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and the way their femininity is self-defined in religious 

terms. 

When it comes to Gaskell's presentation of Mary as 

heroine, there are a number of elements which suggest the 

relative immaturity of the novelist at this stage of her 

career in comparison to later depictions of women characters, 

most notably the trio in Wives and Daughters. 15 The crisis Mary 

faces when Jem is on trial for a murder committed by her 

father puts both her powers and the narrator's to the test. 

Her realization that '[e]very thing rested on her' (1970:304) 

places the burden of responsibility as well as the narrative 

focus firmly on her. She grows in stature and worth as she 

puts 'feminine shame' aside and provides a full and honest 

answer to the 'pert young barrister' who dares 'so lightly to 

ask of her heart's secrets': 'I loved James Wilson, that's now 

on trial, above what tongue can tell - above all else on earth 

put together; and I love him now better than ever ... '. In her 

self-presentation she emphasizes the absence of her mother 

during her teenage years: 

- ... For, you see, sir, mother died before I was 
thirteen, before I could know right from wrong about some 
things; and I was giddy and vain, and ready to listen to 
any praise of my good looks; and this poor young Mr 
Carson fell in with me, and told me he loved me; and I 
was foolish enough to think he meant me marriage: a 
mother is a pitiful loss to a girl, sir; and so I used to 
fancy I could like to be a lady, and rich, and never know 
want any more .... ' 

(1970:389-90) 

It is as though this new position of Mary's challenges the 

narrative skills of Gaskell. The presentation of Mary during 
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the trial is not as coherent as one would like it to be. There 

are confused impressions of her - not least of all her own 

self-concept at this time. While she appears very lucid on the 

one hand, having resolved and clearly articulated her 

emotional stance in relation to Jem and the deceased Harry 

Carson, the strain of defending Jem without imputing guilt to 

her father overwhelms her. At the sight of Will Wilson, Jem's 

much sought after alibi, in the faith that he will take over 

the responsibility of getting Jem declared innocent, Mary's 

restraint crumbles, her strength gives way as she surrenders 

to a complete nervous collapse. She· first speaks to herself in 

the following terms: 

'I must not go mad. I must not, indeed. They say people 
tell the truth when they're mad; but I don't. I was 
always a liar. I was, indeed; but I'm not mad. I must not 
go mad. I must not, indeed.' 

A few seconds later, on catching sight of Will, 'she shrieked 

aloud, "Oh, Jem! Jem! you're saved; and I am mad -" and was 

instantly seized with convulsions' ( 197 0: 394) . 

Gaskell fumbles as the omniscient narrator turns herself 

into a member of the community, a peripheral character of the 

type that successfully narrates the tale of Cranford. Having 

just shared intimate knowledge of Mr Carson's thought-life 

with regar~ to the heroine ('Old Mr Carson felt an additional 

beat at his heart at the thought of seeing the fatal Helen, 

the cause of all'), the narrator who earlier on confidently 

had even details of the afterlife at her fingertips now 

somewhat disingenuously claims that she had to rely on the 
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report of another for a true impression of her heroine's face 

at this point: 

I was not there myself; but one who was told me that her 
look, and indeed her whole face, was more like the well
known engraving from Guido's picture of 'Beatrice Cenci' 
than anything else he could give me an idea of. He added, 
that her countenance haunted him, like the remembrance of 
some wild sad melody heard in childhood; that it would 
perpetually recur with its mute imploring agony. 

(1970:388-9) 

If Gaskell here has reasons for wishing to highlight the 

heroine's face particularly to show how she was perceived as 

'other' by the community, 16 surely she could have done so in a 

manner more consistent with her otherwise omniscient stance. 

These are the hesitations and inconsistencies that all but 

disappear in the later novels. 

* * * 

Ruth (1853) highlights Gaskell's interest in the 

peripheral woman, the woman who is not granted full status by 

society. With regard to the position of Ruth as Gaskell's 

second 'social problem novel' - although it ostensibly deals 

with an entirely different issue from the 'industrial' novels 

Mary Barton and North and South - there are some similar 

underlying concerns. In each instance, Gaskell is concerned 

with the position of women in society. In all her novels one 

can trace-a correlation between Gaskell's depiction of women 

in their contexts in society and her view of what they were 

able to achieve and resist within the existing social 

framework. Even to unmarried mothers, a stigmatized group in 

Victorian times, she offers hope of redemption. She implicitly 
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appeals to her readers to make society a better place where 

such women can be accepted and helped to live constructively. 

Particularly in Ruth one sees how with the appropriate 

assistance women may emerge from their 'fallen' state to 

undertake constructive, even life-saving work in their 

communities. I do not therefore agree with Wright who, while 

setting himself up as Gaskell's modern-day champion, appears 

to be patronizing not only her but women in general with the 

following comment: 

However forceful, ingenious, stoical, honourable women 
may be, their stories are reactive. Even if this is not 
so biologically, it was true socially and historically 
for Elizabeth Gaskell's age, and in some cases may still 
be so today. 

(1995:10) 

While apparently trying to give women their biological due, 

Wright appears to contradict himself. Unwanted pregnancies, or 

pregnancies occurring because of biological cause and effects 

not being understood (as in Ruth Hilton's case), are surely 

prime examples of men's decisions affecting women's lives, 

both biologically and in other ways. It is in this context 

that women are shown by Gaskell to take responsibility for 

their own lives. 

While Gerin describes 'the deep religiosity of its tone 

as too emphatic for modern taste' (1976:130-31) and Shelston 

refers to the 'author's overt and often embarrassing 

religiosity' (1985:xix), I regard it as a seriously 

underestimated work in present-day readings of Gaskell. 

Shelston depicts Gaskell as being in the following 
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predicament: she wishes to win over the reader's sympathy for 

a girl in this 'fallen' condition but her own morality tells 

her that serious sin has occurred - she therefore 

overcompensates in her presentation. 17 This criticism is valid 

if one treats the novel in realistic terms. If, on the other 

hand, one reads Ruth as a spiritual treatise offered by 

Gaskell as an aid to unmarried mothers and an appeal to 

society to treat women in this predicament more humanely, then 

in idealization Ruth becomes a spiritual symbol of what grace 

can achieve rather than an error in realist terms. Ruth 

focuses on the possibility of redemption and transformation 

for everyone - whether guilty, ignorant or innocent. 

Gaskell's response to her readers' reactions shows her 

intense emotional involvement with the fate of 'Ruth', both 

Ruth the character and Ruth the novel itself. The acuteness of 

the pain Gaskell experienced with regard to this subject 

further suggests to me a lack of inner resolution on her part. 

In her letter to Anne Robson, Gaskell provides a picture 

both of her determination to communicate on the subject of 

single motherhood and the range of attitudes available to 

society: just as change is presented as a possible (late) 

option for Mr Gradgrind in Hard Times, so Mr Bradshaw - after 

Ruth's funeral - also changes. He is presumably Gaskell's idea 

of the most unsympathetic reader she could encounter, and his 

change of heart would be what she would desire of such a 

reader. Her letter on the novel reads: 
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'An unfit subject for fiction' is the thing to say about 
it; I knew all this before; but I determined 
notwithstanding to speak my mind out about it; only how I 
shrink with more pain than I can tell you from what 
people are saying, though I wd do every jot of it over 
again to-morrow. 

(January 1853; Chapple & Pollard, eds, 1966:220-21) 

In her husband's congregation some members burned the book, 

illustrating the hardness of heart on the part of some of 

Gaskell's readers, and of course she was frowned upon as its 

author. She took comfort, though, that the topic was being 

discussed: 'from the very warmth with which people have 

discussed the tale I take heart of grace; it has made them 

talk and think a little on a subject which is so painful that 

it requires all one's bravery not to hide one's head like an 

ostrich and try by doing so to forget that the evil exists' 

(1991: 203). 

The omniscient perspective which Gaskell adopts in this 

novel has various advantages although it does not guarantee a 

perfectly consistent point of view. Coral Lansbury has 

explored 'the conflicting roles of the narrator to accommodate 

a middle-class reader' . 18 Some of the inconsistencies this 

lands Gaskell in have been noted in the discussion of Mary 

Barton, for instance, where there are moments of distinct 

tension between the teller and the tale. In Ruth the narrative 

strategies-are more subtle. Instead of pandering to her mid-

dle-class reader by offering facile explanations or 

justifications for either reasonable behaviour or ultimately 

inexplicable circumstances as she does in Mary Barton, she 
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chooses in her next novel Ruth a heroine who has been brought 

up to be a 'lady' (and therefore closer to a middle-class 

reader) . She is vulnerable and defenseless by virtue of being 

an orphan rather than through her working-class position. 

Furthermore, in the presentation of her tale, typically 

Christian narrative strategies are employed when the 

characters perpetually use Scriptural verses to justify 

conduct. Gaskell clearly was steeped in Christian ideology but 

already her Unitarian background made her less than 

conventional. Her amusement at the foibles and follies to 

which characters resort in their use of Scripture is evident. 

The readers are challenged by seeing the unconventional uses 

to which Scriptural verses can be put. When Leonard, Ruth's 

illegitimate son, is due for a beating, Sally, the Bensons' 

housekeeper, intervenes by responding to Mr Benson's reminder 

of 'He that spareth the rod, spoileth the child' with the 

following: 

'Ay, I remember, and I remember a bit more than you want 
me to remember, I reckon. It were King Solomon as spoke 
them words, and it were King Solomon's son that were King 
Rehoboam, and no great shakes either. I can remember what 
is said on him [and she cites chapter and verse]: 

"And he" - that's King Rehoboam, the lad that tasted 
the rod - "did evil, because he prepared not his heart to 
seek the Lord." I've not been reading my chapters every 
night for fifty year to be caught napping by a Dissenter, 
neither!' said she triumphantly. 

As Lansbury points out, '[i]n passages like these and in 

others referring to Ruth, Gaskell deliberately quotes 

scripture to confound those who based their conduct upon the 

authority of the Bible' (1984:31). The narrator is therefore 
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suggesting the complexity of issues which the non-critical may 

previously have assumed to be straightforwardly right or 

wrong. 

