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ABSTRACT

In the ni,neteentbmrcentury, arecurrent literary image emerged, in the form
of the invalid g'enl‘rlewoman. Victorian physicians attempted to explain the
preponderance of ailing middle- and upper-class women in terms of physical
infelriority and emotional susceptibility. Inveking, among other ailments,
the now archaic designation of npeurasthenia, the medical profession
reinforrced the recelrved assumptions that comprised and perpetuatsd the
image of the feminine ideal. However, it is evident that this ideal and all
that it embodied and prescribedled to the-widespi*ead i1l health that women
were experiencing. The enforced domesticity and idleness, limited
opportunities, and soclalconstraints that characterized thelives of many
Victorian gentlewomen predisposed them to debility. Charlotte Bronté and
Elizabeth Gaskell are particularly adept at analysing the lrife experiences
c‘rf‘ajling women through the medium of fiction, and revealing moie plausible
and perr.:éptive explanations for their overwhelming numbers. Wives and
Daughters and Shirley éspecially provide uwncommon lInsight into the

connection between women's health and their oppressive lifestyles.
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CHAPTER 1

Neurasthenia, Invalidism and the Victorian Novel

The conflict between conceptions of the ideal Victorian woman and her
living, breathing counterpér‘t had grave anseq‘uencas. As one c¢ritic has
enquired, "How does a woman prepare herself for a vocation of altruism . ..
What does it do to her as a human being?"" The writings of many Viclorian
novelists suggest some responses to these and other difficulties. Flclion
provides a faithful and rintuitive appreciatioﬁ of thce intricacies underlying
middle- to upprerﬁolass Victorian women's many and various consiraints. Once
one takes into consideration theauthor's subjective position, the demands of
his/her audience, and the personal and soclal factors which influenced them,
the Victorian novel, with its abundance of detail and numerous t?»:am‘altia
characters, provides considerable insight into Victorian society and the
anomalcus positionrwoman inhabited therein.

VWhetherrby subtle or obtrusive means, Hlé Viciorian woman's strugglé
for autbnomy manifeéted itself in myriad forms, each one i{lluminating and
explicating the phenomenon of female existence in a paternallstic and
restrictive culture. One expression of the underlying tensions experienced
by Victorian women is a literary motif that recurs with frightening
persistency: the image of the invalid gentlewoman, who pervades much of

Victorianliterature.Foreshadowed in Austen’s portrayal of the "delicate and

iPatricia Meyer Spacks, "Taking Care: Some Women Novelists,” Novel Fall (1972):
36. ' ‘ : ‘ ;



nervous” Fanny Price and pre-Viclorian soclety, in Mansfield Park (1814), are
the ruminations o5f a great many nineteenth-century writers, who have
recorded for posterity their perceptions of a predominantly ailing female
soclety, the authenticity of which is borne out when they are Juxtaposedwith
‘historical evidence.

Vlctorian novelists, in depicting female invalidism in their culture, may
not have undersrtood the sccloecohomic ‘causes that precipitated and
perpetua ted female infirmity (albeit many did). However, the very prevalence
of feminine invalidism in Victorian novels is revealing. In some cases there
was no doubt merely a recognition of the problem of female i1l health and
nothing more, but there were alsp practical concerns (most particularlyin the
case of the female novelist) that could not be ignored. Through carefully
probing the myths surrounding women and by deviating from the norm in
depictihg their heroines, some novelists rriske‘:d alienating their audience,
which was mainly comprised of middle- and‘upper~class readers. These readers
presumably shared the essentiaily middle-class values from which the
recefived feminine ideal derivéd, which dictated that rreal women, and thus
heroines in fiction, shguld,be subservignt, chaste, and devout, and aspire,
above all, to exchange théix; parents’ authority for that of their husband.
No doubt this 1s one of the foremost reasons for the widespread
conservativism of many Victorian novels: "Few women novelists of this period
ave active reformers (at least in their fiction), and their books are generally
not the forerunners of social change; however, in the pilctures which they
present they reveal the problems which women faced, the limitations of the

traditional female role, and some alternatives to the currently accepted
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ideals.”® Therefore, the very act of writing invalid gentlewomen into the
literature of the period becomes a form of social commentary on the
conditions militating against Victorian women.

The Victorianwoman is often characterized inliterature as an indolent
creature, swooning, crying for smelling salts or generally the vicltim of a
debilitating lassitude. There i3 a wealth of information, notably in the work
of Charlotie Bronté and Elizabeth Gaskell, which illuminates the condition of
Victorian woman and the dis-esase from which she suffered at the hands of an
essentially migogynist society. Bront#, in fact, directly confroonts the
masculine ideals which enclose and exclude females, rendering their entire sex
"invalid” in all spheres except that of wife and mother. In Shiriejf (1849, both
Caroline Helstone and Shiriey Keeldar agonize over their limited choloes and
impotence, and eventually their psychological turmoil translates itself into
physical 1nfirmify. In Wives and Daughters (1866), not a single major female
character escapes some form of debilily as a result of socially and
spiritually oppressive living conditions. Characters in the works of bolh
novelists exhibit the tendencies typically associated with a "neurasthenic”
condition and the reasons underlying their decline are explicated. These

depictions of female invalids are cauticus and discreet,;® but carry

2Susan Koppelman Cornillon, ed., Images of Women in Fiction: Feminist
Perspectives (Ohio: Bowling Green University Popular Press, 1972), p. 29,

3Susan Gorsky writes the following with regard to the wariness of Victorian
writers: "Some of the more prominent female characters (especially In the
works of George Eliot, Mrs. Gaskell, Charlotte Bronté and Virginia Woolf) are
carefully individualized and realistically portrayed. Of equal importance dre
those characters who appear to fit the familiar molds and yet through whom
those molds are inspected for flaws. Outright relections of the traditional
roles of woman or the received picture of the heroine are rare; rather, the
questioning which occurs within the novels is cautlous, the disapproval
generally subtle. Nomatter how strongly the author may have disbelieved the

3



portentousmeaning which indicts their society’s values, This social criticism
usually operates through implication. This thesis focuses on a detailed
l ‘,(_rlis«::ussion of female health in these twonovels. Before examining these works,
however, a context must be provided, indicating the status of female ill health
in this period..

There are many and diversa2 reasons for the emerzgence ¢f the image of
‘the female invalid in Victorian fiction and here the disciplines of history,
-medicine, and literature must necessarily intersect. While history sought teo
fecord the phenomena which medicine professed to discover and treat,
‘Vliterature sought to probe the mechanisms which resultedin”a terrible decay
nf female health all over the land,"* both in fiction and reality. Certain
repcated features of Victorian novéls suggest that the marginal statu.sr;r of
women was related to their physical decline in such numbers. They were bound
to an ideal of femininity which necessarily jeopérdized their well-being.

However, when the medical'prafession in_tervened, it proposeda theory
and method of treatment which aftributed the widespread decline of female
health to woman's lnherenilﬁ inferior and nervous constitution. Medical
discussion played a signiﬂcant role in what Foucault calls the
"hy tﬁrivizatian of Qoﬁlan“,:“ V"Fefmales ware believéd to exhibit nervous
weaknesses, even as childreﬁ, more frequently thanmales. As one medical man

pufit, girls frequently displayed a 'morbid susceptibility of the nervous

wisdomor appropriateness of the tradition, her doubts were expressedgently”
(Images of Women in Fiction: Feminist Perspectives, p. 29).

*Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English, For Her Own Good: 150 Years of ithe
Expert's Advice ta Women, (New York: Anchor Press, 1978), p. 103.

sMichel Foucault, The History of ¢ema]1tv. Vel. I - An Introductwn, (New York:
thagu Books, 1930), p. 121,



system.”® Most often, they were diagnesed as neurasthenic ov hysteric,
Catéh‘ail terms which could refer to a greét diversity of symptoms. The
medical profession streve to explain female debility in terms of bivlogical
inferiority and usuually prescribed isolation and lack of stimuius as a cure-
all.

However, many writers at the time perceived that the numbers of female
invalids were so disproportionate as toindicate something was amiss, beyond
the mediéal explanations. These explanations were not only self-interested,

but tended to ignoré the potential significance of the ilimited sphere of the

typical Victorianwoman. Women, themselves, perceived the connectionbetweon

[¥7]

fheir restricted existence and physical infirmity, For instance, Florence
ﬁightingale haé débﬁménied the phenomenon of declinlngr.i‘i:fma]_t:éwrln;:aithr based
botl} onrrher personal experiences and on those of women in ger)eral, and
expressed outrage 6V81‘ the enforced ’passi?ity; ennul, and repression which
most often characterized the Victorian woman;s exis t,e,nr(:c;%, and had illnes 5 as
its consequence. Because women were de‘n«led significant oy satisfactory
occupaticen, and were . forced to define themselves only in personal

relationships, Nightingale argoes that they became increasingly dependent on
their inner lives and therefore more prone to depression andmental collapse.
Furthermore, sickness held a certain perverse appeal in some instances:

"Sickness presents a tempting escape from the contingency of the female role;

it offers a respeciable reason to be alone, and real, if perverse,

SDeborah Gorham, The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal, (London: Billing &
Sons, 1382), p. T2. ‘
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”orppo‘r—tunit'ies for selfwdevel@pment.“T Manyrr‘lictorian women were expected
' ;ta éénf{:rm, from an early age, to anideal that embodied idleness, domesticity,
- and ch#;stity (but, oddly enough, maternal virtues as well). They were

:‘frequently expected toamuse themselves in cultivayting a smattering of (often

' ‘rus'eless)accomplishments, such as embroidery or sewing. Intellectual pursuits
P{er,é discouraged in many Househalds as women were perceived as too

E ﬁhdi.{sc’iplihed for rigorous study and too delicate to make any progress
. VWIt:'h'orurt necessarily risking their physical Wellwbeing. In general, many women
were taught that they were abnormal if they did not derive satisfaction from
attending to the family hearth and little else, and if they did not, above all,
= aspire to matrimony as their raison d'étre.

| . Nightingale's Cassandra (written between 1852 and 1859 and published in
:192‘8) reveals the various conditions which caused malaise on the part of
women which doetozis had a vested intererst in overlooking. In fact, doctors
wére,'kont to 'p]r'escrribrerrrigid adherence to the Victorianideal of femininity as
a fpmedy for the malaise which seems infact to have been caused by this ideal.
Physiciyans were more concerned with the physical health than the
psychulogicalr well-belng of their patients. While they were not necessarily
'iﬁtér,és ted in lmposing conventional sex roles upon their female patients,
inevitably they did, by and large, share the prevailing attitudes of their age,

which influenced their beliefs ,and practises.® While this may have c¢ccurred

TElaine Showalter, The Female Malady: Women, Madness, and English Culture,
1830~ 1980 (New Iork' Pengum Bcoks 1985), p. 64.

