows a remarkable degree of unity, its various strands skilfully interwoven within an overall framework. In its thematic linking of the personal and the public and its carefully contextualized psychological complexity, it gives the impression of a highly mature and considered work.

II


Sylvia's Lovers belongs to a fictional genre popular in the early and mid nineteenth century – the historical novel, or novel in which conscious retrospect forms the narrative framework. Examples of this genre contemporary with Gaskell's work include Thackeray's The Virginians (1857–9), Dickens's A Tale of Two Cities (1859), and George Eliot's Adam Bede (1859), the last of which Gaskell was actually reading on the Whitby holiday and about which she wrote in admiration to its author. Like all such fiction, her novel operates within a ‘then' and ‘now' parameter, and Gaskell constantly draws attention to this dichotomy. In describing the Foster brothers' shop, for instance, she remarks about the projecting lower windows, ‘These openings had long been filled with panes of glass that at the present day would be accounted very small, but which seventy years ago were much admired for their size' (pp. 25–6). More ironically, in observing how the Monkshaven parishioners accept the inadequacies of their vicar, she remarks:


In looking back to the last century, it appears curious to see how little our ancestors had the power of putting two things together, and perceiving either the discord or harmony thus produced. Is it because we are farther off from those times, and have, consequently, a greater range of vision?… But such discrepancies ran through good men's lives in those days. It is well for us that we live at the present time, when everybody is logical and consistent. [p. 66]

A diachronic notion of ‘progress' or ‘improvement' may be illusory, she implies.

By the time that she was writing, fears of social revolution in England, fuelled by the unrest on the Continent during the 1840s (and referred to in Mary Barton and North and South) had largely disappeared, but the individual's relation to authority and to ever-growing institutional and state power remained as much a matter of concern as ever. It is perhaps not coincidental that John Stuart Mill's treatise on these questions, On Liberty, was also published in 1859, although it is uncertain whether or not Gaskell actually read it. In setting her story in the 1790s against a background of disruptive events, Gaskell is reminding her readers of the fragility of social equilibrium and the constant tensions between duty and desire, and between adherence to preconstructed codes and the assertion of individual autonomy. These tensions are problematized even more acutely because sited in a period and region of greater lawlessness than Gaskell's present, an arena where personal will and ideological restraint are more crudely opposed, and, as she frequently points out, less mediated by introspection or self-analytical debate.

The framing events of the novel exist on two levels – national (the Napoleonic wars) and local (the press-gang activities in Monkshaven). The two are consequentially linked: it is because of the wars on the Continent that impressment must be used to obtain more sailors for battle service. They are also linked in terms of narrative structure: the operations of the press-gang both take Kinraid away and precipitate Daniel Robson's fatal intervention, leaving Sylvia broken-spirited and defenceless against Philip's insistent courtship; the wars themselves not only provide Kinraid with the opportunity of raising his status but are also the means of reconciliation between him and Philip on the battlefield at Acre.

More importantly, the novel interconnects the historical and the personal, the public and the private. It is a story of basic human passions and individual choice, foregrounded within the compass of larger outer circumstances. Private behaviour, focusing on personal desire in conflict with restricting conditions, is paralleled by public events in which questions of general good are set against the anarchy of disruptive action. Significantly, the two come together most clearly in the often-criticized scenes at Acre in which Philip's rescue of the wounded Kinraid – a deed of reparation for his previous treachery – resonates against the larger-scale bravery enacted in Sir Sidney Smith's bold defence of the fort and eventual routing of the French forces. A similar, though differently orientated, parallel is evident in the sections concerning the press-gang, in which the lawlessness of personal outrage which erupts in vengeful violence is juxtaposed with the merciless operations of impressment which illegally seizes on protected whalemen. Here, of course, both occurrences are problematic, since each brings into question the degree to which the maintenance of hegemonic order can be justified at the expense of a more personal and humanely motivated value system.

As well as examining the interconnections between private and public within a historical framework, Gaskell develops her narrative concerns in the context of gender. Sylvia's Lovers is as much about personal relationships as about historical events. Indeed, in its penetrating analysis of marital disharmony and the competing pressures of duty and inclination within the sexual sphere, it foreshadows George Eliot's more extensive study of the same themes in Middlemarch, written seven years later. From this angle, not only does the retrospective temporality of Gaskell's novel remind readers of the changed – and changing – roles of men and women, with a mediating narrator negotiating between past and present, but the gendered differences of behaviour are examined through the intersection of individual action and historical forces.