Gaskell also uses the Bible to reinforce her purposes in 

other ways, as in the description of Jemima's pharisaism. 

Jemima is the eldest daughter of Mr Bradshaw to whose youngest 

daughters Ruth is governess, having posed as a widow on the 

advice of her Dissenting friends. Jemima is totally devoted to 

Ruth and is confronted with the greatest challenge yet to her 

particular brand of Christianity when she realises that her 

beloved Ruth is identical to the 'sinner' the milliner 

describes in her story of the profligate Ruth Hilton: 

Two hours ago ... [Jemima] had never imagined that she 
should ever come in contact with anyone who had committed 
open sin; she had never shaped her conviction into words 
and sentences, but still it was there, that all the 
respectable, all the family and religious circumstances 
of her life, would hedge her in, and guard her from ever 
encountering the great shock of coming face to face with 
vice. Without being pharisaical in her estimation of her
self, she had all a Pharisee's dread of publicans and 
sinners ... 

(1991:323) 

This is typical of Gaskell's narrative strategy in Ruth and 

far more sophisticated than the more direct interventions and 

efforts at twisting the narrator's comments to accommodate her 

readers that she makes in Mary Barton. In the same paragraph 

as the passage cited above Jemima's father, Mr Bradshaw, comes 

under direct attack. He is clearly typical of many wealthy 

Unitarians in the Manchester of Elizabeth Gaskell's day, the 

very same ones she complained would give money rather than 
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time and involvement to the poor. He is attacked for his 

hypocritical religious policies (he himself is guilty of 

bribery when it comes to getting his candidate elected, for 

instance) and their pernicious effect on innocent others such 

as his daughter: 

Her father's often reiterated speeches had not been 
without their effect. He drew a clear line of partition, 
which separated mankind into two great groups, to one of 
which, by the grace of God, he and his belonged; while 
the other was composed of those whom it was his duty to 
try and reform ... with lectures, admonitions, and 
exhortations ... Jemima had rebelled against these hard 
doctrines of her father's, but their frequent repetition 
had had its effect, and led her to look upon those who 
had gone astray with shrinking, shuddering recoil, 
instead of with a pity, so Christ-like as to have both 
wisdom and tenderness in it. 

(1991:323-4) 

Jemima here is shown willy-nilly to be under her father's 

influence. Her 'shrinking, shuddering recoil' is contrasted to 

'pity, ... wisdom and tenderness'. In such a passage Gaskell 

is challenging her readers with representations of true and 

false Christianity and presenting a woman in Ruth's position 

as a challenge to society to be compassionate rather than 

condemning. Gaskell had assisted a young woman called Pasley 

(like Ruth, an orphan seduced at a tender age), 19 and clearly 

felt very strongly about 'the sexual vulnerability of young 

girls' (Shelston, 1985:viii) 20 and society's duty to support 
-

rather than condemn. 

A lucid summary of the societal attitudes prevailing 

against women in Ruth's category is provided by Langland: 

In the Victorian era, conceptions of a woman's sexuality 
were tied to ideas of her moral nature and were most 
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fully articulated within the framework of the fallen 
woman and the prostitute. The patriarchal ideology that 
professes to explain the social event of a woman's fall 
has recourse to woman's nature rather than her nurture. 
The fallen woman, then, is a daughter of Eve, innately 
corrupt. This ideological construction was so powerful 
that 'fallen' girls of nine or ten (whom we would now 
recognise as innocent victims of child abuse) could be 
comprehended within it .... 

Looking back on the Victorian era, we find evidence 
that many young women were victims of social cir
cumstances. They needed economic aid more than they 
needed moral rescue. Their prostitution testified more to 
economic necessity and social vulnerability- a woman's 
powerless position within patriarchy - than it did to 
moral perversion. 

(1989:27) 

Langland then proceeds to cite Charlotte Bronte's presentation 

of Bertha Mason as stemming from the pervasive Victorian 'fear 

that morally corrupt tendencies in women might suddenly 

mushroom into gigantic uncontrolled indulgences'. Indeed, 

there could be no greater contrast than between the 

presentation of the bestiality of Bertha Mason by Jane Eyre 

and the narrator's presentation of the spiritual refinement of 

Ruth, nor in the treatment they receive by society. In the 

case of Bertha Mason, it is ironically her husband, supposedly 

her protector and defender, who keeps her in solitary 

confinement. In the case of Ruth Hilton, total strangers take 

her in and love her as their own flesh and blood. Where 

Bronte's form of narration in Jane Eyre has the effect of 

reinforcing societal attitudes towards the sexually depraved 

woman as outcast, the tactics of the omniscient narrator in 

Ruth consistently challenge societal stereotypes and hint at 

the possibility of positive consequences. 
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Two questions in particular do not seem to be resolved by 

the narrator. One is the question of Ruth's guilt with regard 

to her sexual 'fall'. The second is the rightness or wrongness 

of the deceit used by Ruth and the Bensons as she takes on the 

persona of the widow Mrs Denbigh. Ruth's sexual awakening and 

its concomitant (im-?)moral choices have raised critical 

questions: 

... if sex has seemed natural to Ruth, is female desire 
itself then 'innocent'? 

Gaskell clearly does and does not believe this. 
(Uglow, 1993:325) 

Ruth is an interesting example of the substitution of 

spiritual for sexual desire. Uglow explores the question in 

some depth. Ruth clearly enjoys sexual fulfilment with 

Bellingham and it is only after being struck 'a great blow on 

the face' by a child for being 'not a lady [but] a bad 

naughty girl' (1991:71) that she views her situation in the 

light of guilt. Even at this point it is the realization of 

'the estimation in which she was henceforward to be held' 

(1991:73) that grieves her rather than a sense of alienation 

from God. In other words, in terms of her own sense of self 

and sense of God she has not done wrong. Throughout the novel 

Ruth's naivety is presented by the narrator as a cover for her 

almost unconscious 'fall' into sexual sin. As with Thomas 

Hardy's Tess of the d'Urbervilles, some readers will always 

object to the presentation of Ruth as a 'pure woman'.· 

One of the distinct advantages of the use of the 

omniscient perspective is that the reader is given insight 
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into Bellingham's thought-life so that from the outset we are 

aware of his unsuitability as a partner for Ruth. As reader 

one is thus informed in a way which makes one see Ruth as 

potential victim even when she has no idea that Bellingham has 

any particular interest in her. One is also prepared for the 

later influence of his domineering mother: 

She [his mother] was anxious for him to marry Miss 
Duncombe. He cared little or nothing about it - it was 
time enough to be married ten years hence; and so he was 
dawdling through some months of his life - sometimes 
flirting with the nothing-loath Miss Duncombe, sometimes 
plaguing, and sometimes delighting his mother, at all 
times taking care to please himself - when he first saw 
Ruth Hilton ... 

Even the heartless Mrs Mason - when annoyed with Ruth - is 

'struck afresh with the remarkable beauty which Ruth 

possessed; her waving outline of figure, her striking 

face, with dark eyebrows and dark lashes, combined with auburn 

hair and a fair complexion' (1991:11). The vagueness of the 

phrase 'her waving outline of figure' contrasts with the 

details given of her face. And this pattern (where the face is 

emphasized and the figure glossed over) occurs throughout the 

novel, suggesting Gaskell's reticence on the physical plane. 

Gaskell despite her social critique is clearly still a product 

of her time. The female body except for the beauty of Ruth's 

face is lgrgely overlooked. 

The first interchange between Ruth and Bellingham enables 

the reader to hone in on his perspective. When he first meets 

her as an apprentice dressmaker to Mrs Mason she is fixing the 

gown of his partner at the ball. The interaction between the 
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three of them is described as follows: 

By way of showing a pretty childlike impatience, she 
[Miss Duncombe, Bellingham's partner] began to beat time 
with her feet to the spirited air the band was playing. 
Ruth could not darn the rent in her dress with this 
continual motion, and she looked up to remonstrate. As 
she threw her head back for this purpose, she caught the 
eye of the gentleman who was standing by; it was so 
expressive of amusement at the airs and graces of his 
pretty partner, that Ruth was infected by the feeling, 
and had to bend her face down to conceal the smile that 
mantled there. But not before he had seen it, and not 
before his attention had been thereby drawn to consider 
the kneeling figure, that, habited in black up to the 
throat, with the noble head bent down to the occupation 
in which she was engaged, formed such a contrast to the 
flippant, bright, artificial girl who sat to be served 
with an air as haughty as a queen on her throne. 

(1991:15) 

The unpremeditated nature of their encounter, the spontaneity 

of their contact, is conveyed by the narrator in fairly 

sympathetic terms. But once Bellingham's interest is roused, 

his pursuit of Ruth is shown to be as purposeful as it is 

passionate. In the indolence and indifference characterizing 

his life, Bellingham's response to Ruth is described as 'a new 

passionate hearty feeling [which] shot through his whole 

being': 

He did not know why he was so fascinated by her. She was 
very beautiful, but he had seen others equally beautiful, 
and with many more agaceries calculated to set off the 
effect of their charms. 

There was, perhaps, something bewitching in the union 
of the grace and loveliness of womanhood with the 
naivete, simplicity, and innocence of an intelligent 
child- There was a spell in the shyness, which made her 
avoid and shun all admiring approaches to acquaintance. 
It would be an exquisite delight to attract and tame her 
wildness, just as he had often allured and tamed the 
timid fawns in his mother's park. 

By no over-bold admiration, or rash, passionate words, 
would he startle her; and, surely, in time she might be 
induced to look upon him as a friend, if not something 
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nearer and dearer still. 
(1991:33) 

The narrator makes no secret - to the reader- of Bellingham's 

machinations. His fascination with Ruth is genuine, as is his 

viewing of her as object rather than subject. The comparison 

he makes between her and 'the timid fawns in his mother's 

park' is communicated in order to alert the reader to the 

danger Ruth is in. Bellingham is used as focalizer here and 

his scheming anticipation of capturing Ruth is presented in a 

detailed and revealing way. There is a distinct tension 

between the narrator's perspective of Ruth as potential victim 

and Bellingham's of Ruth, as potential 'friend, if not 

something nearer and dearer still'. What is significant here 

is that Bellingham is shown not to set out deliberately to 

harm Ruth. His admiration of her is genuine, his liking and 

desiring of her intense, but what the narrator has revealed to 

the reader is that his disposition and character are such that 

he can only do her harm. This is where the use of omniscient 

narration creates possibilities that do not exist in first

person narration, as the tension between focalizer and 

narrator allows space for the reader to make judgments at odds 

with a character's self-perception or thoughts. 