“Deborah Gorham has the following fo say with regdrd to the Victorian
doctors' tendency to reinforce the ideology of femininityin their treatments:
"Their [Victorian physicians} belief that there was a connection between
normal puberty and what they saw as healthy behaviour caused them to
advocate behavioural changes in their patients. And from the descriptions

8



" on a subconscious level, nonetheless it serv’ed to perpetuate the onslaught
of pétients rfrom whom physicians drew their ‘fee: "’daﬂy we see ﬁeﬁi‘otics,
r;eﬁrasthenics, hysterics, and the like . . every large city (is] filled with
nefvefspecialists and their chambers with patients.'®

Meanwhile, numerous practical changes In the realms of education and
empioyment were being made which potentially improved conditions for many
women. For example, Queern‘s College for women was opened in Londen in 1848 and
women increasingly moved into such professions as nursing after the 1850's.
However, ﬁomen’s delicate health was often posltéd as ardangerous, if not
lethal, hlndfance to theylr professional and educational success in these
7 '7«":}71&73:’35;7 Whﬂe new oppoftunities for growth and self--fulflllmént in education
and the professions wéiré being offeredto wémeﬁ, docfofs were simultaneously
warning then that pursuit of these opportunities would result in illness,
infer'tllitry,' and decimation of the middle- and upper-class population. The |
medical profession drew a correlation between the epidemic of nervous
disorders (anorexia nervosa, hysteria, and neurasthenia) of the perlod and
women's ambition. Obviously, they were dolng no more than expressing the
vaiues of their cultux;e, but the:erxtent of the damage wroﬁght permea teﬁ the
literature of the time. Women suffered the effects of suppreéslon, oftenwith
grave results: "Depression, lllhess, withdrawal, and complaint . . ., were

feminine forms of protest far less effective than rebellion and action . .

B associatredr v:ii‘th'abnérmél iemalé puberty, 1{ is evidrenrt that the behaviour
that medical men perceived as normal closely reflected the Victorlan ideal of
feminine girlhood” (The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal, p. 90).

SThe Female Ha!ady, p. 121.



| middle-class Victorian women were . . . rendered so crazy and powerless by
their society that they could rail and rave but never act.”®

There are difficulties inherent in retrospectively analysing a
'pherlom;311orx which was on the larger scale documented and described by male
_medical practitioners and historians, and on r'the personal level recorded
r'primrarily through fiction, diaries, and other forms of autobiographical
writing. Inevitably, the question of which experts to consult and wbich writers
to include and exclude must be faced. There are only statistics, medical
: Joﬁrnals, and writings of an often biased nature to consult with regard to the
medical aspects of such a study. Fiction, necessarily sublective, must be
‘ cfxreftﬂly perused. in o;’der to avoid the very generalizations that physiclans
”were guilty of in thi:. era. Therefor'e this thesis deals extensively with only
two texts, although reference is made to others This concentrd»ed focus
: reveals a surfeitl of female invalids within the confines of a handful of works.
It also dremonstratés' that one need not look far to uncover a soclal problem
that defies medical expertise. There is an implicit recognition underlying this
thesis that health care and physical conditions were manifestly inferior to
those of the present age and thereforé that physical well-belng was
r‘x&ces#arlly more di'ffiéult to méintain in thé Victorian périod. However, it is
the disproport‘lonate number of ailing women that is held up for consideration
7" here. |
Another difficulty facing such an exposition concerns the neurasthenic
‘conditlorn itself, which, for the sake of brevity, will be dealt with

lndepéndently of other complaints (it encompasses enough on its own to

Csersia.



warrant special consideration). This elusive and inexact diagnosis reflects
‘both the Victorianphysician's perplexity when confronted with so many, vavied
and persistent symptoms, and his tenacious efforts to cobble together so
many complaints into an all-inclusive definition/diagnosis.

The originator of the now archaic term neurasthenia (from neuro for
nerve and asthenia for weakness) was the eminent nineteenth-century
neurologist George M. Beard (1839-15883), whose theories almost invariably
influenced subsequent diagnosis and treatment. He described this infirmily as
a "functional disease of the nervous system without structural organic
changes but distinct from mental {llness (insaniiy)."™ Beard stressed that
nervousness did not arise from emotional excess nor excitability as it was a
rphysical rather rthan a mental state. Thllb neurastheniarwa: ol a physimﬂr
~nature but deveid of any organic basis. From the late njngteenth~~century,
until Freud's psychological terms began to byecomegenerall‘y épceptéd by the
medical coinmunity in the early years of the twentieth-century, neurasthenia
was used to characterize almost every nonspecific emotional d.lsordr::r
(although it was not, of course, to be linked to the emotions in terms of
causality) short of outright msanity from vaguu stress to severe neuroses
Beard; an American physician, argued that neurasthenia was a predominantly
American syndrome: however, his explanations for the rise of thi‘s phenomenon
in the social and technological advances of sociely easily lent themselves to
describe the British condition. Moreover, as the middle-class British woman
was usually concerned with the establishment of the social position of the

family, she was subject to the same presures: "Middle~clas s women were

s2Apthur Kleinman, Social Origins of Distress and Df.s'ease, (New Haven: Yale
Unlverslty Press, 1986), p- 15. -



éufsuin;g a'career of sociability, the necessary complement to a man’s career
kﬁf monetarily remﬁn%rated work”. 1=

There are many flaws inherent and immediately obvious in Beard's
assertions. Firstly, it is clearly directed toward the American male
speciﬂcally, who, a‘ltrhough neurasthenia was by no means confined to the
temale sex, definitely appeared to suffer infinitesimally in comparison with

women in terms of sheer volume.? Secondly, if it does address women, it does

= s¢ only indirectly. Certalnly the competitive aspects of North Amevrican {(and

British) capitalist industrialized society affected women. However, again, it
was on a different scale from that which affected the male, énd manifested
ritself iﬁ a distlnct fashion. American {vomen presumably felt pressure to

ascend thF‘ social ladder Howevex, this ascent was passwe, it was lpft for the
wife to comport herself in a manner befitting or enhanclng the social position
‘whlch her husband achieved. Perhaps British seoclal status was l1e 35 volatile
in this period, yet compelltmn amongst middle— to upper—class Britons existed
no less, manifesting itself in aconstantly raging battle over minute degrees
of Socla}. slatus/accepfanée, which gave rise to considerable tension: "A
sensé of anxlety Is such a pervasive element in Victorlan discourse that one
historian has seenjlt as the most ihportant feature of threr Victorian ’fx‘:;me
of mind.""** However, the English class system was still relatively static
c,ompared to that of the United States. This blend of stagnation and

' apprphenbim of changes forthcoming likely contributed as much to stress and

wEllzabeth Langland "Nobody 5 Angels: Domestic Ideology and Middle-Class
‘Women in the Victorian Novel,” PMLA Vol. 107, No.2 (March 1982): 2394.

137"1)9 Fema]e Malady,; p. 137.
14T he Victorx’an Gjrl and The Femjnjne Ideal, p- 3.

10’7;



generalmalaise in England as did the competitive nature of capitalism and the
eternal quest of the upwardly mobile in North America. Beard dees 'admi% that
Vn‘euras theniahadits originincivilization.in general and American civilization
in particular. Therefore, his ruminatiens on this topic can be (and were)
-extended to the population of any civilized, industrialized society. It remains
debatable whether he was correct in assuming the conditions of North America
provided a more favourable socioeconomic "climate” for neurasthenia.

Finally,itis never reallyclear why Brearrd divorces this ailment from the
psyche. The correlationbetween thé anxie twq of copingwithcapitalist values
and endeavours and subsequent mental strain seem to pave the way ftor a
psychosomatic explanation of caﬁsa]ity and yet Beard seerms reﬁol}lte in his
belief that neurasthenlia is entirf:iﬂy a "physica]:” complaint and not a "mental
state.” Further exploration of the various guises in which neurasthenia
- presented Itself x'eveals similar di.screpz{ni:ies.

,After Beard, neurasthenia was variously descri‘bed e;nd defined and {15
symptoms were of seemingly infinite variety, the most prevalent being that of
tatigue: | | 7

Fatigue 6£ mobd is marked by depression of a mild kina, a liability

to worry, an unenthusiasm for those one loves or for the things

formerly dearest. And finally the fatigue is often marked by a lack

of control over the emotional expresslion, 50 that anger blazes

forth more easily over trifles, and the tears come upon even a

slight vexation. "To be neurasthenic is to magnify the pins and

pricks of life into calamities, and to be the victim of an abnormal
state that is neither health nor disease."*?