In her textual representation of these differences, Gaskell anticipates later psychoanalytical and feminist theorists who argue for a gender specific (though not necessarily biologically essentialist) temporality: ‘male' time as a linear dimension, a striving towards some predetermined aim or plan which is progressive and finite; ‘female' time as a more subjective process, cyclical and repetitious, linked to bodily rhythms and encompassing a dimension of infinity.

Gaskell's portrayal of character and its relation to outer processes reflects these distinctions. In the novel, men are involved in the linear temporality of history – war, politics and public events; they drive towards finality or conclusion, assured of a knowable and finite causal connection between act and consequence. Women, in contrast, exist in a non-conclusive, non-linear dimension, signalled by privacy and by their exclusion from the external world of action. This is not shown as a fixed opposition: the emphasis in the novel on the natural world and the cyclical movement of the seasons, as well as the way in which patterns of male and female behaviour shift and overlap, suggests an essentially harmonizing view, a belief in accommodation and reconciliation. Nevertheless, in contrasting gender roles and characteristics, Gaskell is foregrounding ‘difference' both as an ideological construct and as a determining force.

The centrality of men in history is established in the first chapter, in the opening focus on the male occupation of whale fishing, and in the following section of the narrative which sets the story against the background of the Napoleonic wars and the consequent activities of the press-gang. By pointing to the strong link between sailors of all classes and the unified spirit of resistance to any infringement of personal liberty, Gaskell foregrounds the male-orientated world of action which operates according to a linear temporality. The notion of manly ‘doing' directed towards some specific end is most clearly articulated in Chapter IX, in which Charley Kinraid and Daniel Robson describe their whaling adventures in the Arctic, exploits based on real-life undertakings.20 It is also visually represented earlier in the novel, when Molly and Sylvia, on their way to town to sell their produce, stop to look at the view out to sea:

On this blue trackless water floated scores of white-sailed fishing boats, apparently motionless, unless you measured their progress by some land-mark; but still, and silent, and distant as they seemed, the consciousness that there were men on board, each going forth into the great deep, added unspeakably to the interest felt in watching them. [p. 18]

The biblical allusion here highlights the importance of such activity, which suddenly reaches tragic dimensions when the returning whalers are seized by the press-gang.


Against this background of conflictual and externalized action the male characters operate in a public sphere, seeking to effect change or to insert themselves into historical processes. At the same time, they are linguistically empowered, in the enabling arena of patriarchal discourse. They have access to the public medium of words not only through oratory – Robson incites the rioters by his impassioned speech, as Sir Sidney Smith urges on his men at Acre – but also through reading and writing. With no amorous feelings for her cousin to inspire her, Sylvia has no interest in these skills and fails to respond to Philip's laboured and largely unsuccessful attempts to teach them to her. Her mother, however, sees their worth, associating them with the acquisition of property (p. 103).


At one end of the spectrum of this masculinity is Daniel Robson, whose involvement with outer events is at the level of anarchic individualism. Denying the mediating idea of nationalism, he voices a direct challenge to the tyrannies of authoritarianism, as he tells Philip: ‘“Nation here! nation theere! I'm a man and yo're another, but nation's nowheere,”’ (p. 42). His intervention into the progress of events by inciting the rioters and encouraging violent resistance to the press-gang results in disaster and is truly death-orientated; yet ironically, for all his apparent miscalculation, he does inscribe himself into history as a martyr, a symbol of defiant individualism represented in the narrative not without some admiration. At the same time, however, such violence is shown as destructive not only of family relationships but also of the self: ‘His face became a totally different countenance with the expression of settled and unrelenting indignation, which his words called out' (p. 52). This hatred becomes obsessional, and even his sympathizers see it as ‘a supernatural kind of possession, leading him to his doom' (p. 233).


Charley Kinraid represents the more progressive aspect of assertive masculinity. His whaling exploits render him a glamorous and admired figure, while his capacity to turn apparent disaster to his advantage is shown by his ascension through the naval ranks, from impressed sailor to captain. His determined opportunism becomes evident when he is captured by the press-gang:


His soul was beating itself against the bars of inflexible circumstance; reviewing in one terrible instant of time what had been, what might have been, what was. Yet while these thoughts thus stabbed him, he was still mechanically looking out for chances. [pp. 201–2]


Significantly, while he is contemplating a regressive temporality (‘what had been, what might have been‘) which seems to offer him no choice, almost instinctively he seeks to convert it into a new, self-determined future. His opportunistic drive towards specific goals operates also in the romantic sphere. Confident of winning Sylvia and of his continuing influence over her, he accommodates his involvement with her to the conditions of the wider, outer world: the two spheres are not oppositional. In manipulating circumstances to his own ends in the private as well as the public arena – hints of his earlier flirtations are succeeded by the rapid transferral of his thwarted love for Sylvia to another, materially more substantial, object of affection, ‘Miss Clarinda Jackson, with a fortune of 10,000l.’ (p. 396) – he embodies a forward movement of successful achievement.