It i?_emphasized throughout the novel that Bellingham 

reveals a blunt insensitivity as to who Ruth really is. The 

reader is made aware that he sees her as an object of passion. 

He consistently admires her beautiful face but dresses her in 

lilies as though she is his doll: 'She was quite still while 
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he arranged her coronet, looking up in his face with loving 

eyes .... She knew that he was pleased from his manner, which 

had the joyousness of a child playing with a new toy ... ' 

(1991:74). Later too, towards the end of the novel, when Ruth 

nurses him as saint and martyr and herself falls prey to the 

fever, all he can say when he comes to is, mawkishly: 'Where 

are the water-lilies? Where are the lilies in her hair?' 

(1991:446). This imagery reminds us that all Bellingham has 

ever wanted from Ruth or appreciated in her was to be an 

object of beauty to satisfy the whims of the moment. 

The romantic scene in Wales, in which Bellingham indulges 

his whims, is ironically the last positive interaction they 

have before he falls ill and is removed from Ruth by his 

mother's willpower and his own lack of it. The narrator 

highlights and by implication condemns his own passivity, his 

lack of loyalty towards Ruth, and his willingness to let his 

strong-willed mother take over. Again, the omnisicent 

perspective provides the occasion for the narrator to judge 

critically the motivation of the focalizer. There is a 

perpetual clash between the perspective of the omniscient 

narrator and Bellingham's. The narrator uses many different 

tactics to indicate that Ruth is spiritually alive, guarded 

and protected by God - despite her susceptibility to 

Bellingham. Here the narrator's own endorsement of the 

Christian faith is revealed. 

It is significant that after meeting Ruth at her old 
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home, falling as it were into the clutches of Bellingham, the 

poor old labourer prayed long and earnestly that night for 

Ruth': 'He called it "wrestling for her soul"; and I think his 

prayers were heard, for "God judgeth not as man judgeth"' 

(1991:51). What is pertinent to my purposes here is the 

narrator's endorsement of the labourer's prayers and 

willingness to align her own point of view with God's. The 

suggestion is that despite Ruth's seduction by Bellingham, her 

subsequent pregnancy and abandonment by him, her 'soul' is not 

lost; she is still provided for by God. The narrator thus 

embraces the Christian faith in essence. It is the details of 

doctrinal differences that she exposes and at times satirizes. 

After receiving the self-righteous and condemning letter 

from Bellingham's mother and realizing that she has been 

abandoned by Bellingham, Ruth wishes - like Elijah21 - that God 

would take her life: ·surely life was a horrible dream, and 

God would mercifully awaken her from it. She had no penitence, 

no consciousness of error or offence; no knowledge of any one 

circumstance but that he was gone' (1991:94). What is 

important here is the portrayal of Ruth's consciousness. Ruth 

here is the focalizer, and she is presented as experiencing no 

guilt in relation to her 'fall into sexual sin'. Instead, she 
-

is consumed by a sense of loss of the one she loved, denoting 

her emotional involvement with Bellingham at this stage, 

rather than a sense of the sexual transgression she is later 

ostracized for. 
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There is an unresolved element in the presentation of 

Ruth's fluctuating awareness of wrongdoing - first, a child's 

slap and insult plunge her into a pit of guilt and self-

condemnation (1991:71-72) but then again she is seen to have 

forfeited any sense of guilt. In her state of anguish and 

despair on the departure of her lover, she is found by the 

Reverend Benson himself. The suggestion is that the old 

labourer's prayer22 is answered by the appearance of Benson on 

the scene of Ruth's life. 

There is a very clear distinction between the generous 

and compassionate attitude of the narrator towards Ruth, and 

the self-righteous condemnatory tone of Mrs Bellingham. The 

latter's note to Ruth contrasts forcibly with the gentle 

spirit of the Reverend Benson, whose approach most closely 

mirrors that of the narrator. Mrs Bellingham's insensitive and 

blaming attitude reveals the typical double standards of the 

day in which men were exonerated from sexual guilt and women 

deemed instead both vicious and responsible. After encouraging 

her son to abandon his mistress, she writes to Ruth: 

... I wish to exhort you to repentance, and to remind you 
that you will not have your own guilt alone upon your 
head, but that of any young man whom you may succeed in 
entrapping into vice. I shall pray that you may turn to 
an honest life, and I strongly recommend you, if indeed 
you qre not 'dead in trespasses and sins,' to enter some 
penitentiary. 

(1991: 92) 

The narrator having made the reader thoroughly aware of the 

circumstances of Ruth's seduction and powerlessness in this 

way highlights the irony of the mother's callous 
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positionality. She sides entirely with the 'young man ... 

entrap[ped] into vice' and completely ignores even the 

possibility of Ruth being the victim of the wiles of her far 

more sophisticated son. 

Ruth's first glimpse of the Reverend Benson and her 

reaction is presented in stark contrast to Bellingham's 

dismissive and class-based attitude: 

She was struck ... with the mild beauty of the face, 
something of a quick spiritual light in the deep set 
eyes, a sensibility about the mouth ... altogether, 
though a peculiar, it was a most attractive face .... 

'Did you see his face, sir?' asked Ruth. 
'No; but a man's back- his tout ensemble has character 

enough in it to decide his rank.' 
'His face was very singular; quite beautiful!' said 

she, softly; but the subject did not interest Mr 
Bellingham, and he let it drop. 

(1991:68-70) 

After her abandonment by Bellingham, the interaction between 

Thurstan Benson and Ruth is described as follows: 'There was 

some look of heavely pity in his eyes, as gravely and sadly 

they met her upturned gaze, which touched her stony heart' 

(1991:96). Benson's tenderness and care bring new life to 

Ruth's emotional being, numbed by the pain of her abandonment 

by Bellingham. There is an implicit contrast between the 

divine compassion in Benson's gaze and the way Bellingham 

regards her - as an object more or less suited to fulfil his 

needs and desires at any particular time. The narration here 

emphasizes the spiritual nature of the connection between Ruth 

and Benson, and Bellingham's incapacity to see beyond the 

purely physical, and questions of 'rank'. 
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It is also Benson's cry of pain which prevents Ruth's 

suicide by drowning. Instead, to help him recover from his 

faint she fetches water from 'the little mountain stream, the 

dashing sound of whose waters had been tempting her, but a 

moment before, to seek forgetfulness in the deep pool into 

which they fell' (1991:97). Where Bellingham for so long had 

been the embodiment of all that was of any significance to 

Ruth, Benson's cry of pain 'called her out of herself: The 

tender nature was in her still, in that hour when all good 

angels seemed to have abandoned her.' The phrase 'when all 

good angels seemed to have abandoned her' belongs to the 

narrator and simultaneously suggests Ruth's own sense of 

desolation. 

There are two possible lines of thought regarding the 

ending of Ruth. On the one hand, there clearly is a divide in 

Elizabeth Gaskell between wanting to exempt Ruth from blame, 

and a wish to reflect her society's attitudes, which is 

reflected in the narrative structuring: 

... although Victorians could distinguish among degrees 
of fallen women, it rigidly maintained the moral chasm 
that separated the fallen from the pure. The rise of 
penitentiaries in the 1840s ... stems from the belief in 
an innately corrupt female nature because these 
penitentiaries emphasised a long process requisite for 
spiritual purging and purification. 

(Langland, 1989:27) 

Ruth's martyr-like end where she dies after nursing not only 

ailing members of the community but even her erstwhile seducer 

suffering from the plague suggests that Elizabeth Gaskell 

herself felt the need to put Ruth through a process of 
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suffering and transformation. 23 The radical contradiction in 

Gaskell herself between viewing Ruth as a spiritually 'pure' 

woman, on the one hand, or on the other, as having stumbled 

into serious sexual sin- even if 'innocently' (with all the 

paradox this implies) - is epitomized by Gaskell's tenacity in 

opting for death as the most appropriate ending to the novel. 

However, when one considers that to Ruth, God had in fact 

become the most significant being (besides her son Leonard), 

death is after all the most appropriate ending to the novel -

Charlotte Bronte's objections notwithstanding. Death 

constitutes for Ruth the final consummation with her Beloved 

Other. The narrator has frequently suggested Ruth's closeness 

to God. In her conversation with Benson on her nursing those 

dying from the fever, she expresses concern over the 

possibility of her son Leonard losing her and yet overcomes 

it: '"I will not be afraid," she replied, lifting up her 

face, over which a bright light shone, as of God's radiance. 

"I am not afraid for myself. I will not be so for my darling"' 

(1991:426). The implied promise of God's presence with her 

contained in this description is realized on her deathbed: 

They stood around her bedside, not speaking, or sighing, 
or moaning; they were too much awed by the exquisite 
peacefulness of her look for that. Suddenly she opened 
wide_her eyes, and gazed intently forwards, as if she saw 
some happy vision, which called out a lovely, rapturous, 
breathless smile. They held their very breaths. 

'I see the Light coming,' said she. 'The Light is 
coming,' she said. And, raising herself slowly, she 
stretched out her arms, and then fell back, very still 
for evermore. 

(1991:448) 

The narrator presents Bellingham's offer of marriage as an 
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inadequate option for Ruth. In a very Christlike way, and in a 

very Christlike capacity, Ruth offers her life instead; in 

fact, lays it down voluntarily. 