Neurasthenia could manifest itself In either pains and aches of a specific,

localized nature or in a more general malalse. Changes In the appetile, such

8 Abraham Myerson, The Nervous Housewife, (Boston: Little, Brown & Co.,1929),
pp. 20-21. , : ‘

1



| éé the loss théreofrcr capriciousness, the conditionof the stomach or bowels,
cons’ i{ ati Cifi;, &isturbed sleep {insomnia or fitful sleep), fear, dyspepsia,
7depression, andr many nonverifiable complaints were among the more coemmon
'-Sy‘m‘p’toms described. The experté seemed to catalogue a curiously inclusive
o liat bf symétoms in their diagnoses and, although careful examination could

'reveali no organic basls for these ailments, nevertheless they proved

incapacﬁitat’ing,to individuals who had previously led contented and fruitful

;llfves.‘"; Neurasthenia's causes continued to be shrouded in nebulous terms
,which y.ireldedrneithe'r a feasiblephysicral nor psychological explication.*”

| ,PhySicians ‘ dlffered somewhat with regard to their definitions of

ngkrdsthenia,and the genéralVdéscription'of”tms malady was varied slightly,‘

| ‘Eﬁtﬁs‘uré.hvariance 7was ‘usuallyrlrﬁélgniﬁcant. One constant, however, was the

,:;prepdnderance of women cromplralnring ofrthe forementioned-symptoms. Inevit-

; a‘bl‘y;“the issue of their gender would inflﬁenbe treatment and how the malady
was regarded generally. | |

Sexuality Was deemed detrimental to the health of the female

neura‘strhene: "No one fact in the history of sexualyexhaustlon is more

1nteresktingr and 1nétrﬁctlve trhanr the orpposite effects that are produced by

-exrcesrs; The whole nervous system may be disturbed with a vast array of

180ne author even claimed that neurasthenia was due to a lack of balance
between the left and right hemispheres of the brain.It is the "want of balance”
‘and unity between the two brains (meaning unconscious and conscious,
objective and subjective) that causes neurasthenia. This faultybrain control
is due to psychological causes that remain unidentified in his treatise. See
F.G. Gosling, Before Freud: Neurasthenia and the American Medical Comunity
187 0- 1910 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987), p.. 2 ’

”Neurasthema has been described as a "more respectable somatic mantle to
~cover mental ﬂlnesses and psychological and social problems that otherwise

raise embarassing issues of morai culpabillty and soclial stigma" (Soc/al
Origins of Distres.s and Dlsease, p- 15)
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functional phenomena, or the entire force of the disease may expend itself
‘locaily."*® It was considered unethical as well as Irresponsible to treat
women suffering from such symptoms through counselling or like means.

Moreover, the medical profession appeared to be split on this issue as it

. contajned inherent contradictions. In this period, anxiety surrounding female

sexuality often took the form of denying that woman could be a sexual
creature. Tordiagno'se excess as the rpot VGf ﬁer complaint would definitely
elucidate the dangers lurking within exéressions of sexuality on her part. Yot
it would also ruﬁ contrary to the traditiornal image of the Victorian woman.
‘Therefore, many physicians ruled out Vsexual excess as a causal factor in
,,,y,the,ir'paytients. Either way, sexuality ‘wzrls presented as an ,ancmalous‘(w
pathological quality when expressed by women, |
Scientific objectivity, or rather attempts thereat, dominated the
literature on this malady. Heredi{y and biologicalfactors were considered the
culprits leading fo the neurasthenic C(indi'ti(’:ri (and yet"thi"s was arrived at
largely by process of elimination). Physiclians Goncluded that the mo’st viable
explanation for the preponderance of female neurasthenes lay in the realmof
biclogy. Womenwere physicaily weaker thanmen, and since flney experienced the
ordeal of childbirth (in an age that no longevr saw labour and‘dtalive:r‘y as
‘ entir'ely na tﬁral), they were considered more sens’itly'e to emotlonal distress,
MOheover, women's internal organs continually waged war on their health
’ffom the momernt they commenced functioning. The theories that gulded doctors’

practises from the latter nineteén,th-cen,tur‘_y to the early fwentiethwcentury

1E'Gieox'g'e M. Beard, Sexual Ne,u}asthenia,' (New York: Arno Press, 1972 0;1898); P
136. - : - o . SN
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held that women's normal state was that of infirmity*® and it was generally
accepted that women's reproductive organs kept their healthin this continual
' sr,ta’te -0f flux. This belief again led to the paradox of female sexuality:
"alt’hough women were perceived as specialised for the function of sex, they
were to be wholly un-sexual; because sex was their raison d'étre, certain
theories became 'tenable.'"#® These theories consisted of the belief that
7 cairery,c:t),ncelvable ailment ina i‘gamala patient was fhe result of dysfunctional
reproductive organs.®* Despite the fact that lust was often considered
deviant in the female patient, it did apparently surface periodically, evoking
- genuine concern (if not chagrin) in the physician. Therefore it became
ne(,essa,ry to dvpxiv; the patient of all potentially lewd or provocative
materials and events. Even passwnate or lustful thoughts inspir-ﬂd by fiction,
rfestivll:ies, flirtations. or hot drinks could proyve injurious to a woman's
physiolbgy. This and like hypothea GO 'reg’arding the dangers of the

intellect’”" or merely stimull of various sorts, were inherent in the theory

*oFor Her Own Good, p. 110.

zorpid, p.120.

- ®ifp fact, these organs often took complete precedence over consideration of
the patient as a whole being: "Professor M.L., Holbrook, addressing a medical
society in 1870, stated that it seemed 'as if the Almighty, in creating the
female sex, had taken the uterus and built up a woman around it'" (For Her Own

Good, p. 120).

=27t was believed that higher education would cause women's uteruses to
atrophy. The mental woman as opposed to the uterine woman could aspire only
to the status of freak, morally and medically. Moreover, she was seen as the
very "apotheosis of selfishness” from the standpoint of "biological ethics”
(For Her Own Good, p. 1“9)
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of the rest cure in particular and the imposition of idle and bland lifestyles
on women in general.==s

If the vterus and ovaries had definitively come to reign over women's
~entire physiological condition, the brain was conversely seen as potentially
damaging to female health (that is, when applied to intellectual or stimulating
activities; when conscientiously employed in the management of a household,
the brainwas considered harmless). Many authorities deemed reproduction as
the only viable female pursuit, subordinating all other vocations to it: "women
wer2 urged to throw their weight behind the uterus and resist the temptations
of the brain. Because reproduction was worﬁan’s grand pur;ﬁose inlife, doctors
agréed that women had to concentrate all their gnergy downward toward the
womb."2* - | | o | |

Such doctrines perpetuated a condition that was already of such
epidémic, proportions that the birth rate in the middle- to upper-classes
shrénk significantly, alarming a number of authorities who believed in social
Darwinism. Sickness and reproductivity could not share space for long, and
soon it became apparent that it was the former that was gaining ground.®®
Followiﬁg this growth patterx"n, neurasthénia reached its peak in the sarly
years of the fwexitieth~*cen'tux*y and b@gan”irts decline, both diagrios tically and

as a phenomenon, after 1910.2°

231t is now generally recognised that the rest cure used methods similar to
those employedintwentieth-centurybrainwashing techniques: totalisolation,
sensory deprivation, and the like (For Her Own Good, p. 131).

2&For Her Own Good, p, 127.

281pid, p. 134.

26Before Freud, p. 13.



‘Economic, social and aesthetic considerations apparently exerted a

~. profound influence on the incidence of neurasthenia, revealing that the basi

W

‘for this malady could not possibly be biological. The fact that neurasthenia
became fashionable for some leisured women is perhaps the most obvious

indicator of a more complex explanation. Sickness, in the latter half of the

- acceptable, even stylish, to retire to bedwith 'sick headaches,’ 'nerves,' and
various unmentionable 'female troubles,” and that indefinable nervous
disorder 'neurasthenia' was considered, in some circles, to be a mark of
lntelleét and sensitivityr.”? The more susceptible to the pressures of daily
living that a woman showed herself to be, the more it appeared that she was
a spiritual creature, above, andincapable of dealing with, the stresses of the
mundane world. This led inexorably to frightening practices and attitudes.
Some society ladies even took to ingesting arsenic as a means of attaining a
pallid and 'slckly appearance. Both fashion trends and a restrictive lifestyle
facilltated a neurasthenic reaction:

But if sickness was a reaction, on woman's part, to a difficult

situation, it was not a way out. If you have to be idle, you might

as well be sick, and sickness, in turn, legitimates idleness. From

the romantic perspective, the sick womanwas not that far off from

the ideal woman anyway. A morbid aesthetic developed, in which

sickness was seen as a source of female beauty, and, beauty in

the high fashion sense was in fact a source of sickness. Over and

over, nineteenth-century vromantic paintings feature the

beautiful invalid ... .=*®

The social structure which glorified the image of the invalid gentlewoman

reveals that "hostility never lies too far below the surface of sexual

®TFor Her Own Good, p. 108..
=sIbid, p. 108. |
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romanticism.”®® Neurasthenia's perverse brand of popularitly was nurtured
by a species of paternalistic necrophilia and the fact that it was a socially
acceptable, if ineffectual, form of either protes! or withdrawal.

The absence of working-class women in the physician's consulting room
indicates another curious aspect of this disease. It was confined to the
middle-andupper-classes. Thisdiscrepancyprovokes immediate suspicionwith
regard to the biological theories of causationalready discussed. Poor women
did not seem to suffer from this malady, ov at least didnot seekprofessional
help for it. Middle- to upper—class women, rhrowe"ve,r, had become subject to a
sexuo—-economic relationship with their husbands upon entering into the
mérried state; they performed sexual and reproduclive duties inexchange for
financial support.®® Poor women had neithér the funds nor the time to
cultivate neurasthenic symploms. Neuvasthenia was a luxury, afflicling only
the moneyed, leisured classes, and as will be seen from an anaylsis of several
Victorian novels, it was this very leisure, coupled with WO{xien‘s particular
circumstances, and social expectations, that gave i"is‘e to infirmity.
Physiclans made a few feeble efforts to explain the immunity of working-class
women, but therse did no more than continue ther wrork of exalting the t‘wmininé

ideal.®*

*elbid, p. 109.