Philip Hepburn seems at first to be far less representative of stereotypical maleness. Generally regarded as somewhat unmanly because he works in a draper's shop, in a town dominated by a traditionally masculine employment (Daniel Robson comments, ‘ “thou'rt little better nor a woman, for sure, bein' mainly acquaint wi' ribbons”’ (p. 192), he does not approve of iconoclastic individualism. He argues that the press-gang is acting for the good of the country as a whole, and, alarmed at anarchic impulses, he dissociates himself from revolutionary activity, a position reinforced by his Quaker affiliations (and the pacifism of Quakerism itself is seen as antithetical to an obvious masculinity). He is, too, far more trapped in the private world of love than is Kinraid, as is shown in his circular self-debate about whether or not to abandon his hitherto unsuccessful courtship of Sylvia:


It was better to give it up altogether and at once. But what if he could not? What if the thought of her was bound up with his life; and that once torn out by his own free will, the very roots of his heart must come also? [p. 149]


This is as obsessional as Robson's hatred of the press-gang, but in its focus on a-historical, inward-directed desire it may be seen as more female- than male-orientated.


Yet Philip has an influential place in the outer world. He operates in the commercial sphere, becoming a business partner of the Fosters, and eventually, with William Coulson, taking over the shop; trusted by the two brothers, he goes to London on their behalf, ‘quietly laying the foundation for enlarging the business in Monkshaven' (p. 210). He, too, can be opportunistic even when it seems that his life is ‘being shaped for him' (p. 190), and he is also to some extent capable of separating his personal from his public commitments – depression about his relationship with Sylvia in no way interferes with his successful trade negotiations. Indeed, as the narrator somewhat wryly points out, access to external activity, as for all of his sex, provides a relief from inner troubles:


Even with the most domestic and affectionate men, their emotions seem to be kept in a cell distinct and away from their actual lives. Philip had other thoughts and other occupations than those connected with his wife during all this time. [p. 325]


Philip is also capable of acting decisively. He is involved in the aftermath of the riots, working on Robson's behalf, taking Bell and Sylvia to see the accused in prison, and reporting on the proceedings at York Assizes. Furthermore, albeit unintentionally, he enters into the linear temporality of history when, as a recruited soldier, he takes part in the siege of Acre; his action on the battlefield not only contributes to a decisive historical moment, but, through his rescue of Kinraid, unites him with the traditionally male world of the former specksioneer.


Set against this outward-directed maleness is the very different dimension of femaleness. Women in the novel exist outside history; they are largely passive victims of male forces and have their own private, inner world which touches on but does not activate the outer public one. While their menfolk venture on the perilous trade of whale fishery, they wait at home for their return and listen to tales of their exploits. A recurrent image is of Bell and Sylvia sitting at the farm listening for sounds of Robson as he comes back from news gathering in Monkshaven; their most agonizing vigil is that which is never relieved, after the case has gone against him and he is condemned to death. Similarly, when Sylvia goes to her favourite cliff nook to meditate and to watch the ships, her thoughts do not extend to the wider sphere beyond, ‘to where they were bound to, or what strange places they would penetrate to before they turned again, homeward bound' (p. 102). No more can she penetrate the mysterious male outer world into which Kinraid seems to have gone when he returns to sea, passed ‘out of her sight into the thick mist of unseen life from which he had emerged' (p. 108).