Gaskell presents Ruth's death as martyr, after having 

nursed Bellingham back to health, as the culmination of her 

victory in the moral combat she has been engaged in as 

unmarried mother. She has been shown to refuse Bellingham's 

offer of marriage proudly and without hesitation. His demerits 

are so overwhelming in her eyes that they provide the final 

rationale for her refusal. She enters death as the 

consummation of her relationship with her Heavenly Bridegroom, 

Jesus Christ. Ruth's way of dying is shown to epitomize for 

her loved ones who remain behind the spiritual reality 

described in II Corinthians 3:18: 'And all of us, with 

unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though 

reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same 

image from one degree of glory to another 

Ruth is the female Bildungsroman par excellence. The 

central character develops from the lowest point as defined in 

societal terms - that of 'fallen' woman - to being 

unofficially canonized by the community. 24 As already stressed, 

the omniscient perspective in Ruth provides the reader with 

the opportunity to gain insight into others' perceptions of 

Ruth. Towards the end of the novel, with Leonard, her son, we 

overhear a controversial conversation about Ruth outside the 

hospital where she has nursed many of the most poor and 

distressed suffering from a highly contagious illness. In a 
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debate over Ruth between two people, one claiming that Ruth's 

work among the sick is 'her penance' ('They say she has been a 

great sinner' ... ), the other replies: 

'Such a one as her has never been a great sinner; nor 
does she do her work as a penance, but for the love of 
God, and of the blessed Jesus. She will be in the light 
of God's countenance when you and I will be standing afar 
off. I tell you, man, when my poor wench died, as no one 
would come near, her head lay at that hour on this 
woman's sweet breast. I could fell you,' the old man went 
one, lifting his shaking arm, 'for calling that woman a 
great sinner. The blessing of them who were ready to 

perish is upon her.' 
(1991:429) 

Ruth is acknowledged as saint by the community she leaves 

behind, even by Mr Bradshaw whose relenting attitude was 

surely intended (as suggested above) to serve as model for the 

most judgmental reader. 25 Gaskell's plea to her readership to 

view the plight of the 'fallen woman' with compassion is 

unequivocal and consistent. Gaskell's idealization of Ruth was 

perhaps a necessary safeguard to shield herself from 

accusations of sexual permissiveness. 

* * * 

All three 'social-problem' novels present female heroines 

who play different but comparable roles in winning over the 

middle-class reader's sympathies. To arouse in the reader 

greater cqmpassion for the working class was part of Gaskell's 

intention. In Mary Barton the change in focus from John Barton 

to his daughter does not entirely detract from this goal. In 

Ruth Gaskell uses the very religion her middle-class readers 

espoused to condemn sinners to show how the very worst sinner 
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in their eyes may be transformed to perfect saint with loving 

kindness and a good example. North and South shows the heroine 

undergoing a very interesting development from naive 

Southerner, to worker-sympathizer, then mediator between rich 

and poor, and finally, industrialist wife. Margaret too has 

not been made to 'dwindle' into being a wife26 but instead is 

placed in a marriage requiring all her forces of character to 

be exercised and displayed. The narrator clearly implies that 

Margaret's influence on master-men relations and sympathy with 

the workers will continue to be a powerful force. 

* * * 

The ways in which the complex stories in Wives and 

Daughters are told and interwoven suggest that Gaskell's 

manipulation of plot is a narrative strategy which reveals the 

intricacies of family life and exposes, among other things, 

the inadequacy of education for girls at the time. Wives and 

Daughters is a larger and more ambitious project than any of 

Gaskell's other works, 27 and both looks back to Jane Austen in 

terms of its narrative control and also forward to George 

Eliot with respect to the large sweep of events it 

encompasses. The title itself suggests largeness of scope. Its 

success derives - at least in part - from the greater 

distancing-between the omniscient narrator and her material. 28 

If North and South was the novel depicting powerful 

women, 29 then Wives and Daughters, despite its morally upright 

heroine, exposes feminine wiles in their least attractive 
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guise. As in Shirley, Wives and Daughters has more than a 

single major female character. Whereas Shirley and Caroline 

are both admirable in many respects, Cynthia Kirkpatrick, 

however attractive, is not to be trusted - certainly not by 

men. She is in some ways the counterpart of Ginevra Fanshawe 

in Charlotte Bronte's Villette, though of course more fully 

fleshed out and far more winsome. Molly Gibson, the heroine, 

is disarmingly straightforward, unscheming and constant and 

thus forms a significant contrast to both her pretty 

stepsister and less intelligent, manipulative stepmother. The 

charm of both Cynthia Kirkpatrick and her mother is contrasted 

with the superior moral standards of Molly. While Gaskell is 

also making points about morality in this novel, it is done 

less obtrusively than in Mary Barton and Ruth. Because of her 

greater narrative control, and her ability to sustain the 

dispassionate global perspective adopted in this novel, 

Gaskell's didacticism is implicit rather than explicit and 

more fully incorporated in the presentation of material. 

Narration is used as strategy in this novel to present 

two issues of central significance to the Victorian 

understanding of women's position in society, namely, the kind 

of education made available to girls and their consequent 

ability td·make informed and wise choices regarding marriage. 

The character development encouraged by their education 

clearly influences the kind of wives they become. The quality 

of marital relationship they are capable of is at least in 

part a result of the upbringing they have had. 
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The introduction of Molly Gibson in the opening paragraph 

of the novel is done in suggestive terms. The narrator is 

gently satirizing novel-writing conventions: 

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 

(1983:35) 

This introduction suggests great confidence on the part of the 

narrator, both in her own storytelling skills and in the value 

she projects onto her heroine. Molly is introduced as treasure 

carefully concealed in a casket. 30 

Molly Gibson is presented in unconventional terms. Like 

Jane Eyre, she is not particularly pretty - at least at first. 

Her personality, to begin with, is also presented as less than 

perfectly gracious and charming. She is direct, at times 

confrontational, but always sincere. 

The first encounter between Molly and Roger is almost as 

inauspicious as that (non-encounter) between Darcy and 

Elizabeth: 

To Molly, who was not finely discriminate in her glances 
at the stranger this first night, he simply appeared 
'heavy-looking, clumsy', and 'a person she was sure she 
should never get on with'. He certainly did not seem to 
care_much what impression he made upon his mother's 
visitor. He was at that age when young men admire a 
formed beauty more than a face with any amount of future 
capability of loveliness, and when they are morbidly 
conscious of the difficulty of finding subjects of 
conversation in talking to girls in a state of feminine 
hobbledehoyhood .... He only looked upon Molly as a badly
dressed, and rather awkward girl, with black hair and an 
intelligent face, who might help him in the task he had 
set himself of keeping up a bright general conversation 
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during the rest of the evening; might help him - if she 
would, but she would not. 

(1983:119) 

Molly's simple and negative thoughts are placed in quotation 

marks whereas the narrator's comments are the most 

sophisticated. The latter teasingly hints at Roger's state of 

being 'morbidly conscious of the difficulty of finding 

subjects of conversation in talking to girls in a state of 

feminine hobbledehoyhood'. When Roger is used as focalizer, 

his thoughts of Molly are also negative ('a badly-dressed, and 

rather awkward girl') and indicate irritation ('who might help 

him ... -if she would, but she would not'). Molly's rather 

strong will, at times, appears like obstinacy to those with 

whom she does not wish to cooperate - be it Roger in this 

instance, or her stepmother in others. In fact, it shows her 

to have a mind of her own and a preparedness to offend sooner 

than compromise principles dear to her. The narrator's 

presentation of her is not unlike that of Margaret Hale in 

this respect. Molly's 'awkward'-ness is also foregrounded as a 

way of distinguishing her from the conventionally super-

graceful heroine - a mould Cynthia fits into very well. Of 

course, Molly is only sixteen when she is first introduced by 

the narrator and she is gradually shown to acquire any social 

graces she-may have been seen to lack. 

The way Cynthia and Molly are portrayed allows the 

narrator to stress not only their innate character differences 

but also the effect of differences in education. Molly's 

formal education is limited because of her father's 
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reservations about women needing formal education at all. Mr 

Gibson's attitude31 to his daughter's education is clearly 

representative of the commonly prevailing contemporary 

attitude to education for girls and is reflected in his 

adrooni tions to her governess Miss Eyre: 32 

' ... Don't teach Molly too much; she must sew, and read, 
and write, and do her sums; but I want to keep her a 
child, and if I find more learning desirable for her, 
I'll see about giving it to her myself. After all, I'm 
not sure that reading or writing is necessary. Many a 
good woman gets married with only a cross instead of her 
name; it's rather a diluting of mother-wit, to my fancy; 
but, however, we must yield to the prejudices of society, 
Miss Eyre, and so you may teach the child to read.' 

(1983:65) 

Mr Gibson's conversation reads like a caricature, and the 

reader senses the tongue-in-cheek aspect of the narration at 

this point. It emerges further in the description of Miss 

Eyre's attempt to oblige Mr Gibson: 'She taught Molly to read 

and write, but tried honestly to keep her back in every other 

branch of education'. However, Molly insists on broadening her 

educational horizons herself: 

It was only by fighting and struggling hard, that bit by 
bit Molly persuaded her father to let her have French and 
drawing lessons. He was always afraid of her becoming too 
much educated, though he need not have been alarmed; the 
masters who visited such small country towns as 
Hollingford forty years ago, were not such great 
proficients in their arts .... being daunted by her 
father in every intellectual attempt, she read every book 
that_came in her way, almost with as much delight as if 
it had been forbidden. For his station in life, Mr Gibson 
had an unusually good library 

(1983:65) 

Thanks to her diligent governess Miss Eyre and to her own 

perseverance and determination, she gets more instruction than 

her father bargained for. Furthermore, through her friendship 
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with Roger, the budding scientist, her interest in natural 

history is stimulated. 

While the shaping of Molly is influenced by her visits to 

Hamley Hall, her few days' stay at the Towers also affects her 

polish. Roger first notices her as an attractive young woman 

in her own right at the Towers. 33 She is consequently able to 

have an intelligent conversation with Lord Hollingford - who 

is shy and reserved and does not easily or readily communicate 

with young women. Her mind has been so broadened by the 

reading she has done under the tutelage of Roger that Lord 

Hollingford is able to say of her: 

'What a charming little lady that daughter of yours is! 
Most girls of her age are so difficult to talk to; but 
she is intelligent and full of interest in all sorts of 
sensible things; well read, too - she was up in Le Regne 
Animal - and very pretty!' 