#20live Schreiner called the position of the middle~ to upper-class woman
that of "female parasitism” (For Her Own Good, p. 105).

#Many theories were proferred to explain the discrepancy between the
neurasthenic tendencies of the wealthy woman and the immunity of the poor:
"the medical profession sturdily maintained that it was affluent women who
were most delicate and most in need of medical attention, "Civilization’ had
made the middle-class woman sickly; her physical frallty went hand-in-white-
gloved~handwithher superior modesty, refinement, and sensitivity”. The poor
are brushed aside as being hopelessly robust: "better off women were slckly
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Neurasthenia's origins and the reasons underlying its prevalence are
most thoroughly revealed in an analysis of the apbringing and prospects of
‘many Victorian gentlewomen. The education and indoctrination that msst young
" girls received helps explain the forces at work upon their self~esteem. In the
early and mid-Victorian years, manuals designed for young girls emphasized
that their futur= role as adult women would invelve, abeve all, an acceptance
of limitations, and dependence vpon the male as a physical and intellectual
superior:

In the words of Sara Slickney Ellis, author of The Daughters of

England, one of the most popular early-Victorian manuals of
advice for middle-class girls: "As women, then, the first thing of
importance is to be content to be inferior to men,inferior in
mental power, in the same proportionas you are inferior in bodily
strength.” Inadolescence, the testing ground for adulthood, girls

were to accept that they must keep a tight rein both on their

asplrations and on their behaviour. Whereas boys, inadolescence,

were  encouraged to develop their independence, girls were

encouraged to accept dependence on the male as a natural and

inevitable part of the feminine condition .. .®?
~That this and like efforts at conditioning resulted In a sense of
superfluity on the part of many Victorian girls/women is obvious. Generally,
woman was, from her earliest years, destined for a fate vastly different from
that of her brothers, in fact its very antithesis. Whereas activity reigned in
his sphere, passivity and indolence characterized hers. Education was not

denied most Vicltorian girls, but it was often of an entirely distinct nature,

because it usuwally endeavored to suppress, rather than reveal, their

because of their refined and civilized lifestyle. Fortunately, however, this
same lifestyle made them amenable to lengthy medical treatment., Poor and
working-class women were inherently stronger, and this was also fortunate,
since their lifestyle disqualified themfromlengthymedical treatment anyway”
(For Her Own Good, pp. 114-115).

S2The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal, p. 102.
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aspirations and native intelligence. This period is noted for its variablility

.y

in the area of femaie educatlicn. The education of some girls was completely

‘neglected, while a minority received instruclion both rigorous and extensive.
However, it remains a fact that a girl's early education was ravely something
whichmight be taken Lo its logical conclusionat a university or in the public
sphere: although the first women's college (Girton) was founded in Cambridge
in1869, womencould nol receive thelr degrees there until 1347, Consegquen iy,
amore extensive education, besides appearing inapprepriate for a girl, could
‘make her limited opportunities in later life even move traumaltic lo deal with.
Her future, it was assumed, lay in a domestic setting, unlike that of he:
brothers. That most Victorian girls became aware of their dependence and
infei;ior status at the threshold of adxﬂthood, when all should havcrln_zn;:;r
opening outwards for them, is doubly appalling.®™

Even the prominent Victerian mental h'eaﬂh x?eéfm"me.r, John Conolly,
perceivred a correlation between the quality of female e;duz:aiéon and Lhe
prevalence of mental disorders In women. Wom n formed the vast majority of
inmates in mental asylums by the year 1850 and Conolly had observed the

problems inherent in a lady's sducation which facilitated their decline. He

found the condition of the female mmd appalling, even in the higher classes:

F3Lpuisa Hubbard, inThe Year-Book of Women's Work (1875 pp. 6- Tywrites: "Until
it is recognised that education means neither a cramming of facts nor a
smattering of accomplishments, but a preparation for life, and for the
demands which life makes upon every woman, whether married or single, these
sad consequences of deliberate incapacity and helplessness must dDOUﬂd
Whilst pdrpnts persist in venturing their daughters’ welfare on the single
chance of a successful marriage, a chance which by circumstances notl under
her control, is daily being eroved further fromcertainty, misery of mind and
body must bL the fate of many.” See Shirley Foster, "Female Januses: Ambiguity
and Ambivalence towards Marriage in Mid-Victorian Women's Fliction,”

International Journal of Women's Studies May/June (19%83): 148.
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the few accomplishments possessed by them have been taught for display in
'sro'ciety, and not for solace in quieter hours.” Since their education provided
them with so little of the self-discipline and inney resources psychiatrists
deemed essential for the individual’s struggle against moral insanity, women
}éereu seen as poor mental risks.”®* However, although Conolly and others
| recognised lhe dangers posed by wamenfs education, they nevertheless
re’garided the consequences as a fallure of training and will. In other words,
" the elffec-ts of such an education were sométhiﬁg to be transcended and no
mention is made of pedagogical reform.
For Victorianr‘womren, once they were educated i’n some fashion, there was
B ,,ﬂr,ipa]ly no al t,e,,rrlétive lro mairimqny, excepting po‘sirti’ons of employment that
embodiad traditionally female virtues of self-effacement and -abnegation,
which were viewed as a loss of social po”sitioln in any case. The option of
‘ sp‘inétérhood wasr' regérded with derision and abhorrenée. Emotional and
psychc}lbgical pressures to mar’r:} were added to the social and economic ones
of earlier periods:
‘These pressures were made more acute by particular ironies of
the contemporary sltuation. As demographic figures indicate, the
proportion of unmarried women in the total population expanded
~dramatically during the Victorian period. The census of 1851
showed that there were 2,765,000 single women over the age of
fifteen, and by 1871 this figure had increased to 3,228,700.2°%
Women beiievéd (hemselvas Lo be in surplus and the anxiety surrounding the
issueof mafﬂége surged as the percentage of single marriageable women grew.

Although marriage was viewed as women's only acceptable vocation, it was

 3%The Female Malady, p. 60.
= sVictorien H’omén’s Fiction: Marriage, Freedom and the Individual, pp. 6-T.
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considered vulgar toc appear to actively seek a husband, a fact whichmade the
task doubly distressing.
- Assuming that a woman was successful in the enterprise of attractiog
amate, there was a wihole new multitude of pitfralls and obstacles in her path.
The ideal Victorian wife was a contradiction from the outset. She was to
symbolize the refuge found in the private sphere, a realm which the outside
world was not to penetrate. In fact, the cult of domesticity effectively
charged women with a distinct setl of ro}esrto be pia‘yed out in an entively
separate sphere. Women were nol supposed to possess ambition or hostility
or anger. Since there were few productive or stimulating activities allowed
the middle- to upper-class woman, it was inevitable thal her energies would
7 Eventualiy focus on a countet -productive or negative physicalrawax‘fenesé of
her body. Consequently, the middle~ to upper-class woman's lifestyle
predisposed her to ilrlness, and illness in turh pr‘edispoéed her to continue to
live as she was expected to. |

Frustration, inéctivity, and a pervasive sense of fulillly easily
translated themselvés intc the physical symptoms the neurasthene complalined
of, since she'typic'a'\lrlyr experienced rot only the circumstances that produce
malaise,'but the time in which to nurture it as well as "indulge" herself in
prolonged invalidﬁtn. 'This invalidism became a species of passive and
ineffectual revolt as well as a manipulative tool, for the querulous patlent
could achieve at least minimal control over certain aspects of her life and the
lives of others because of her condition. Subsequent chapters demonstfate
that the work of Bronté and Gaskell depict women who attempt to regaln
control of their lives through the medium of i1l health and that, whether or

not the novelists' attacks on the patriarchal structure of Victorian England



were explicit, they were nonetheless successful inelucidating the phenomenon

7

[
[

~of female {llness and the repressive regimen that became the rhythm of man

o
St

women's days.
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CHAPTER 2

Wives and Daughters:
'The Natural Consequence of Mental and Bedily Idleness’

The novels of Elizabeth Gaskell (1810-1865) are ‘rich in their
portrayals of women. Her incisive prose draws the reader into the
psychoiogical dramas of Vboth maryried and unmarried women, rpaying
particular attention to thg:erdrilemmas facing the ybung girl on the brink of
either of these fates. Married to a Unitarian minister and mother to four
,darughters, Gaskell recognized the disadvantages, frustrations, and
: comprlexitiasrtha't devolve upon a matron, while revealing an equally
profound insight into the difficult life of the single woman. However, Lthere
was yrn'o question in Gaskell's mind as to where a woman's Ilrst loyalties
rested; be she srlngle or not:"no other can tarké up the qulé‘t regular duties
of {he daughter, the wife, or the mother, as well as she whom God has
appointed to fill that partlcular place: a woman's principal work in life is
hardly,left to her own choice; nor can she drop the domestic charges
devolving on ‘her as an indirvldual, for the exercise of the most splendid
talents that were ever bers’ccn,\ﬂ:ed.":l Clearly rGaskell cons‘ldered herself
fortunate in having been allowed the opportunity to write without having
this detract from what she believed were her primary duties.