Women are also powerless to change the external course of events: when the homecoming sailors are seized, they can only scream and weep – as Philip tells Sylvia, ‘“it's the law and no one can do aught against it, least of all women and lasses”’ (p. 31). Cut off from the reports of war and politics which are centred on the public house, they are unaffected by national events: to Sylvia and her mother, ‘a little bit of York news, the stealing of a few apples out of a Scarborough garden that they knew, was of far more interest to them than all the battles of Nelson and the North' (p. 92). Women are also excluded from the commercial world, the most notable example being Hester Rose, whose sex debars her from being offered a share in the Fosters' business. As Jeremiah Foster explains to Coulson and Philip:



‘We have not thought it necessary to commend Hester Rose to you; if she had been a lad she would have had a third o' the business along wi' yo’. Being a woman, it's ill troubling her with a partnership; better give her a fixed salary till such time as she marries.’ [p. 163]


The novel presents the female sphere as one of both disempowerment and positive influence. As has been indicated, women may spur on their men to deeds of resistance, but they themselves do not directly participate; they experience the consequences of action rather than initiating it. They exist under the omnipotence of male dominance, having internalized the notion of female subordination. Bell Robson thinks that women should ‘go through life in the shadow of obscurity,—never named except in connexion with good house-wifery, husband, or children' (p. 115); her feelings of inferiority have so coloured her outlook that she cannot find fault with Robson, even when he betrays his paternal responsibility by exposing Sylvia to vulgar gaze in the Admiral's Head:


She really believed her husband to have the serious and important occupation for his mind that she had been taught to consider befitting the superior intellect of the masculine gender; she would have taxed herself severely if, even in thought, she had blamed him. [p. 118]


Bell, of course, is an extreme instance of female self-deprecation. Other women, like the acerbic Alice Rose, the boldly self-assertive Molly Corney or even Hester in her quieter way, are more sceptical of patriarchal pretensions. Even these, however, are dependent on a masculine order which assigns them a secondary role.


Women also operate here within an essentially non-linear temporality. Unlike the men, whose gaze extends outwards as they construct and act on a future for themselves, the women dream of a past or a ‘might have been‘. Hester, for instance, wistfully though hopelessly imagines Philip as her husband, while Sylvia, cocooned in the glow of her newly aroused love for Kinraid, sits down ‘to meditate and dream about her great happiness in being beloved by her hero‘, her visionary constructions inuring her to all apprehensions of forthcoming tragedy – ‘no fear of the cold, glittering icebergs bearing mercilessly down on the Urania, nor shuddering anticipation of the dark waves of evil import, crossed her mind' (p. 193). After he disappears, presumed drowned, she desperately clings to the past, trying to reconstruct that ‘bright, handsome face, that face which was fading from her memory, overtasked in the too frequent efforts to recall it' (p. 244).


Later, when Sylvia's married life has become more and more of a torture to her, her imprisonment in the timeless circularity of her emotions – she hardly lives in the present at all – becomes almost intolerable. Significantly, the only peace she finds is out of doors, away from the restricting patriarchal environment of the dark house; she takes her baby ‘to the freedom and solitude of the sea-shore… here, she was as happy as she ever expected to be in this world' (p. 327). In a passage reminiscent of Matthew Arnold's ‘Dover Beach’,21 the restless flux of her internal feelings is signified in natural imagery:

she would sit down on a broken piece of rock, and fall to gazing on the advancing waves catching the sunlight on their crests, advancing, receding, for ever and for ever, as they had done all her life long—as they did when she had walked with them that once by the side of Kinraid.


For all its apparent impotence and painfulness, however, the female world of the novel has its own power and strength which is finally prioritized. If women are normally alienated or excluded from the dominant modes of male action and speech-making, they have their own mode of communication: they speak to each other through gesture, touch, voiceless sympathy, and they have an innate understanding of emotional complexity – Bell, for example, has a ‘deeper insight into her daughter's heart than her husband, in spite of his greater knowledge of the events that had happened to affect it' (p. 219), and Sylvia understands her mother better than Robson does. Bell also instinctively responds to the drenched and distressed Hester, who, when she has come to Haytersbank Farm to take mother and daughter to the imprisoned Robson, has been repulsed by Sylvia: ‘a hand was put out, like that which took the dove into the ark, and Hester was drawn into the warmth and the light' (p. 268). Shamed by her mother's humanity, Sylvia herself takes Hester's hands and the other young woman responds by touching ‘Sylvia's shoulder with a soft, caressing gesture' (p. 270). Later, in the moving scene in which Hester finally reveals her secret to Sylvia, the latter takes the grief-stricken woman in her arms, ‘holding her, and soothing her with caresses and broken words' (p. 402).


The emphases here on hands and touch, replacing articulate verbal communication, foregrounds the maternal and healing aspects of femininity. Significantly, when Kinraid appears to enact a similarly female role, his actions hint at manipulation or possessiveness: in the scene where he engages himself to Sylvia, ‘he had fast hold of her hand' (p. 179); and even when he seems to reverse gender functions (‘He lulled and soothed her in his arms, as if she had been a weeping child and he her mother' (p. 182)), his love is shown as tempered by a self-considering awareness – ‘for various reasons he was not sorry that circumstances had given him the chance of seeing her alone, and obtaining her promise to marry him without being obliged to tell either her father or her mother’.