Mr Gibson bowed, much pleased at such a compliment from 
such a man, were he lord or not. It is very likely that 
if Molly had been a stupid listener, Lord Hollingford 
would not have discovered her beauty; or the converse 
might be asserted - if she had not been young and pretty, 
he would not have exerted himself to talk on scientific 
subjects in a manner which she could understand. 

(1983:339) 

The narrator's point here is subtly made. She is highlighting 

in her heroine the rare combination of 'beauty and brains'. 

Wryly, she reflects that, 'if Molly had been a stupid 

listener, _Lord Hollingford would not have discovered her 

beauty'. The more prevalent societal view is subsequently 

presented with a touch of irony as 'the converse'. Lord 

Hollingford, however scholarly and however socially inept he 

may be, however impressed by Molly's learning, is nevertheless 
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equally struck by Molly's being 'young and pretty'. Which 

realization came first to Lord Hollingford the narrator 

declines to make explicit. She hereby simply illuminates 

ironically the ways of the world. 

Gaskell thus complies with convention to the extent that 

though Molly started off plain, gauche, awkward and somewhat 

ungroomed, thanks to the ministrations of her Frenchified 

stepsister, in the later stages of the novel she has acquired 

sufficient social grace to be described as pretty. Cynthia's 

pointed comment to Molly on the subject is worth noting. When 

Molly exclaims, 'I should like to be pretty!' Cynthia's 

response is depicted as follows: 

'Why Molly,' said Cynthia, turning round with an 
exclamation on the tip of her tongue; but when she caught 
the innocent, wistful look on Molly's face, she 
instinctively checked what she was going to say, and, 
half-smiling to her own reflection in the glass, she said 
- 'The French girls would tell you, to believe that you 
were pretty would make you so.' 

(1983:320) 

Furthermore, Osborne, the more artistic and worldly of the 

Hamley brothers, early on spotted Molly's promise of delicate 

beauty. While one could thus regard Gaskell as making a 

feminist point similar to Charlotte Bronte's when she 

deliberately chooses a 'plain' heroine in Jane Eyre, Gaskell 

does not sus.tain it in the same way. She is in this way less 

radical in her position with regard to physical appearance 

than Bronte. In certain other respects, most notably when 

dealing with financial independence, she is equally so. 

Margaret Hale takes pride in her financial independence, as do 
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Jane Eyre and Shirley. 34 

The way the education of both Molly and Cynthia is 

presented as well as the critiques of the kind of education 

Mrs Gibson provided for her pupils is one among the many 

complex strands of narration in this novel. The girls' 

education of necessity affects their decision-making powers, 

their standards of morality, and consequently their choice of 

a husband, as well as their motivation for the choice. In the 

case of Cynthia, her reasons both for accepting and eventually 

rejecting Roger are revealing. She likes to be admired; she 

wishes to escape from the grasp of Mr Preston. But when she 

rejects Roger, it is because she would not like to have to 

defer to the moral highground she recognizes him as inhabiting 

(1983:601-2). 

The type of education Mrs Gibson provides reflects not 

only on her own character but also on the quality of education 

made available to girls at the time. Perhaps the most complex 

portrait in the novel is of Mrs Gibson herself. 35 It seems to 

me that the way Mrs Gibson is presented is as consistently 

self-centred, resulting from her basic selfishness coupled 

with the result of years of struggle, culminating in a sense 

of the need to protect herself. The focalization in this novel 

as frequently hinges on Mrs Gibson as on Molly, thus 

acquainting the reader intimately with her thinking processes, 

her mode of reasoning, and her feelings. Her self-absorption 

is striking. She thinks of and understands everything only in 

terms of how it affects her. When finally her daughter is 
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happily and wealthily married, she envies her. She interprets 

Roger Hamley's farewell greeting to his beloved Molly as 

bestowed solely upon her. She wishes for the death of the 

young Osborne Hamley. She is prejudiced against Aimee Hamley 

without ever having met her. While she is pretty and pleasant 

and has obliging, winning ways, especially when she is with 

those more genteel than herself, her commitment to truth is 

questionable as is illustrated in the small deceits she 

practises. She conforms admirably to societal stereotypes for 

women but is a moral disappointment both to her husband and 

her stepdaughter. Her own daughter is neglected and 

consequently bitter and cynical. The narrative strategies used 

in the presentation of Mrs Gibson are intended to reveal that 

the societal standards for women's behaviour are superficial 

and morally inadequate. Suggestive chapter titles like 'A 

Mother's Manoeuvre' and 'A Passive Coquette' suggest the 

narrator's line on Mrs Gibson and Cynthia respectively. 

Mrs Gibson's manipulativeness and scheming are thus 

exposed and condemned. Society is seen to reinforce this by 

expecting women to be decorative, pleasant and well-mannered 

rather than well read and sensible. Where society often 

encourages women to resort to underhand tactics, Molly is 

disarmingly frank and direct, as is Lady Harriet, her 

'champion', who has the following to say of Mrs Gibson 

('Clare'): 

'She's not very wise, certainly; but she's so useful and 
agreeable, and has such pleasant manners, I should have 
thought any one who wasn't particular about education 
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would have been charmed to keep her as a governess.' 
(1983:124) 

This comment not only reflects on Mrs Gibson but also on the 

values governing female education at the time. In Wives and 

Daughters the narration of a range of views on women's 

education is explored, particularly in terms of how these 

affect the presentation of the complex dynamics surrounding 

the subject of marriage. It is not accidental that Mrs Gibson 

was formerly a particular type of governess. 36 

The Gibsons' marriage is presented provocatively. 37 The 

narrator's stance is comparable to the one depicting the 

Bennets' marriage in Pride and Prejudice with more sympathy 

towards the male party than the female. The complex nature of 

Mr Gibson's fidelity to both his wife and Molly, his 

disappointment at the character of his wife, along with his 

sense of Molly's benefitting from a woman's influence, all 

combine to constitute a bitter-sweet tone of nostalgia for the 

lost intimacy with his daughter, near-regret at the step he 

took, and a sense of propriety that perhaps it was after all 

the correct step and that living with the consequences is the 

only proper thing to do to. 

Her manipulative, scheming attitude is evident from her 

view of marriage, which she sees as providing her with 

economic means and social status: 

- ... I wonder if I am to go on all my life toiling and 
moiling for money? It's not natural. Marriage is the 
natural thing; then the husband has all that kind of 
dirty work to do, and his wife sits in the drawing-room 
like a lady. ' 

(1983:131) 
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She was ... thinking how pleasant it would be to have a 
husband once more; - some one who would work while she 
sate at her elegant ease in a prettily furnished drawing
room; and she was rapidly investing this imaginary 
breadwinner with the form and features of the country 
surgeon ... 

(1983:138) 

Mrs Gibson is a complex example of the suberfuge society 

implicity encourages in women. Her pleasant exterior masks 

motives which are less than laudable. 38 Her motives for 

marrying are mercenary, and while this may be explained by the 

hardships she suffered as widow, governess and teacher, the 

style of narration is merciless in consistently exposing 

rather than condoning her. 

Immediately after his proposal the narrator depicts Mr 

Gibson's ambivalent thoughts as follows: 'There! he had done 

it - whether it was wise or foolish - he had done it! but he 

was aware that the question as to its wisdom came into his 

mind the instant that the words were said past recall'. By 

employing Mr Gibson himself as focalizer the narrator has 

given the reader sharp insight into his state of mind, which 

borders on regret. Mrs Gibson's economic focus has already 

been made clear and is reinforced in her response to his 

proposal: 

She hid her face in her hands. 
'Oh! Mr Gibson,' she said; and then, a little to his 

surprise, and a great deal to her own, she burst into 
hysterical tears: it was such a wonderful relief to feel 
that she need not struggle any more for a livelihood. 

(1983:140) 

Mrs Gibson's 'burst[ing] into hysterical tears' is explained 
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bathetically by her not having to 'struggle any more for a 

livelihood'. The narrator here clearly differentiates between 

the apparently touching scene and its real motivation, showing 

the economic rather than the romantic cause of the tears and 

relief. The marriage itself, as may be expected from the 

narrator's revelation of Mrs Gibson's motives, is less than 

satisfactory to Gibson. Not unlike Jane Austen, particularly 

in her presentation of Charlotte Lucas's decision to marry 

Collins, Gaskell shows herself conscious of the economic 

factors frequently influencing women in their choice of 

marriage partner. While she may sympathize with the economic 

hardships single women frequently endure, she is not 

uncritical of the implications for love and commitment of 

mercenary motives.· 

The presentation of Molly's reaction to her father's 

impending marriage somewhat belies one of Gaskell's early 

admirers' comments that '[a]ll through the story Molly Gibson 

moves as an angel' . 39 She now suspects her father's motives for 

sending her on an extended visit to the Hamleys, although in 

point of fact his immediate reason was simply to get her out 

of the reach of the amorous apprentice Mr Coxe. Molly, 

however, is shown to feel betrayed and bitter: '"So I was sent 

out of the.house that all this might be quietly arranged in my 

absence?" Out of the bitterness of her heart she spoke' 

(1983:146). In her grief at her father's decision the narrator 

depicts Molly's recognition that their close and exclusive 

bond is forever affected. It is questionable whether such loss 
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could ever by adequately compensated for by the presence of 

the kind of stepmother Mrs Gibson would prove to be. Molly's 

grief is at the assault on her loving image of each of them, 

father and daughter, being bound by a chain 'like Ponto's [her 

pony]', portrayed before her father's decision to remarry: 

'··· and then I could fasten us two to each end of it, 
and when I wanted you I could pull, and if you didn't 
want to come, you could pull back again; but I should 
know you knew I wanted you, and we could never lose each 
other ... ' 

(1983:58) 

That Molly receives the news of her father's decision to marry 

at Hamley Hall and is found sobbing with grief by Roger is 

clearly no coincidence but a narrative contrivance of symbolic 

import, preparing the reader subconsciously for Roger's 

eventual position in Molly's life. Molly, often socially 

gauche and awkward, is upright and direct and morally superior 

to both Mrs Gibson and Cynthia. In terms of the plot, she is 

rewarded by her marriage to Roger Hamley, by now a respected 

scientist and also the hero of the novel. Critics have viewed 

Molly's marriage to Roger as an endorsement of patriarchy as 

she moves directly from being in the care of her father to the 

arms of another strong man. I do not agree. She has been 

stepmothered in quite a negative sense, and has also developed 

a certain_independence of heart and mind. I do agree that this 

has been partly through the influence of Roger but do not 

agree that this makes her achievement any less. I do not 

therefore regard her marriage to Roger as an anti-feminist 

statement in any way, or as a problematic solution to the 
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novel. Instead, their inauspicious beginning developed into an 

approximation of a brother-sister bond (due to Molly's 

acceptance by Mrs Hamley as a substitute for her daughter 

Fanny), which was ironically reinforced by Roger's engagement 

to Molly's stepsister Cynthia. It is the narration of Molly's 

increasing discomfort with Roger and Cynthia's relationship 

that prepares the reader for her eventual marriage to Roger. 