Her last novel, Wives and Daughters (1866), which was brought to a

premature close some fewpages short of its conclusionby Gaskell's sudden

1Elizmbeth Ga skell Life of Cbar]otte BrontP, (New York: Thomas o (,rowell
& Co., n.d.),. p- 2789.
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.death, perhaps repfesents the culmination of her artistic achievements
and is regarded by many as her finest wofk. Others have proven less
laudatory in their assessments of this work:

...1t is tinged with the conservativism of middle~age and in

some ways seems less ideologically questioning than her

earlier works. Gaskell appears more contentedwith the status

guo, more tolerant of human fallibility, and more benevolently

disposed towards social creeds and institutions. In many

respects, her characters, especially the women, are fixed in

~defined roles and do not challenge sexual orthodoxies.®
Yet leers and Daughters does challenge sexual orthodoxies in that it indeed
emphasizes the problems and miseries that matrimony usually inflicts upon
women and illustrates the consequences of discontent, inactivity, and
,,ma‘lalser which generally follow. While it is 'truer Vthart Gaskell does not
propose meaningful arlter;r'urﬂ;_ives to maﬂrrirage for her héfoines yet she does
- manage to highlight the distinct inadequacies of the status quo, which was
initself a daring qndertaking;ﬁaskell reveals a certain ambivalence about
the'wayr in which the problems of matrimony versus singlehood could and
shouldbe resolved, presumably because she hadnot definitively worked the
problem out herself. Regardless, Wives and Daughters poses important
questions about woman's "place” and makes compellrirng statements about the
stultifying nature of womah's role.
"Earlier novels such as Mary Barton (1848) and North and South (1855)

involve heroines who do not challenge ~§exua1 stereotypes. Mary Bartonis
susceptible to the attentions of a gentleman, for whom she nearly forsakes

the love of the devoted but regrettably working-class Jem Wilson. In the

end, she opts for marriage with the latter, and the novel closes with this

*Victorian Women's Fiction: Marriage, Freedom and the Individual, p.176.
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conventional resolution. Margaret Hale, in North and Sout h, challenges the
{ra‘ditional, antagonisticrelationship bertwéen the working classes and the
;'masters" or mill-owners, but in private 1life she expends a
disproportionate amount of time and thought on the question of whether
Thornton respects her any more. This questionis of course answered in the
affirmative by their marriage at the end of the novel. In terms of personal
auténomy, these earlier heroines are no more effective than is Molly
Gibson. In Cranford (1853), the ladies i the litrtle town appear somewhat
independent in that they livein a curious plarce zvﬁere men are almosti non-
existent. Furthermore, few of these ladies are defined by‘ a relationship
with armarn (spinsters predominate in Cranford). But even they need a little
marler assistancer from time to time and ihe women éx'e no{ shown as belng
entirely effective in managing their affairs (Mattly has, in fact, through
her neglect of financial matters, lost hér income); The ladies’ obsessive
i‘nte'rf;st in trivialities, ot so trifling a nature that they proﬂde much of
the comedic impact of the work, reveals that their existence is barren and
desolate,.

The women that Gaskellr assemble; in her final work virtually all
betray symptoms of dissatisfaction and frus trationwith thelr roles. Tlils
is invariably manifested In varyling degrees of i1l health, usually either
entirely "fancied” or of a psychosomatic nature. That not a single major
female character escapes infirmity is revealing; that Gaskell creates such
a scenario without lnsgﬂrlng incredulity is appalling. Moreover, the
instances of widespread 111 health that Géskell describes are so casvally
referred to that it is obvious that the Victorian i’s relatlvely inured to.

k such phenomena. Quite s‘imply,'ilrlness was a fact ofrylife_ for many Victorian
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women, although few perceived the underlying conflicts as thoroughly as
Gaskell.

It is Mrs. Hamley, Squire Hamley's apparently placid and devoted wife,
through whom the reader first gleans insight into the life of an invalid
Victorian gentlewoman. She has made invalidism a lifestyle, and it is during

the frequent visits of Mr.Gibson, Molly's father and the local physician, to
Mrs. Hamley, that the reader is introduced to the circumstances of her
iliness. It becomes rapidly apparent that, whatever the original causes of
her indisposition, they have become transmuted into a real and eventually
life—-threatening situation. Although many, including Hamley bimself, are
_inclined to dismiss her discomfiture as relatively harmless, Gibson
realizes that it is serious:

He knew there was real secret harm going on all this time that

people spoke of her as a merely fanciful invalid; and that one

or two accused him of humouring her fancies. But he only smiled

at such accusations. He felt that his visits were a real

pleasure and lightening of her growing and indescribable

discomfort; he knew that Squire Hamley would have been only

too glad if he had come every day; and he.was conscious that by

careful watching of her symptoms he might mitigate her bodily

pain.®
Gaskell covertly suggests both that the prevalence of illness makes
onlookers apt to dlsnﬂss invalids as elaborate frauds and hypochondriacs,
and that invalids find some degree of comfort if only in the validation of
their complaints.

Gaskell sketches a revealing portrait of the marriage which has

~inadvertently but relentlessly diminished Mrs. Hamley's vitality, leaving

3Elizabeth Gaskell, Wives and Daughters, (London: J.M. Dent and Sons,
1866), p. 55. All subsequent references to Wives and Daughters will be to
this edition and will appear in the text of this thesis.
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diffidence and lethargy in its wake. Hamléy is one of a dying breed of men,
those who have no place in the world of educated arist‘oerats, but whose
pride forbids them to associate with their "inferiors” In station. It is his
lackof a formal education that causes him to avoidhis soclial equals, (which
‘1s one reasonunderlying his insistence that his sons receive a first-rate
education) and therefore he isolates himself, and necessarily his wife as
well.

Their mutual attraction during cmurtship no doubt consisted of the
fascination one feels for one's foil. Mrs. Hamley possesses the breeding
and refinement lacking in Hamley's disposition, whilst he displays the
candour and spunk which Mrs. Hamley rarely would have encountered amidst
her London cohort. Gaskell de:scribes Mrs. Hamley as "a fine London lady”
and asser‘ts that it was "one of those perplrexing marriages of wh.tch one
(,annot understand the reasons”(p. 45), and yet she -.Uggaslq subtle facets
of their per bonahtips whichleave one less doubtful of their mutual deslr e.

Of the causal factors involved in Mrs. Hamley's illness, Gaskell is
quite certain: "possibly Mrs. Hamley would not have sunk into the condition ‘
of a chfénic invalid ’if her husband had cared a little more for her varfous
tastes, or allowéd her the companionélllp of those who did” (p. 53). After
having "got all that was worth having out of the crowd of house:'; they
called London” (p. 53), he was inclined to forget that the wrelched place
ever existed, and to rest content in the country setting which was his
natural and chosen milieu. He often reminded Mrs. Hamley that she rwa:s the
only "redeeming quality he could ever perceive London to possess” (p. 53)
and this baékhanded complimept, insensitive given thart Mrs. Hamley ls

enamoured of much that London has to offer, begins eventually to grate on
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her ears: "It charmed her at first, it pleased her up to the last time of her

to wish that he would

iﬁ

: 'hea ring it; but, for all t:hat, she used sometime
- recognise the fact that there might still be something worth hearing and
seeing in the great city” (p. 53).

Hamley not only flally refuses to accompany his wife to London but
patronizes her upon her return when she "stubbornly” insists upon visits
,rto the metropolis on her own. Moreover, he treats her as if she is no more

than an emblem of himself and his pride. He is "kind” enough to bestow both
his cionsent and his crashr updn he’r to facilitate these sorties, but "showed
"so little sympathy with her when she cazﬁe back full of what she had done on
- her vislt ‘that she ceased caring’ ’to g0" (p.-53). The only approbation tha’t
Hamley can muster cdnsisté of a blend df condescension and arrogance:

"There, there, my little woman, take that! Dress yourself up as

fine as any on 'em, and buy what you like, for the credit of

Hamley of Hamley; and go to the park and the play, and show off

with the best on 'em. T shall be glad to see thee back again, I

know; but have thy fling while thou'rt about.it.” (p. 54)

It is obvious that he wilfully mi‘sreads his wife's purpose In visiting
‘London. When Mrs. Hamley 1‘eturrx:§, Mr. Hamley frequently claims that the
very talking aboutl it tires him ekcéedingly, and he is apt to dismiss her
anecdotes and exploits by bluntlr'yr changing the subject,

L\Qndonris not the only pleasure that Mrs. Hamley foregoes for her
husband's sake, although it is symbolic of a great deal more. Mrs. Hamley's
tas'tes‘are refined; she is a prolific reader andpossessedof "considerable
literary taste." Fur thermore, she is "gentle and sentimental; tender and
~'gooqr;'(pf 54). V,Iﬂ ardrdjtifm to ber London visits, she also gives up her
pleasure in social lntefcoqrse with her peers in educartion and position.

C,lear,liy the,lifek of a lelsured gentlewoman fond of enteftalning could not
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be led in tandem with Hamley. Although (er perhaps because) Mrs. Hamley
finds herself evenmore firmly ensconced inHamley's esteem for all she has
given up, she also bezcomes most dissatisfied for having denled hevself all
of her passionate interests: "He loved his wife all the more dearly for her
sacrifices for him; but, deprived of all her strong intevests, she sank into
iﬂll~hea1th; nothing definite; only she was never well” (p. 54). Shirley Foster
sees this as-a function of her deteriorating mental health and claims that
itis Mrs. Hamley's "unresisting adoption of compromise and self-sacrifice
[that] has created a stable marriage, but has also broken hev splrit.”?
"Even her children do not serve to give Mrs. Hamley a purpose, or
diversion from turkning her thoughts inward, and this is again baslcally a
qu'nctlon of Hamley's praética}l, but Vthoughtlress, asph‘a'tions. He does not
want to place his sons in his own anomalous positionwith regard ‘toﬁ social
staﬁding, and yet sending his sons to prerparafory school early leaves his
wife bereft of any consuming occupation or miuternal p'],easur;as. This act
clearly shows deliberate sensitivi.ty to the situations of his (:hlldhen but
is devoid of any like sentiment with regard to Mrs. Hamley. Perhaps a
compromise, in the 'forfn of se.hding them to school a little later on, could
have been reaohed, but Mfs. Hamléy‘s teelings are obviously
1nconsecjuentia1‘ | |
Mrs. Hamley sinks slowly into an infirm state and for many years 15
unable to walk beyond the confines of her garden: "the greater part Qf he.x"
life was spent on a sofa, wheeled to the window in summer, to the fireside

inwinter” (p. 55). The only control she wields over her life is both minimal

Victorian Women's Fiction: Marriage, Freedom and the Individual, p. 178.
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and manipulative. Her "delicacy” is invoked and inflamed when unpleasant
events transpire. WhenOsborne loses his fellowshipat Trinity, Mrs. Hamley
reacts swiftly. In the words of Mr. Gibson:

"I can't understand it. I never expected anything extraordinary

from Roger; but Osborne——--! And then it has thrown madam into

one of her bad fits of illness . .." (pp. 188-8T)

Hamley apperars to make small concessions to his wife on account of her
“illness: "My wife sets her ﬁeart on thmgs, as sick people do'™ (p. 187). This
| he says when entreating Molly to accdmpany him back to Hamley Hall to
comfort Mrs. Hamley. But it is ther lack of any significant concesslons that
has led to hey malaise in the first place.