Ultimately, the novel asserts the primacy of female values. Forgiveness and altruistic acknowledgement of the ‘other' – something which Sylvia herself has to learn – become the motivating force behind Philip's last hours, as, with his hand now held ‘tight in her warm, living grasp' (p. 452), he sees the falsity of his previous reliance on specious (male) reasoning in order to impose his pattern of desire on her. Moreover, at the end women have been able to insert themselves into the male world. Sylvia finds a voice as she speaks of her knowledge of male treachery: ‘I'm speaking like a woman; like a woman as finds out she's been cheated by men as she trusted, and has no help for it' (p. 402). Hester becomes a partner in the business after all, following Philip's disappearance. They are also enabled to insert themselves into the processes of history. Hester founds alms-houses in Monkshaven, and though they are inscribed as ‘erected in memory of P. H.’ it is she, rather than Philip, who is remembered through them. The narrative conclusion, too, is framed as recall, spoken by the bathing woman at the Public Baths to ‘a lady’, a fanciful reconstruction of Gaskell's own experiences at Whitby, listening to the local people; through the female narration and the final concentration on the subsequent lives of Sylvia, Hester and little Bella, women are empowered as subjects and tellers of stories, while men disappear from the text.

III

Sylvia's Lovers not only explores issues of gender and social change within the context of dramatic historical events, but also, on a more intimate level, is a powerful study of sexual tensions and conflictual or unfulfilled relationships. Almost all the liaisons in the novel – heterosexual or single sex – are determined by construction of the ‘other' (that is, the not-self), inspired and driven by the attempt to achieve self-definition. Such ‘othering' images are created by preconceptions which in their turn are responsible for establishing illusory or deceptive notions. The source of these preconceptions is twofold: the social, sexual and moral ideologies which frame each character's behaviour; and the desire which motivates that behaviour.

Many of the relationships in the novel are initiated by misapprehension or untested assumption. So Charley Kinraid's first romantic glamour for Sylvia is due to her mistaken belief that he is Molly Corney's lover, while Kinraid himself, observing her ‘innocent blooming childlike face' as he sees her weeping at Darley's funeral, assumes that she is the dead sailor's ‘sweetheart' (p. 69). Each continues to see the other according to sexual or romantic ideality: Sylvia considers that Kinraid is ‘the nearest approach to a hero she had ever seen’, one who challenges injustice and performs wonderful deeds of bravery; Kinraid (like Arthur Donnithorne with Hetty Sorrel and Angel Clare with Tess) pursues his courtship in the appropriately female sphere of the dairy, domesticating her through a patriarchal image of femininity which endorses her ‘beauty, and pretty modest ways' (p. 134).

Philip even more exclusively constructs Sylvia according to his desire, mediated through romantic ideology. His attitude is a mixture of adoration, possessiveness masking as protectiveness (in the opening scenes of the novel he tries to squash her instinctive warmth towards the morally dubious ‘Newcastle Bess’), and patronizing superiority; he regards her as ‘sadly spoilt, and shamefully ignorant; a lovely little dunce' (p. 29). He, too, confines her image within suitably domestic proportions, admiring her picturesque stance as she spins, comparing her prettiness to blooming flowers, and attempting to make her wedding outfit replicate his associational idea of her as a ‘pretty, soft little dove… puffing out her feathered breast, with all the blue and rose-coloured lights gleaming in the morning rays' (p. 305).

False constructions of character also empower the pursuit of self-fulfilment. Philip justifies his treachery towards Kinraid by converting the stories about the latter's faithlessness into incontrovertible truth, eagerly seizing on the accounts of his breaking women's hearts, which he hears from Coulson and others, as signs that he was right not to have transmitted the impressed sailor's message to Sylvia. Indeed, Kinraid's removal as competitor for Sylvia's love reinforces this sophistry: ‘Philip took upon himself to decide that, with such a man as the specksioneer, absence was equivalent to faithless forgetfulness' (p. 213). The narrative is notably evasive about Kinraid's probity, juxtaposing stories of his philandering and the fact of his rapid marriage once Sylvia is no longer available with his declarations of love to the young girl and his loyalty to her during his period of impressment. But it mercilessly uncovers the self-deception and self-gratification at the root of romantic desire.