That this tale is multilayered and has various levels of 

narration functioning simultaneously becomes evident when 

Molly is mistakenly assumed to be Mr Preston's lover. Lady 

Harriet, one of Molly's greatest admirers, describes her as 

having 'a certain gaucherie about her' in the context of the 

mystery surrounding Molly Gibson and Mr Preston's 

'clandestine' meetings. Lady Harriet, who as a girl even 

recognized her governess's real motives as romantic rather 

than educational, now becomes the interpreter (or reader) in 

this episode as she compares Molly and Cynthia in the 

following terms: 

'I think it's much more likely that Clare's own daughter 
- that pretty pawky Miss Kirkpatrick - is the real 
heroine of this story~' said Lady Harriet. 'She always 
looks like a heroine of genteel comedy; and those young 
ladies were capable of a good deal of innocent 
intriguing, if I remember rightly. Now little Molly 
Gibson has a certain gaucherie about her which would 
disqualify her at once from any clandestine 
proceedings .... why, the child is truth itself.' 

(1983:578) 

Gaskell's story as told in Wives and Daughters is one in which 

the central and omniscient narrator reinforces very different 

values from those promoted in the kind of 'genteel comedy' to 
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which Lady Harriet refers. Where Molly is the heroine of Wives 

and Daughters, other values are epitomized by the tales lived 

out by Cynthia Kirkpatrick and particularly those woven by her 

more elaborately deceitful mother. 

There is a rather poignant dimension to the presentation 

of Cynthia Kirkpatrick. Appearing in person in Chapter 19 for 

the first time, she functions in the novel as far more than 

simply a contrast to Molly. She is presented as a complex 

mixture of divergent qualities. On the one hand, she abounds 

in sexual appeal, charm, and even genuine warmth - at least as 

far as Molly is concerned. On the other, she reveals an 

incapacity to honour commitments, an excessive desire to 

please, particularly men, and a certain flightiness. Her more 

negative traits are subtly presented as an indictment of her 

mother's upbringing of her, although the formation of her 

character is not laid entirely at her mother's door but is 

seen to be partially innate. On an endearing level, she 

appears to wish to be good. Instead of being presented as bad

natured, she is shown rather to have felt the absence of her 

mother during her childhood after the death of her father. In 

the emotional void subsequently created, she tends towards 

following the ways and wiles of the French girls she was 

educated with, even though she is presented as being somewhat 

critical of them. Cynthia shows greater loyalty to Molly 

(because of her appreciation of the latter's intrinsic worth) 

than to her mother, whose manoeuvers are transparent to her 

(as they mostly are to Molly as well) and whose lack of 



272 

closeness to her daughter at an early age has left scars and 

mistrust. In the words of Mr Preston's description of Cynthia 

to Molly: 'one forgets what she herself is in the halo that 

surrounds her' (1983:191). When berating himself for 

'hankering after a penniless girl, who was as fickle as the 

wind', he mentally encounters the answer which 'was silly 

enough, logically; but forcible in fact': 'Cynthia was 

Cynthia, and not Venus herself could have been her substitute' 

(1983:558). Significantly, she is associated with a love 

goddess, whose glories she is even believed to supersede. 

Roger Hamley is shown to be briefly·taken in by the glamour 

represented by Cynthia but his stay abroad matures him so that 

on his return he is able to appreciate Molly's superior worth. 

Laurie Buchanan's argument is that '[w]ithout successful 

merging with her mother; Cynthia, instead of valuing her 

femininity as a positive part of her identity, uses it instead 

as both a weapon against her own loneliness and a shield to 

protect herself from further pain' (1990:505). According to 

Buchanan, whose psychoanalytical approach is mostly 

convincing, Cynthia is confused 'about her needs and ego 

boundaries' and reveals this in her word-play on 'near' and 

'far' 40 in her confession to Molly: 'it's born in me to try to 

-
make everyone I come near fond of me; but then they shouldn't 

carry it too far, for it becomes very troublesome if they do' 

(1983:453). Her lack of inner resolution is captured in her 

reaction after Mr Gibson's expression of sympathy for Roger as 

jilted lover: 
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For a moment Cynthia's wilful fancy stretched after the 
object passing out of her grasp - Roger's love became for 
the instant a treasure; but, again, she knew that in its 
entirety of high undoubting esteem, as well as of pas
sionate regard, it would no longer be hers; and for the 
flaw which she herself had made she cast it away, and 
would none of it. Yet often in after years, when it was 
too late, she wondered and strove to penetrate the 
inscrutable mystery of 'what would have been'. 

(1983:602) 

When Cynthia tells her mother that 'I shan't say "yes" to make 

anyone happy but myself', Buchanan argues that she hereby 

acquires 'heroine status' (1990:511). The text, however, 

appears to belie this interpretation. The reader is told that 

she 'said this to plague her mother, and lessen Mrs Gibson's 

exuberance of joy ... for her mind was pretty well made up' 

(1983:653). The passage cited above suggests in fact that 

Cynthia's mind is not a constant one and that lack of 

commitment even to her own choices will always mar her 

happiness. 

The reader is never allowed to forget the absence of a 

solid moral and emotional foundation in the mothering Cynthia 

received. Cynthia herself, when she appeals for sympathy from 

Mr Gibson after rejecting Roger, rather touchingly says: 'Oh, 

sir, I think if I had been differently brought up, I shouldn't 

have had the sore angry heart I have' (1983:602). 

The qro.ad sweep encompassed by this novel is proof of 

Gaskell's growth as novelist as is her more restrained 

narrative tone. Rather than telling the reader what to think 

as was the case at times in say, Mary Barton, here the reader 

is left to see and hear and judge for herself. Material is 
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more dramatically presented and the wry, amused or ironical 

tone of the narrator is reminiscent of the narration of Jane 

Austen rather than the heavy-handed didacticism of the earlier 

Gaskell. As the narrative strategies become more 

sophisticated, so do the critiques of society. Women are seen 

to be actual or potential victims of class and/or gender 

discrimination, who yet have it in their power to become 

agents of change in their own lives and within their broader 

community. Society is challenged firstly, to apply Christian 

principles such as forgiveness, empathy, and compassion to 

those in need, and secondly, to educate women to be morally 

accountable, active participants in society. 

This is not meant to imply that Gaskell is 

straightforward. One of the reasons Gaskell is complex is 

because of what D'Albertis refers to as her 'dissembling 

fictions' (1997:1-18) . 41 Gaskell, while still being labelled 

'charming' and 'feminine' and 'delightful', is capable in 

Wives and Daughters of an almost vicious expose of the 

'typically female' manipulations of a woman character. She 

herself employs strategies which enable D'Albertis to write: 

The subterfuge practiced by this most conventional
seeming of nineteenth-century British women writers led 
to the production of a unique series of.literary texts 
that_reveals in its dramatic irregularity a veritable 
magpie's assemblage of genres and social discourses, 
shedding new light on Victorian culture and its 
discontents at mid-century. 

(1997:17) 

Yet despite the convincing economic and psychological reasons 

provided for the subterfuge practised by Mrs Gibson and 
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Cynthia, 42 as in all the other novels examined in this study, 

women in Gaskell's novels are presented as morally 

accountable. In this respect they are equal to men. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. This includes, among others, Laurence Lerner (1969) in his 
Introduction to the Penguin edition of Wives and Daughters. 

2. In fact these circumstances were the death of her son at the 
age of 10 months. Despite her undertaking in the Preface, in 
the person of the narrator she does after all refer to this 
circumstance when she writes of dreams in terms of 'that land 
where alone I may see, while yet I tarry here, the sweet looks 
of my dead child' (1970:327). 

3. Robberds was the Unitarian minister who hosted Elizabeth 
Stevenson and introduced her to his junior assistant William 
Gaskell. 

4. Gaskell also published in a journal for working-class women 
and would clearly have welcomed readers from Mary Barton or 
Ruth's status in society. 

5. This is Stephen Gill's contention (Introduction to Penguin 
edition, 1970) and has been amply reinforced by Seed's analysis 
cited earlier. 

6. Gill points out that the 'beautifully economic account of 
the death of Barton's son and the sufferings of the father who 
cannot provide for his child throws into ludicrous relief Mrs 
Gaskell's gloss on Barton's anger, namely that it was fanned by 
agitators' (1970:24). 

7. Gill (1970) is among these. 

8. See 'Interaction between Text and Reader', 1980:113. 

9. See pp. 222-23 above. 

10. The deathbed scene of Jem Wilson's father is described in 
terms which affirm the Christian faith of the majority of the 
fictional characters in the novel: 

He could not speak again. The trump of the archangel would 
set his tongue free; but not a word more would it utter 
till then. Yet he heard, he understood, and though sight 
failed, he moved his hand gropingly over the covering. 
They-Rnew what he meant, and guided it to her [his wife's] 
head, 'bowed and hidden in her hands, when she had sunk in 
her woe. It rested there with a feeble pressure of endear
ment. The face grew beautiful, as the soul neared God. A 
peace beyond understanding came over it. 

(1970:110-11) 

Bessy Higgins in North and South, for example, is dying anyway, 
but the hope of heaven enables her to die in peace. The final 
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deathbed scene in Ruth also merits close attention, and will be 
examined in due course. 

These instances all suggest the narrator's, and ultimately 
the author's, endorsement of the Christian faith. 