Mrs. Hamley also uses her ﬂlness to practise a form of denial with
regard to her tedious existence. She ,haé made it apparent Lthat, as an
invalid, she cannot call uponothers in the neighbourhood nor receive calls.
Her son Roger is confirmed in his rbélief t’haf Vthis‘is‘ the reason why she no
longér socialises: "My mother Is very delicate, and obliged to humour her
health, which ‘has made her keep aloof from society'™ (p. 168). Of course, it
is Mr. Hamley whé has kept her "aloof” flforﬁ society, with his disparagin’g‘
| opiniron of Lrondon and his relucfance to,intreract with his neighbours. Mrs.
Hamlrey's conformity to thg Victorian notion of female obedience dictates
that she must adapt herself to his lifestyle rather than protest. And so
sﬁe chooses to reverse the order of events: it is because she is ill that
she c‘annot soclalise, and not that she becomes ill because she has been

denied social intercourse. Here she is able to use her illness to fool

‘herself as well as others.
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Mrs. Hamley worsens after Osborne’'s fall from grace. Yet even hevr
husband does not take her decline seriously. He is as disinclined to
validate ils existence as he iz to prevent its emergence:

"It's nonsense thinking her so i1l as that-you know it's only the

delicacy she's had for years; and if you can't do har any good

in such a simple case-no pain-only weakness and nervousness-

it is a simple case, eh?-don’t 1ook In that puzzled way, man'-

you'dbetter give her up altogether, and 1I'1] take her to Bath or

Brighton, or somewhere for a change, for inmy opinion it's only
moping and nervousness.” (p. 185)

A3

Whether Mrs. Hamley’'s indisposition is the result of "nerves"” or no, this

"moping,” this mere weakness, swiftly kills hrer. When Hamley finally becomes
aware that she is in fact suffering, and fatally so, it is very near the end.
Although he had seen the "death“like,pallorr" onMrs. Hamlery'rs face numerous
times; he is now compelled to take her seriously. It gives him a "fresh
shock" every time he looks at her in the latter stage of her illnéss (p. 150),
and yet previously he was insensitive enatlgh,‘t'0 dismiss it since it was not
life-threatening. Perhaps it is for this reason that, in her drugged and
scarcely coberent state, Mrs. Hamley summons Molly, her only female friend,
to hgr bedside for comfort, rather l'hanrherr husband: "The Squire scarcely
ever ieft his wife's room; he sat by her, watching her, and now and then
moaning to himself. She was so much under the influence of opiates that she
did not often rouse up; but when she did, she almost invariably asked for
Molly" (p. 200).

Mrs. Hamley does not linger. Her deathis as swift as it is inevitable.
But the course of her illness has been slow and tedious: "Mrs. Hamley had
sunk out of life as gradually as she had sunk out of consciousness and her
place in this world. The quiet waves closed over her, and her place knew her

nomore” (p. 217). But her death is clearly a formality; she ceases to occupy



a "place™ in this world long before she ceases to draw breath. Her illness

f the connection between

Q

and death demonstrate Gaskell's analysis ¢

i

- frustration and female ill health.

Lady Cumnor is an invalid of an entirely distinct type from that
described thus far. The mordant wit that predominates inmuch of the prose
concerned with Lady Cumnor and her frivolous and empty lifestyle serve to

{liuminate the absurd logic underlying many perceptions of Victorian
invalidism. Lady Cumnor feels oppressed by the banality of her many
obliég%atians, most of thch are énﬂrely iﬁconsequentiali Although she does
not depreciate her tasks in the slightest and, to the contrary, probably
| ,,,‘?,‘,’,'751‘18?3 ’threm too mémentous to be entrusted to a“nyonre else, she makes
norsecret of thé féct that fhéy tire rherr. Nonetheless, this is the result
-~ of elaborate denial, for were she to,a,dmit that the majority of her
occupations are insipid, she would alsorh‘aveftro confess that her life is
entirely meaningless; Her obiigations fatigue her because they are, in a
word, bbring. Gaskell is delightfully candid in revealing the artful manner
in which Lady Cumnor makes of her various complaints opportunities to
gl‘atjfy her desires. Unlike that 70:‘1‘ Mrs. Hﬁmley, her indisposition, born of
a similar ennui and stagﬁa tion, has not yet manifested itself in authentic
infirmity. The chameleonic nature of her malady, varying according to
events and her own whims, indicates that she is manipulating her status as
an fnvalid:
. .. Lady Cumnor ... found her labours aq a chaperone to Lady
“Harriet, the youngest, considerably lightenedby co-operation;
and, at, length, she had leisure to be an invalid. She was,
however, too energetic to allow herself this indulgence
constantly; only she permitted herself to break down
occasionally after a long course of dinners, late hours, and
‘London atmosphere: and then, leaving Lady Harriet with either

LLady Cuxhaven or Lady Agnes Manners, she betook herself to
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the comparative quiet of the Towers, where she found

occupation in doing her benevolence, which was sadly neglected

in the hurly-burly ¢f London. This particular swoamer she had

broken down earlier than usual, and longed for the repose of

the country. (pp. 97-98)
Lady Cumnor specifically justifies her distaste for certain duties and her
querulousness and impatience by claiming the privileges of aninvalid. When
she is weary of deciding upon details, she is suddenly afflicted with vague
symptoms: "It was a greét relief to her to have Mr. Gibson to decide for her
what she was to do; what to eat, drink, avoid. Such decisions ‘ab extra,’ are
sometimes a wonderiful relief to those whose habit it has been to decide,
not only for themselves, but for everyone else; and occasionally the
~relaxationof the strain which a character for infallible wisdom brings with
it, does much to restore health” (p. '110). Lady Cuomnor pleads illness
whenever she does not feel like coping with her tedious 'err‘a‘ﬁds and
obligations or when her wishes are th#aft—e’d. ‘When Lady C’umrnor is ready
early for a meeting with Molly, she expects Clare to divine this ahd bring
the girl in right away. When Clare fails todo so, Lady Cumnor perceives the
pﬁnctual Molly tu be inexcusably late. This puts her in a difficult mood:
"Every rsmall'occurrrenc»:i! is an evenl in the day of a convalescent invalld,
and a little while agc Molly would have met with patronising appreciation,
where now she had Lo encounter criticism” (p. 134).

Finally, it is interesting that even though Lady Cumnor believes thal
ill health is indicative of a weak’nature, she persists in vindicating her
torpor by "falling il1" when convenient. Lady Harriet calls her mother a
"great invalid' but also claims that "she does not choose Lo give up her

reputation for good health, having always considered illness & want of

self-control’” (p. 347). Althoughit goes against her Instincts, using illness
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"to escape tedious tasks is the only means which Lady Cumner can

aristocratic
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legitimately
“invalid is made much of: "Lady Cumnor bad so far recovered from the
viclence of hér attack and from the consequent operation, as to be able to
be removed to the Towers for change of air; and accordingly she was
hrought' thlither by her whole family with all the pomp and state becoming an
invalid peeress”(p. 502). Illness fuels Lady Cumnor's insatiable vanity, and
'-thris in itsel? renders the iﬁvalid state attractive. Indeed, Gaskell's
tréﬁtment of Lady Cumnor reveéls the attraéfions of female invalidism, for

‘ the affluent, at least, just as her depiction of Mrs. Hamley outlines its

7dang76§*‘s.
- Perhaps the mos{ pﬁignaht exa;ﬁple of an rinvalrid in the novel is
presented In the form of Molly Gibson. She is normally the epitome of
yéu;thfu] exubexjance and vitality. Hope sp‘riﬂés eternal for Molly for the
greater part of the novel and so, when she frindsr hérself somewhat
estranged from her beloved father as the result of his injudicious
marriage, and rendered superfluous, her subsequent decline is all the more
pritrirable. By initially pqrtraying Molly as the picture of bright-eyed
optlmism and'vigo‘ui‘, Gaskell pointsmore emphatically to the psychiccauses
offtrlrmrillness that later on subdues her.

o Thé events and attitudes that conspire against Molly's spiritual
well-being are slowly speiled out, and begin approximately when Molly is on
the threshold of adulthood. Firstly there is the clrcumstance of her
education. Mr Gib#on’s instructiohs to the newly hired governess, Miss
Eyfe, are expli‘clt and purposive:

' .."Dopn't teach Molly too much; she must sew, and read, and write,
and do her sums; but I want to keep her a child, andif 1 findmore
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learning desirable for her, I'll see about giving it to her myself.
After all, I'mnot sure thatreading orwritingis necessary.Many
agoodwomangets marriedwithonly acrossinsteadof her name;

it's rather a diluting of mother-wit, tomy fancy; but, however,

we must yield to the prejudices of society, Miss Eyre, and so
youmay teach the child to read.” (p. 48)

- Although Mr. Gibson's desire to keep Molly a child potentially endows her
with a greater degree of freedom than that accorded & young woman, yel il
also must come to an end eventually, at which time her transition into the
role of young Victorian woman would be even more difficullt to adjust to.
Furthermore, Molly's naturval curiosity and desire for knowledge are
crushed by such an injunction. The governess teaches Molly to read and
write but "tried honestly to keep her back in every other branch of
education” (p. 46) in compliance with Mr. Gibson's wishes. That Molly, who is
obviouﬂély ‘an in’télli‘gent gi'l‘}', feels éonstrainéd by this is aviderit' In her
petitions for more schooling: "It was cmly by fighting and struggling hard,
that bit by bit Molly persuvaded her :Eathmj to let her have French and
drawing lessons” (p. 46).