Such constructions, both emanating from and perpetuating a failure to ‘see' or ‘read' character properly, produce disharmony and mutual misunderstanding. Most notably in the sphere of matrimony, but also elsewhere, the narrative unfolds the tragic results of self-preoccupation and obsession. There are many unfulfilled relationships in the novel, the consequence of misplaced desire. Hester loves Philip, but he, engrossed in his adoration of Sylvia, has no conception of her emotional feelings; Coulson loves Hester, but she, cherishing her secret longings for Philip, has no interest in his attentions. Even where there is apparent compatibility of desire, communication may fail as a result of characters' entanglement with their own visions. At the New Year's party, for instance, Kinraid's high-spirited enjoyment blinds him to Sylvia's sorrowful apprehension that he has forgotten her. Again, on his dramatic return to Monkshaven, he is quick to read her refusal to allow him to strike Philip as a betrayal of her former love (‘“Oh! thou false heart!… If ever I trusted woman, I trusted you, Sylvia Robson”’ (p. 346)).

Misrepresentation or misinterpretation also divides people of the same sex. Philip's wilful misreading of Kinraid, already referred to, separates the two men both actually and conceptually: he reconstructs the specksioneer's difference (‘his bright, courteous manner, the natural gallantry of the sailor' (p. 153) as moral inferiority, thus permitting his subsequent behaviour towards him. Kinraid, on the other hand, considers that Philip's lack of evident manliness precludes his being a serious rival for Sylvia's affections. Less dramatically, Sylvia and Hester are separated by mutual misunderstanding. At first Hester regards Sylvia as flighty and insubstantial, an unworthy partner for Philip; though she starts ‘to love the woman, whose position as Philip's wife she would have envied so keenly had she not been so truly good and pious' (p. 315), she is still unable to read accurately the younger woman's response to her attentions to the frail Bell Robson. Sylvia's similar inability to recognize the ‘real' Hester makes her largely indifferent to the latter's suffering, and even at Philip's death-bed she is unconsciously cruel in her refusal to accept the validity of Hester's grief.

Most central to the narrative is the discordance between Philip and Sylvia. Whereas he mentally constructs her so as to answer to his emotional needs, she regards him merely ‘as her mother's friend… [and] hardly ever thought of him when he was absent' (p. 113); she does not think of him as a lover at all – ‘her ideal husband was different from Philip in every point, the two images never for an instant merged into one' (p. 121). The portrayal of their marriage, the result of Sylvia's final volitionless accession to Philip's overmastering will, highlights the narrative's concern with failure of communication and ideological entrapment. Mutual misunderstandings proliferate: Philip's reluctance to address Sylvia on deeply intimate matters means that he remains ignorant of her real emotions, while, conversely, when he leaves his wife and Kester alone to talk of old times, ‘Sylvia felt as if her husband's silence was unsympathizing, and shut up the feelings that were just beginning to expand towards him' (p. 315).

The extradiegetic narrational voice in the text (that is, the commentary which operates on a level ‘above' the events of the story) calls attention to these apparently unbridgeable gaps between people by foregrounding the silences and misconceptions. Knowledge and understanding is articulated only by this voice, thus stressing the impotency of individuals to speak for themselves. In the scene in which Kinraid comes to court Sylvia, for instance, the series of conditional and qualifying statements emanating from a position of omniscience (‘could she but have perceived it’; ‘but… he could not see’; ‘she wondered if' (p. 179)) reinforces the idea that even between these two lovers miscomprehension does – and will – exist. The failure to negotiate the distance between self and the other can, it is suggested, create a state of tragic isolation, with terrible consequences.

The themes of isolation and entrapment are shown to be of specific relevance to women, whose articulacy is especially hampered by the conflict between selfhood and outer circumstances or ideologies. Sylvia herself, the product of a conflictual dual inheritance (‘male' passion from her father, ‘female' submissiveness from her mother), suffers the dichotomy between the romantic and sexual emotions aroused in her by Kinraid and her sense of duty which tells her to respond positively to Philip's unwelcome attentions; her feelings of helplessness in the face of determining conditions compound her impotence. Hester experiences a similar irresolvable dichotomy. She, too, is denied outlet for her hopeless desire, though while Sylvia's despair threatens her mental stability, the former's ‘crav[ing] for the affection which had been withheld from her' (p. 316) is suppressed as ‘her own private rebellion' is converted ‘into submission' (p. 378). Because she has more successfully internalized the code of womanly obedience and acceptance of non-fulfilment, Hester ostensibly copes better than Sylvia with her disappointment, transforming the impulses of thwarted desire into angelic ministration. But her suffering is no less, and the final scene of the novel merely emphasizes her continuing experience of denial and negation.