11. Among these critics again is Gill (1970), in his Introduc
tion to the Penguin edition of Mary Barton. 

12. Both John Barton and John Higgins (in North and South) re
fer with bitterness to the promises held out to them and in
tending to sweeten their current lot. 

13. The context is Will's description of a mermaid: 

... whether it were she were just a fickle jade as did not 
rightly know her own mind (which, seeing one half of her 
was woman, I think myself was most probable) ... 

(1970:199) 

14. As for the narrative decision to end Mary Barton with Jem 
and Mary's emigration to Canada, Maria Edgeworth had the fol
lowing to say: 

I am sorry that she and her lover emigrate. I think 
the poetic justice and moral of the story would have 
been better & as naturally made out by Jem' s good 
character standing against the prejudice, suspicion 
or envy of his fellow workmen and inspire hope for 
the future better, without its being improbable, that 
the nobel condut of Jem should have made such impres
sion on the rich men & the Master manufacturers that 
they took the case of the workmen for his sake into 
consideration. This would have been the finest re
course & so have left not only an agreeable but bene
ficial feeling on the mind. 
(Cited in Elizabeth Gaskell: The Critical Heritage, 

1991:90) 

15. They are firstly, Molly Gibson, secondly, her stepsister 
Cynthia Kirkpatrick and thirdly, the latter's mother, Hyacinth, 
who becomes Mrs Gibson. 

16. See Emanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 1979:187-219. 

17. One could then argue that Gaskell compensates for her own 
discomfort by presenting Ruth's purity of motive and ignorance 
of wrong-doing as qualifications for being a worthy receptacle 
of divine grace. 

18. Elizabeth Gaskell: The Novel of Social Crisis, 1975. 

19. See The Letters of Mrs Gaskell, 1966:98-100. 
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20. In his Introduction to the Oxford edition of Ruth. 

21. See I Kings 19:4 - But he himself [Elijah] went a day's 
journey into the wilderness, and came and sat down under a 
broom tree; and he asked that he might die, saying, 'It is 
enough; now, 0 Lord, take away my life; for I am no better than 
my fathers. ' 

22. This has been referred to on p. 250 above. 

23. Elizabeth Gaskell is seen to have adamantly refused to heed 
the plea of Charlotte Bronte to spare Ruth's life. Charlotte 
Bronte's letter to Elizabeth Gaskell dated 26 April 1852 reads: 

Yet - hear my protest! 
Why should she die? Why are we to shut up the book weep

ing? 
My heart fails me already at the thought of the pang it 

will have to undergo. And yet you must follow the impulse 
of your own inspiration. If that commands the slaying of 
the victim, no bystander has a right to put out his hand 
to stay the sacrificial knife; but I hold you a stern 
priestess in these matters. 

(Wise & Symington, eds, vol. 3, 1933:332) 

2 4. Ruth's spiritual growth trans forming her into an active 
bringer of comfort and healing to the sick and dying contrasts 
strikingly with Tess's inability to rise above her 
circumstances in Tess of the d'Urbervilles, a novel with which 
one cannot but compare Ruth. 

25. As already suggested on p. 240 above, the reaction of burn
ing the book by certain members of her husband's congregation 
obviously meant that this aim was not fully realized. 

26. William Congreve's ironic phrase in The Way of the World is 
used by Lowder-Newton in her chapter on Pride and Prejudice, 
cited on p. 59 above. 

27. Gerin, writes: 

Wives and Daughters is, of course, something more than a 
panegyric of country life. It is a long-term view ... of 
life _in general, particularly as it affected women in re
lation to every phase of family commitment, as daughter, 
sister, wife, mother. 

(1976:281) 

28. As Gerin writes of Wives and Daughters, 

Never ... had Mrs Gaskell been in such total command of 
her medium, and the gain in fluidity of style and subtlety 
of effect is enormous. The characters are built up from 
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within, allowed to speak for themselves in dialogue that subtly 
identifies them, and Mrs Gaskell is much more ready to efface 
herself and much less inclined to prompt her readers than in 
her earlier work. This is a sign of confidence. 

(1976:282) 

29. Both Margaret Hale and Mrs Thornton are strong and self
reliant in ways which contrast with more conventional portraits 
of weak women like Edith, Margaret's cousin, and Fanny, 
Thornton's sister. 

30. Uglow regards this novel as concerned above all with the 
heroine's 'unconscious growth'. Consequently, she finds Gaskell 
using 'a different form of narrative' in Wives and Daughters in 
order to present 

a symbolic account of Molly's inner life, a psycho-drama 
complete with characters, plots and props, which we under
stand almost without thinking in the way we apprehend the 
underlying 'meanings' of Snow White, or Beauty and the 
Beast. There are five plots in Molly's story: the power of 
the father; the absent mother; the arrival of the step
mother with her 'webs and distortions of truth'; that ac
ceptance of the sexual double, 'the bad sister'; and the 
awakening of the sleeping self. 

(1993:595) 

This analysis forms a compelling basis for reading Wives and 
Daughters as straightforward Bildungsroman with Molly Gibson as 
heroine. 

31. Mr Gibson appears to border on misogynism with statements 
like: 'I think the world would get on tolerably well, if there 
were no women in it' (1983:572). 

32. Elizabeth Leaver speculates that Gaskell's recent work on 
her biography of Charlotte Bronte may have inspired her por
trait both of the governessing done by Mrs Gibson and Miss 
Eyre: 'Thus the passionate explanation of Charlotte's intense 
suffering as a governess [in The Life] is transformed into a 
more restrained description of the problematic life of a gov
erness in Wives and Daughters' (1997:172). Also, Mr Gibson's 
own anticipated involvement in Molly's education may suggest 
the Revere~d.Patrick Bronte's hands-on involvement in his chil
dren's upbringing. 

33. Yet he by his talks to her has helped shape her. He was in 
some ways her mentor. He also stimulated her interest in 
science. 

34. Elizabeth Gaskell's valuing of her own financial indepen
dence is illustrated in her acquisition of a house at Plymouth 
Grove without her husband's knowledge. She looked forward 
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greatly to surprising him with it. This joy was preempted by 
her death. 

35. Yet I do not agree with Leaver's statement that Gaskell is 
'ambivalent' in her presentation of Mrs Gibson: 

But the ambiguity of Gaskell's attitude towards Mrs Gibson 
is perplexing the narrator's attitude towards Mrs 
Gibson remains problematic. There are too many contradic
tions and unexplained shifts in authorial attitude to en
able the reader to arrive at any firm conclusions. 

(1997:191-3) 

Besides the conflation between Gaskell's attitude and the nar
rator's, the awareness of reasons for Mrs Gibson being the way 
she is should not be confused in my view with approval. 

36. In The Victorian Governess, Kathryn Hughes uses Wives and 
Daughters as an example of a literary source which suggests 
that 'governesses who had worked in aristocratic homes found 
themselves unable to cope with the banalities of provincial 
married life .... Dr Gibson's new wife Hyacinth, former 
governess to Lord and Lady Cumnor, insists that Gibson should 
no longer eat with his students in the surgery, but should 
have his meals served to him formally in the dining-room' 
(1993: 143). 

37. The lack of direct communication and openness in the Hales' 
marriage is also subtly indicated throughout North and South. 

38. Eavesdropping on a confidential medical conversation, for 
example, between her husband and a colleague, she discovers 
that Osborne is terminally ill. Consequently she encourages her 
daughter to transfer her attentions from the heir of Hamley 
(who is in fact already married, unbeknown to her) to the youn
ger brother Roger. 

39. From an unsigned review of Wives and Daughters in the 
Manchester Examiner and Times, 27 February 1866:3, cited in 
Elizabeth Gaskell: The Critical Heritage, 1991:469-70. 

40. The following extract from Buchanan provides the gist of 
her view on Cynthia: 

-
The play on 'near' and 'far' reveals her simultaneous need 
of attention and fear of rejection; it characterizes her 
inability to make a commitment because of her lack of 
self-identity. Because of the ambivalence of a sense of 
self in the mother/daughter symbiosis, Cynthia is particu
larly vulnerable to her mother's criticism of and domi
nance over her. She has interpreted her mother's neglect 
of her as some fault within herself which keeps her mother 

and other people away; therefore she will always seek approval 
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and love, yet she will always reject those people who provide 
these needs. A victim of the exclusive and too-prolonged symbi
osis between mother and child, Cynthia will be encumbered by 
undefined ego boudaries throughout her life. 

(1990:504-05) 

41. D'Albertis argues convincingly as follows: 

Dissembling appears as a plot device in Gaskell's fic
tion in three principal forms, all of which depend upon 
secrecy for success. The first and most obvious form is 
disguise ... 

A second, related form of dissembling in Gaskell's fic
tion entails withholding or misrepresenting the truth, 
generally represented as an underhanded trick of some 
kind, in order to accomplish a specific purpose .... 

Finally, Gaskell figures dissembling as a form of polit
ical or social resistance. Subversion of unjust authority 
and denial of the power of that authority to define abso
lute truth help to structure several Gaskell plots and to 
foreground intrigue, underground networks, and secret as
sociations in the world of her novels. 

(1997:4) 

42. Even the upright Margaret Hale in North and South is driven 
to practise subterfuge when it comes to protecting her beloved 
brother, as does Molly Gibson to protect Cynthia from the pres
sure of Mr Preston. 



CONCLUSION 

In this thesis I hope to have elucidated the gains made 

by applying a feminist-narratological grid to the works under 

discussion. I have tried to show that the feminist emphases in 

the novels are highlighted by means of the various narrative 

strategies employed in the texts. 

As always in literary studies, though, the contradictions 

and ambiguities are at least as interesting as the 

certainties, and that is also the case with the authors that 

have been examined. The frequently ironic commentary, for 

instance, in Jane Austen's novels, while attributable to the 

narrator, finds echoes in her personal correspondence, which 

lead one to assign as much importance to the shadow side of 

the representations of marriage, for instance, as to the 

invariably happy denouement. 