Secondly there is the circumstance of Mr. Gibson's remarriage to the
shallow and domineering Mrs. Kirkpatrick. Not only does that lady thwart the
intimacy that Molly'has previorusly enjoyedwithher father, but she charges
herself with oversééing Molly's upbringing, which is, of course, the reason
behind Mr. Gibson's seeking a wife in the first pl.acé‘ Whereas before Molly
has been given a much freer rein thanmost, owing to her mother’'s death and
her father's preoccupation with his practice, now she must comply with the
new Mrs. Gibson's efforts to render her marrlageable. Mrs. Gibson ls
admirably suited to the task of presenting young ladies to 50051&1
advantager and wasrtres no ﬂme in effecting changes in Molly's dress and

demeanor. Although tke result is a suppression of Molly's naturai
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~inclina tions and personal autonomy, Mrs. Gibson fulfills her duty by helping
Molly avoid what is seen as a most unsavoury fate: "The wife's masterful
negotiation of the rules of etiquette and fashion makes her a key player
in ar‘ranging Melly*s and Cynthia’'s marriages—marriages that install the
yo;mg women permanently within the upper middle class and remove themfrom
the ambiguous status of doctor’s daughters and potential governesses.”™
rThe issue of Molly's marriageability cqntiﬁues to stifle the young
ﬁmman. When Squire Hamley'and Dr. Gibson are dlscussing the relativemerits
of C,ynthla, Gibson'srstepdaughter, and declare her "one in a hundred,” Molly
is viewed as vastly superior.in terms of personality but overall deficient
owingrto her lineage and financial position:

The Squire meditated a little, "Your Molly is one In a thousand, -

to my mind. But then, you see, she comes of no family at all and

I'don't suppose she'll have a chance of much money.” (p. 379)

"Molrliy' h#s become a*;'c(k)mmodi:ly Va'n‘d worse, be‘éaus e,"alr‘thoug'h she is generally
recognised as a sﬂber’lor creéture, héf:virtues'are‘rnét' valued as those
which wfll advance a youhg woman in any slrgnifiéant Way.

Molly finds herselflncreasingly trapped in what seems to her a
situation of hopeless redundancy. Without a.prospect of marriage, she is
allotted little if any real pufpose in life and finds idleness ill-suited to
her nature: "Molly strives to fill her time; the admirable men in the book
struggle to find time for all they wish to accomplish."® Of course, Molly’'s
agitartion,is exacerbated by her romantic attachment to Roger Hamley and

- his subsequent devotion to Cynthia, who greatly undervalues himin Molly's

“"Nobbdy‘s 'Angelé:' Domestic Ideology and Middle-Class Women in the
Victorlan Novel;” p.-300.

®Taking Care: Some Women Novelists, p. 37.
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opinion. The injunction against revealing one's sexual feelings that is a
“\zital element in the Victorian feminine ideal prohibits Molly {rom
‘e:v‘{px'ESSing her sorrow, and Roger remains unaware of her attachment. The
Misses Browning loom on the horizon, depressing representatives of the
fate of the unmarried. Their lives are characterized by an obsessive and
pathetic attention to trivia and gossip and they are generally the object
of riclicnlle,7 if they are noticed at all. The fact thalt Lady Harriet
designates them "Pecksy and Flapsy” (p. 164) reveals why keeping a low
profile is often preferable for such women. Molly certainly cannot look to
their fate as a cheerful alternative to marriage. The despondency which
emerges when Dr. Gibson remarries, and intensifies when Molly begins to
fe’el dispensable, objectified, and enclosed becomes the source of a real
and increasing :de!’gility:gi
. . poor Molly had not passed a cheerful winter, 1ndependent1yr
of any private sorrows that she might have in her own heart.
She did not look well, either: she was gradually falling into low:
‘health, rather than bad health. Her heart beat more feebly and

slower; the vivifying stimulant of hope~even unaoknowlbdgcd
‘hope-was gone out of her 11fb (p. 397

“"Phoebe Browning is hopeful that Mr. Gibson's ruminations regarding
remarriage are veiced to prepare her for a proposal (p. 148). That this is
not his intention and that Phoebe looks slightly ludicrous as a result is
a reflection of society's contempt for old maids who have the audaclty to
consider themselves desirable: "Society trained women for one fanction,
marriage, and thenmocked those who sought thls idyllic state after having
reachedmaturity.” See Martha Vicinus, ed. Suffer and Be Still: Women in the
Victorian Age, lBlouminwton Indiana Univevsity Press, 1972), p. 'R:Al

~ ®Patricia Meyer Spacks writes of Gaskell's ability to perceive much that

went undiscerned by her contemporaries: "Suppressionas a legitimate form
of self-control has long been recommended to women; literary recognition
of its dangers as early as Mrs. Gaskell's time is unusual" (Taking Care: Sam
Women Novelists, p 40). : : :
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Dr. Gibson is fearful for Molly's future when she shows no sign of
rallylng. The difference in one who has previously been so habitually
"cheerful and vibrant is sufficient canse for alarm. Gaskell has already
‘r’evealed the doctor as relatively cognizant of the effects of one's psyche
upon physical health, and so Gibson's reacltion is much more Immediate than
t'nar of, say, Squire Hamley with regard to his wife: "The illness which
- [Gibson] apprehended came upon Molly; not violently or acutely, so that
there was any immedfate déx]ger to be dreaded; but making a long pull upon
her strength, which seemerd to lessen day'by day, until at Iast her father
feared that she might become a permanent invalid” (p. 557). But while Gibson

~treats her psychological disturbance seriously, Mrs. Gibson voices a
- common opinion of her age with respect to female illness: "Molly's illness
is only nervous, Mr. Gibson says. A nervous fever; but you must remember
ner\.rfres are mere fancy, ahd she's gettiﬁg 'bettei-'" (p. 558);

Molly’ actually suifér,é from one of those infamous swooning fits so
popﬁiar in th'e’Viétorian period, but, being acquainted with Molly's sincere
nature, the reader is compelled to take it seriously. When Molly perceives
that Roger Hamley has justbeendismissedby Cynthia both from the parlour
and from her life, she faints away "utterly” and Cynthia must summon
smellihg saits (p. 573). Her illnéss intensifies and a brief sojourn at the
Towers is recommended during the family's removal for Cynthia's wedding. It
‘15 not surpriSing either that Roger Hamley happens te be visiting the
Towers during this period, nor that Molly's infirmity gradually goes into
" remission. Had the novel been completed, it is obvious that a marriage
between Molly and Roger would have taken place. Her spiritual malaise will

be relieved by the prokimity of her beloved Roger, and by the prospect of
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an active and purposive life following such a marriage, and thus the novel
closes. Of course, Gaskell does not resolve the problem of “Wom‘aﬁ‘s place”
in Victorian society and seems unable to avoid the conventional ending
here. But she has revealed the circumstances that leadMolly down the path
of infirmity and back again, even if she has not satisfactorily proposed
more humane and fulfilling roles for women.

Gaskell furthers her argument b'y' pre;‘:enting a foil to Molly in
Cynflxia, Molly's stepsister. Cynthia Kirkpatrick irs subject to anxtety
regarding her future as surely as is Molly, but her apprehension, though
springing from the same source, manifests itself differently.
Conventionally beautiful andpossessed of a certain facile charm which me:n
and women alike find enchanting, Cynthia 173 more sure of her future (which
certainly will include marriage) and is only unsure as lo whom the
bridegfoom will be, Inr the meaﬁtime, shewlsr hafassed by her mother every
time- a lucrative match is proposed (for eﬁample, ylnr the  case of Mr.
He’nde»rson) and thwarted in her plan to wed Roger Hamley. She is as much a
commodity as Melly, and more so, since she is the prototypical young
Victorian lady, captivating and exquisitely formed. Like her mother, she
assents to the view of herself as a comm()‘dity. This not oﬁly puts enormous
pressure on Cynt‘hia fo make an advéntageous match, but makes her secret
pledge to the loathsome Mr. Preston even more distressing. In factl, hia
efforts tomake Cynthia acknowledge and seal her pledge to him are equalled
only by her struggle to conceal her youthful blunder. Since it is made under
duress, at a time when Cynthia is basically friendless, and extremely young
and isolated as well as lacking in sufficient funds, the reader Is

sympathetic to her plight, But Pres tonls not and, seelng his advantage, he
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pressures her as vehemently as her mother does on similar matters. The
résdlt is that Cyufhia falls prey to a dwindling of spirits, which leads to
'a’r‘aecline in her physical health. It is not serious since there is "nothing
vofary much the matter, only a general lowness of tone and depression of
health and spirits” (p. 304). But she is affected enough to worry the other
charécters.

-Not only does Gaskell recognise the origin of her ailment, but these
Othér characters do as well,Mrs. Gibson confides to Roger Hamley that she
"'could tell tales as to the cause of [Cynthia's]indisposition in the spring'™
(p. 362). Of course, she Is here referring to the anxiety Cynthia

7'éxpeﬁenced owing to her entanglement with Mr. Preston; and yet implying
that Roger Hamley wés ther soufce of her'emotiohal distress since this
implicationbetter suited the situation. Cynthia doesrnotrdelude’herself as
to the nature of l;err decline: ”'Ifrtlrlere is one thing I dlslike,' sald'Cynthia
fo Mrr.'Gibs‘orn, aftﬂerrhe‘had pronouncédrtonic's to be trhe cure for her
present sfate, 'itis the way doctors havé of gi\r‘ring spoonfuls of nauseous
mixtux;es as a certain remedy for sorroﬁrs and cares™ (p. 304). Caught in a
tanglre of 11miting fsocial strictures, Cynthia is unable to crope and recedes
into the backgrouﬁd, or attemptsr to do so, through iilness.