It would be wrong to imply, however, that this is a wholly deterministic or pessimistic novel. Although Gaskell called it ‘the saddest story I ever wrote’,22 her belief in the mediating as well as the disruptive powers of human consciousness drew her to a final harmonizing vision. As the narrative demonstrates, reconciliation between individuals can occur, though only when preconceptions are dismantled and the selfness of others is recognized and accommodated. Hester and Sylvia, brought to awareness of their mutual suffering, are united by the acknowledgement that for them as women loss and lack are inherent conditions. The support they give to each other in this awareness is made possible only by their respective revised visions. Interestingly, their relationship in this regard is reminiscent of that between Dinah Morris and Hetty Sorrel in Eliot's Adam Bede, which, as has already been pointed out, Gaskell read while in Whitby. Like Dinah, Hester rejects an undesired suitor, and watches the man she loves (though Dinah's love for Adam is of much more gradual growth) court the childish, wilful and petted darling of all around; finally conquering her antipathy towards her, she comforts and helps her. Similarly, Sylvia turns in her need to the woman whom she has always regarded as uncongenial and insignificant, though the ensuing relationship is deeper than that between Hetty and Dinah, confined to Hetty's prison confession and pitiful last-minute clinging to her previously despised cousin.

The reconciliation between Sylvia and Philip is also dependent on a process of readjustment and self-evaluation, as well as on the erosion of gender difference. Ironically, this process is begun in Sylvia by her instinctive resistance to external confirmation of her husband's treachery: Jeremiah Foster's acquiescence in her accusations against ‘men and their cruel, deceitful ways' (p. 374), when she reveals her secret to him – like Kester's in a later scene – impels her to reconsider her judgement of Philip, the start of a change which leads her to unsay her vengeful vow (‘“I'll never forgive yon man”’ (p. 348)) and to recognize her own need for forgiveness. The final union between husband and wife is based on their avowals of mutual guilt and on their awareness of responsibility for the tragedy of their lives. The text refuses to prioritize a facile optimism here. Even though this earthly harmony is redemptive, it is temporary, and though it is ultimately incorporated into a vision of divine love, a place in which ‘there is no more sorrow, and no more pain' (p. 453), such a vision does not go unquestioned. Sylvia's last words to Hester are ‘“do yo' think… as God will let me to him where he is?”’ (p. 454), and the assurances of death-bed pieties are not wholly definitive. Nevertheless, unification, albeit last-minute, has been achieved, and the widened temporal and topographical dimensions with which the novel concludes dissipate the earlier suffering and conflict. Sylvia's daughter, Bella, marries and emigrates to the New World; the events of the tale become history, gaining meaning by their inscription as ‘story' and distanced by the shaping forces of the articulating imagination.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The text used here is that of the one-volume fourth edition, illustrated by George du Maurier and published in late 1863. As is explained in the notes and in Appendix 2, the second edition, published in March 1863, a month after the first, contained many revisions, mainly of a dialectal nature; the third edition replicated the second, but Gaskell made further revisions for the fourth after various topographical and historical inaccuracies had been pointed out to her. This last edition is therefore assumed to be the most authentic, the final version produced in Gaskell's lifetime and the one from which subsequent editions were printed. Its text has been reproduced here exactly, except for the correction of a few printer's errors and inconsistencies.

In the preparation of this current edition, the manuscript of the novel has also been consulted. The autograph manuscript of Sylvia's Lovers is held in the Special Collections of the Brotherton Library, University of Leeds, which acquired it in 1986. It comprises a handwritten copy of the novel itself, accompanied by a one-sheet ‘Directions to the Printer' (in Gaskell's hand), and is complete except for the following: pp. 1–46 of Volume I are missing; pp. 1–10 and 167–80 of Volume II are missing, as are two chapters, XIV and XV which exist in the printed three-volume editions; the last seven and a half chapters of Volume III are missing, the manuscript breaking off four pages before the end of Chapter IX. The division of chapters into volumes is also different here from that of the printed editions, reflecting Gaskell's offer to George Smith to make each volume more equable in size by moving ‘a little of the second [volume] into the first' (Letters, p. 678); thus the manuscript Volume I ends at Chapter XII, whereas the printed one ends at Chapter XIV having incorporated the first two chapters of the manuscript Volume II. The manuscript contains various corrections and insertions, some clearly in Gaskell's hand, others possibly editorial; the most notable of these variants or changes (a fascinating confirmation of the intermittent and piecemeal composition of the novel) appear in the notes.
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CHAPTER I

Monkshaven

On the north-eastern shores of England there is a town called Monkshaven,1 containing at the present day about fifteen thousand inhabitants. There were, however, but half the number at the end of the last century, and it was at that period that the events narrated in the following pages occurred.