With regard to Emily and Anne Bronte, the wildness of the 

former may at first appear matched by the tameness of the 

latter, but on closer examination of The Tenant of Wildfell 

Hall this transpires not to be the case. From a feminist 

perspective, Anne's points are bolder than Emily's, and even 

on a technical level, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall contains as 

radical a use of narrative frames as Wuthering Heights. 

Charlotte~ronte, while writing, apparently, about women's 

issues, writes more freely as a male persona even in her 

private correspondence. Her ambivalence about being a woman 

emerges in different ways in each of her four novels. 

Elizabeth Gaskell's work reveals less direct narrative 
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intervention as her novelistic techniques become progressively 

more sophisticated. Her Christian references become more 

subtle and oblique. Her understanding of the way provincial 

society functions and the pressures it places on women reaches 

Eliot-like proportions in Wives and Daughters. 

The study has also brought to light, by implication, some 

of the different dynamics at work in each author. Neither the 

intentions nor the narrative strategies found in the 

individual texts are uniform but certain commonalities are 

prevalent. These are the foregrounding by means of a variety 

of narrative strategies of the alternatives women do have 

despite constraining circumstances, and their moral 

accountability for the choices they make. 

In Jane Austen's novels, marriage invariably represents 

the culmination of the plot. The novels are structured in such 

a way, however, that the heroine's potential for making 

misguided choices is foregrounded. Irony as primary narrative 

strategy in the novels facilitates a socially 

deconstructionist reading. The heroine's privilege in marrying 

the hero is underlined by the societal plight of the lesser 

privileged female characters, often satirically presented. 

~~ne Bronte's use of narrative frames has been shown to 

be a sophisticated subterfuge of the male narrator's 

perspective, enabling the woman's story made available from 

within the confines of her diary to be foregrounded. Helen 

Huntingdon's choices are presented as costly, bold and 
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courageous. She opts for independence only within the 

constraints of her moral decision to nurse her dying husband. 

Her decision to marry Gilbert Markham results from her own 

emotional need rather than conventional or financial 

considerations. 

All three novels written by Charlotte Bronte examined in 

this study, namely, Jane Eyre, Shirley and Villette, reveal a 

preoccupation on the part of the narrator with women's choices 

regarding dependence versus independence. Narration seems to 

function most effectively in Charlotte Bronte's work when the 

first-person perspective is used and the inner struggles of 

the women characters are fully exposed from within, as in the 

case of Jane Eyre and Villette. With Shirley, too, the issue 

of dependence versus independence is crucial to the two 

central characters. Caroline's fears and aspirations are 

centred upon a recognition of her dependency needs while 

Shirley's battles relate to her aversion to yielding her 

independence. Bronte's narrative strategies are varied but the 

central axis of independence versus dependence as a thorny 

issue facing women remains. 

Elizabeth Gaskell's novels all deal with women's choices 

and reveal a preoccupation with the roles women play in 

society. Above all, Gaskell is a story-teller. Through her 

narratives she creates melodrama, intrigue and suspense, 

whether she is presenting the plight of the working class or 

the sophisticated wiles of widows wanting to remarry. 
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Mary Barton aspires to be a lady when she flirts with 

Harry Carson but ends up courageously declaring her love for 

her childhood lover in court. She wants to defend Jem Wilson's 

innocence without implicating her father in the murder of her 

former suitor. She thus embraces her situation despite its 

emotional cost. The rather shaky narrative strategies employed 

in this novel have been discussed in Chapter Five. 

The seduced Ruth Hilton, who is persuaded to pose as 

widowed Ruth Denbigh, nevertheless behaves with great nobility 

of charater and fortitude once her true situation is exposed. 

She volunteers to nurse the sick and dying, including her 

ailing seducer, in the process losing her own life. The 

narrative commands her to pay the ultimate price for her 

'fall' into sexual 'sin': her innocence is the ambiguous pivot 

of Gaskell's narration. 

In North and South Margaret Hale chooses to identify with 

the working class as she visits Bessy Higgins and comforts 

her. Even when seeming to change sides by marrying a 

manufacturer, she nevertheless uses her newly gained financial 

power in the interests of the working class. While the 

narrative contrasts the ways of the South with those of the 

North, the heroine grows in stature as she is compelled to 

question former ways and finds herself falling in love with a 

man she disliked. Again, Gaskell centralizes a woman's choice 

and powers. 

Wives and Daughters is Gaskell's most complex 
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achievement. It presents the narratives of three women 

characters whose lives are interwoven. Hyacinth Kirkpatrick's 

marriage to Mr Gibson dramatically affects the heroine's life, 

and Cynthia's deviousness is also seen to be a result both of 

her mother's neglect and influence. Mrs Gibson herself is an 

interesting combination of so-called typically feminine 

qualities: superficiality, allure, manipulativeness, and 

'learned helplessness'. These are portrayed in meticulous 

detail and with consistent satire. The telling of these three 

women's stories as they interconnect is a complicated affair. 

Between Mr Preston and the two Hamley brothers, not to mention 

Mr Gibson himself, the attentions and affections of the three 

women are divided and disguised. It is indeed a pity that 

Gaskell's premature death robbed both her and the readers of 

the conclusive ending only she could have provided. 

What remains to be done is to compare women writers' 

narrative strategies with those of their male counterparts. 

While I certainly would not suggest that women writers have a 

monopoly on any particular narrative strategy, I do maintain 

that there is a tendency among the women writers under 

discussion in this study to use narration to problematize 

women's issues. 



APPENDIX 

Preface to the Second Edition 

of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall 

While I acknowledge the success of the present work to 

have been greater than I anticipated, and the praises it has 

elicited from a few kind critics to have been greater than it 

deserved, I must also admit that from some other quarters it 

has been censured with an asperity which I was as little 

prepared to expect, and which my judgment, as well as my 

feelings, assures me is more bitter than just. It is scarcely 

the province of an author to refute the arguments of his 

censors and vindicate his own productions, but I may be 

allowed to make here a few observations with which I would 

have prefaced the first edition, had I foreseen the necessity 

of such precautions against the misapprehensions of those who 

would read it with a prejudiced mind or be content to judge it 

by a hasty glance. 

My object in writing the following pages was not simply 

to amuse the Reader, neither was it to gratify my own taste, 

nor yet to ingratiate myself with the Press and the Public: I 

wished to tell the truth, for truth always conveys its own 

moral to those who are able to receive it. But as the 

priceless treasure too frequently hides at the bottom of a 

well, it needs some courage to dive for it, especially as he 

that does so will be likely to incur more scorn and obloquy 



288 

for the mud and water into which he has ventured to plunge, 

than thanks for the jewel he procures; as, in like manner, she 

who undertakes the cleansing of a careless bachelor's 

apartment will be liable to more abuse for the dust she 

raises, than commendation for the clearance she effects. Let 

it not be imagined, however, that I consider myself competent 

to reform the errors and abuses of society, but only that I 

would fain contribute my humble quota towards so good an aim, 

and if I can gain the public ear at all, I would rather 

whisper a few wholesome t~uths therein than much soft 
' 

nonsense. 

As the story of 'Agnes Grey' was accused of extravagant 

overcolouring in those very parts that were carefully copied 

from the life, with a most scrupulous avoidance of all 

exaggeration, so, in the present work, I find myself censured 

for depicting con amore, with 'a morbid love of the coarse, if 

not of the brutal', those scenes which, I will venture to 

say, have not been more painful for the most fastidious of my 

critics to read, than they were for me to describe. I may have 

gone too far, in which case I shall be careful not to trouble 

myself or my readers in the same way again; but when we have 

to do with vice and vicious characters, I maintain it is 

better to depict them as they really are than as they would 

wish to appear. To represent a bad thing in its least 

offensive light is doubtless the most agreeable course for a 

writer of fiction to pursue; but is it the most honest, the 
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safest? Is it better to reveal the snares and pitfalls of life 

to the young and thoughtless traveller, or to cover them with 

branches and flowers? Oh, Reader! if there were less of this 

delicate concealment of facts - this whipering 'Peace, peace,' 

when there is no peace, there would be less of sin and misery 

to the young of both sexes who are left to wring their bitter 

knowledge from experience. 

I would not be understood to suppose that the proceedings 

of the unhappy scapegrace with his few profligate companions I 

have here introduced are a specimen of the common practices of 

society: the case is an extreme one, as I trusted none would 

fail to perceive; but I know that such characters do exist, 

and if I have warned one rash youth from following in their 

steps, or prevented one thoughtless girl from falling into the 

very natural error of my heroine, the book has not been 

written in vain. But, at the same time, if any honest reader 

shall have derived more pain than pleasure from its perusal, 

and have closed the last volume with a disagreeable impression 

on his mind, I humbly crave his pardon, for such was far from 

my intention; and I will endeavour to do better another time, 

for I love to give innocent pleasure. Yet, be it understood, I 

shall not limit my ambition to this, - or even to producing 'a 

-
perfect work of art': time and talents so spent I should 

consider wasted and misapplied. Such humble talents as God has 

given me I will endeavour to put to their greatest use; if I 

am able to amuse I will try to benefit too; and when I feel it 
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my duty to speak an unpalatable truth, with the help of God, I 

will.speak it, though it be to the prejudice of my name and to 

the detriment of my reader's immediate pleasure as well as my 

own. 

One word more, and I have done. Respecting the author's 

identity, I would have it to be distinctly understood that 

Acton Bell is neither Currer nor Ellis Bell, and therefore, 

let not his faults be attributed to them. As to whether the 

name be real or fictitious, it cannot greatly signify to those 

who know him only by his works. As little, I should think, can 

it matter whether the writer so designated is a man, or a 

woman as one or two of my critics profess to have discovered. 

I take the imputation in good part, as a compliment to the 

just delineation of my female characters; and though I am 

bound to attribute much of the severity of my censors to this 

suspicion, I make no effort to refute it, because, in my own 

mind, I am satisfied that if a book is a good one, it is so 

whatever the sex of the author may be. All novels are or 

should be written for both men and women to read, and I am at 

a loss to conceive how a man should permit himself to write 

anything that would be really disgraceful to a woman, or why a 

woman should be censured for writing anything that would be 

proper and becoming for a man. 

Anne Bronte 
July 22nd, 1848. 
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