Monkshaven was a name not unknown in the history of England, and traditions of its having been the landing-place of a throneless queen2 were current in the town. At that time there had been a fortified castle on the heights above it, the site of which was now occupied by a deserted manor-house; and at an even earlier date than the arrival of the queen, and coeval with the most ancient remains of the castle, a great monastery had stood on those cliffs, overlooking the vast ocean that blended with the distant sky. Monkshaven itself was built by the side of the Dee, just where the river falls into the German Ocean.3 The principal street of the town ran parallel to the stream, and smaller lanes branched out of this, and straggled up the sides of the steep hill, between which and the river the houses were pent in. There was a bridge across the Dee, and consequently a Bridge Street running at right angles to the High Street;4 and on the south side of the stream there were a few houses of more pretension, around which lay gardens and fields. It was on this side of the town that the local aristocracy lived. And who were the great people of this small town? Not the younger branches of the county families that held hereditary state in their manor-houses on the wild bleak moors,5 that shut in Monkshaven almost as effectually on the land side as ever the waters did on the sea-board. No; these old families kept aloof from the unsavoury yet adventurous trade6 which brought wealth to generation after generation of certain families in Monkshaven.

The magnates of Monkshaven were those who had the largest number of ships engaged in the whaling-trade. Something like the following was the course of life with a Monkshaven lad of this class:—He was apprenticed as a sailor to one of the great shipowners—to his own father, possibly—along with twenty other boys, or, it might be, even more. During the summer months he and his fellow apprentices made voyages to the Greenland seas, returning with their cargoes in the early autumn; and employing the winter months in watching the preparation of the oil from the blubber in the melting-sheds, and learning navigation from some quaint but experienced teacher, half schoolmaster, half sailor, who seasoned his instructions by stirring narrations of the wild adventures of his youth. The house of the ship-owner to whom he was apprenticed was his home and that of his companions during the idle season between October and March. The domestic position of these boys varied according to the premium paid; some took rank with the sons of the family, others were considered as little better than servants. Yet once on board an equality prevailed, in which, if any claimed superiority, it was the bravest and brightest. After a certain number of voyages the Monkshaven lad would rise by degrees to be captain, and as such would have a share in the venture; all these profits, as well as all his savings, would go towards building a whaling vessel of his own, if he was not so fortunate as to be the child of a ship-owner. At the time of which I write, there was but little division of labour in the Monkshaven whale fishery. The same man might be the owner of six or seven ships, any one of which he himself was fitted by education and experience to command; the master of a score of apprentices, each of whom paid a pretty sufficient premium; and the proprietor of the melting-sheds into which his cargoes of blubber and whalebone were conveyed to be fitted for sale. It was no wonder that large fortunes were acquired by these ship-owners, nor that their houses on the south side of the river Dee were stately mansions, full of handsome and substantial furniture. It was also not surprising that the whole town had an amphibious appearance, to a degree unusual even in a seaport. Every one depended on the whale fishery, and almost every male inhabitant had been, or hoped to be, a sailor. Down by the river the smell was almost intolerable to any but Monkshaven people during certain seasons of the year; but on these unsavoury ‘staithes’7 the old men and children lounged for hours, almost as if they revelled in the odours of train-oil.

This is, perhaps, enough of a description of the town itself. I have said that the country for miles all around was moorland; high above the level of the sea towered the purple crags, whose summits were crowned with greensward that stole down the sides of the scaur8 a little way in grassy veins. Here and there a brook forced its way from the heights down to the sea, making its channel into a valley more or less broad in long process of time. And in the moorland hollows, as in these valleys, trees and underwood grew and flourished; so that, while on the bare swells of the high land you shivered at the waste desolation of the scenery, when you dropped into these wooded ‘bottoms' you were charmed with the nestling shelter which they gave. But above and around these rare and fertile vales there were moors for many a mile, here and there bleak enough, with the red freestone cropping out above the scanty herbage; then, perhaps, there was a brown tract of peat and bog, uncertain footing for the pedestrian who tried to make a short cut to his destination; then on the higher sandy soil there was the purple ling, or commonest species of heather growing
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