Cynthia's mother Is the lasrt female character to be reckoned with.
She mairhtains a hearty interest in everything (and especially others’
affairs), but does findr time to complain of vague pangs when it appears that
her wishes might not be complied with. This occurs when her daughter
: reJects;Mr. Henderson:

B "she néed notrha;'e qmté frinally refﬁséd him until well, until we
‘had seen how matters turn out. Such an invalid as [ am too! It
has givenme quite a palpitation at the heart. Ido call it quite

unfeeling of Cynthia" P. 513)
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Altho#gh Mrs. Gibson had indeed suffered fz’om influenza and was now
i*ecovering, Gaskell reveals that Mrs. Gibsdn is prone to manipulate her
physical state according to circumstances, "... she being one of those who,
when their malady is only trifling, exaggerate it, but when it is really of
some consequence, are unwilling te sacrifice any pleasures by
acknowledging it" (p. 511). Of course, thus far Mrrs. Gibson has been generally
capable of turning events to her advanitagé through mischief, falsehood,
~and snivelling. Hergrshe resembles a middle-class version of Lady Cumnor,
for both of whom 1nva11di$m is often a means to a selfish end. \
Although Osborne Hamley's illness is authentic and, indeed, fatal,
- Gaskell 1ncludes certain details relating to his c,jhéracterrand situﬁi;lon
which render him, metaphorically, a representation of the female
neurasthene. ‘De‘splte the fact that he. is indlsputably male, Osbbrnca
possesses many traits characteristic of the Victorian female ideal. He ls
feminized by Gaskell by both appellation and depiction. His name is tﬁat of
his mother before she married, and Gaskell fashlons him after this mother,
explicitly stating that, in temperament, he is effeminate:

Osborne, the eldest-so called after his mother's maiden name-

was full of taste, and had some talent. His appearance had all

the grace and refinement of his mother's. He was sweet-

tempered and affectionate, almost as demonstrative as a girl.
(p. 54)

,ThrOugh‘ the feminizationof Osborne, Gaskell furthers her case against the

condition of Victorian woman, revealing that itis not gender that produces
female debility burt rather the possession of those characteristics women.
were e'xpe‘cted to cultivate. Moreover, Osborne's illness, like that of his
mother, is possibly exacerbated by the lack of sympathy shown by Mr.
Hamley. | - 7 |
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The image of the invalid gentlewoman is most extensively dealt with
inWives and Qaugléte.:'.s but appears inother warks hy Gaskell. In Mary Barton
Vthfare: is a species of nouvesu riche Lady Cumnor, and in North and South
there Is an aristocratic mother and daughter to whom invalidism is an
effective means of manipulating others. In the former, Mrs. Carson, the
mother of Mary's alleged suitor, has working-class roots but has "come up
" in the world" alongside of her ambitious spouse. As an indirvect result of
her newfound status, she has takenoncertain characteristics of the upper
~class for which she’had p'reviously nei”ther the time nor the inclination.
Un’doi;btedly bored beyond belief by her lifestyle, especially since itis not
what she is accustomed to, srhe becomes self-absorbed and pernickety:

Mrs. Carson was (ras' wa'sr usual with her, when no Vparticular

excitement was geing on) very poorly, and sitting upstairs in

her dressing-room, indulging in the luxury of a headache. She

was not well, certainly. "Wind in the head,” the servants called

it. But it was the natural consequence of the state of mental

and bodily idleness in which she was placed. Without education

-enough [and here Gaskell certainly means useful education] to

value the resources of wealth and leisure, she was so

circumstanced as to command both. It would have done her more

"good than all the ether and sal-volatile she was daily in the

habit of swallowing, if she might have taken the work of one of

hex own house-maids for a week .. .? '

Housework, although not necessarily stimulating, would be preferable to
the-inactivity Mrs. Carson's social position requires of her, and indeed,
‘any purposive exercise must be seen as welcome when the alternative is a
sense of futility.

In North and South it is Margaret Hale's fastidious Aunt Shaw and her

shallow daughter Edith who consider themselves toc frail to perform any

‘®Elizabeth Gaskell, Mary Barton, (Edinburgh: Turnbull & Spears, 1906), p. 237.
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‘ obligations which they find distasteful. Aunt Shaw also manages to
éatisnalize thecarrying out ef her whims by invoking "doctor's orders” when
she wishes to go abroad: "Now that, the geneval [her deceas&d husband]
being gone, she had every good of life, with as few drawbacks as possible,
she had been rather perplexed to find an anxiety, if rot a sorrow. She had,
however, of late settled upon her own health as a source of apprehension;
‘she,had a nervous little corugh whenever she thought about it; and somse
complaisant doctor ordered her Jus{ what she desired, a winter in
Italy.”™° Mrs. Shaw has beeﬁ accus toméd to complaining about her husband
and his rather inconsiderate death has put her in the difficult position of
having to invent a new grievance. An exaggerra tmi con(;-et;n far hc;r hea}l‘ih ‘i‘i,;,,
the }'esult. Whenrshe,goes tb collect Margaret after Mr. Hale has passed on
suddenly, she pleads poor health in an-uncharitable bid to quit Milton in a
hurry, as the town is not to her taste. | |
- Edith, Aunt Shéw's daughter, is simil'arrrto Mrs; Carsoninthal she only

finds herself suffering from "dellcacy" when there is no sultable diversion
on her social calendar. She lnvaridbly engages the obliging Margaret who
"took all charge of the semblances of duties off Edith's hands; answered
notes, reminded her of engagements, tended her when no galety was in
prospect, and she was consequently rather inclined to fancy herself {11."
Both Edith and her mother are opportunistic invalids (as well as entirely

selfish creatures).

“’Elizabeth Gaskell, North and South, (London: Oxford University Press,
1973), p- 13.

1rpid, p. 372-73.
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It becomes difficult in North and South to separate the fancied from
thé authenticiliness, which perhaps reveals what a nebulous concept it was
thart doctors tried to define neatly. Mrs. Hale initially appears to be a
cjuerulous and hypochondriacal woman (like her sister, Mrs. Shaw, and her
" niece, Edith), whose complaints stem purely from dissatisfaction with the
‘village she Inhabits. When she finds rMilton worse, her subsequent
complaining seems to be merely a éontinuation of the former. And yet,
"Whoily dissatisfied with her life, she falls ili‘and dies. Even her husband
doe:s not suspect that his wife is in danger until her illness is quite
advanced.

Gaskell very candidly (and cleverly) renders explicit the conditions
whlch leard t§ ‘ther deterioratiéﬁ orf mentai and blnysicai health as they are
"m(a:nifested in the lives of many Victorian gentlewomen, indicating'that
symptoms may appéar innocuous at the outset (and even reméln so in some
cases) but a}a crapable of progrerssing into genuine and'rle‘thkal sickness.

As previously mentionéd, Gaskell cénnot provide a satls‘factory
alternative for the women who appear in and often suffer throughout herr
novels. But some critics have suggested that it is the very sense of
' fragmentation and l'ncongn;ity in women's lives that results in this
capitulation. Shirley Foster, inwriting about works by Gaskell, Bronté, and
others, off‘e‘rs the following explanation: "The dichotomies in their work can
be seen as dlrect confrontathn of the discordancies of their world, an
exploration of the dualistic nature of female experience, both protest
,a,grarinst',and accession to convention. So, while implementing traditionél

patterns of marriage and motherhood, they uncover the miseries of
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matrimonial bondage.”™® Gaskell is unique in that her prose effects this
unmasking of the patriarchal moneolith with both subtlety an@ force. She is
frank in expressing the sense of conflict she herself felt in juggling her
roles as wife/mother and novelist. Yet a striking feature of Gaskell's
novels is the fact that disease arises not from the over-employment she
must have experienced, but from the problem of under-employment.

It is evident thal Gaskell's perception of her own sitaalion as well
as those of the women whom she knew inﬂmately, and her keen perceptionof
the ’contradictdry nature of Victorrian values, led her to expose the
malaise which often gave rise to genuine as well ag imagined invalidism.
Thege both have their root, in Gaskéll’s fictlion, in stagnation and
impbtence. They appear Lo defy neat explications by the medical profession
but are revealed as ineffectual coping mechanisms or complex physical
manifestations orf arepressed spirit. Inany . case, they,are representedas
 the shocking consequences of living ina misogynist sorcr:iet’y. Gaskell does
not include medical diagnoses in her works, in the form of the sclentific
expert coming forth to lend his opinion on matteré (Gibson is obviously a
more sympathetic portrayél of a medical man than rshe could easily have
penned). However, it is clear fhat several characters, sr‘uch as Lady Cumnor
andMrs. Carson, are "fashionably” neurasthenic whereas others, like Molly
Gibson and Mrs. Hamley, are seriously ill as a result of the apparent
meaninglessness and helplessness which characterize their existence. The
symptoms’ these characters exhibit are varied, and include headaches,

heart palpitations, fainting spells, insomnia,loss of appetite, depresslon,

12Viétorian Women's Fictlon: Mari-jage, Freedom and the Ilrdivldual, p. 14,
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tatigue, anxiety, and wide mood swings. However, this medley of symptoms
- points to the predicament of the neurasthene. Gaskell renders her not only
visible but predominant in Hives and Daughters and so nonchalantly includes

her in other works that she must clearly be seen as an institution in

Victorian fiction and parlours alike.
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CHAPTER 2

‘Morbid Self-Esteem’ in Shirley

In Shirley (1848), Charlotte Bronté addresses so many complex and
controversial issues that many readers were initially scandalized by its
subject matter:

Bronté's first readers reacted against the militancy of the

novel, They possibly even sensed how this book about the

‘woman question’ uses the workers'wrath to enact the women’s

revenge against lives of enforced emptiness, of starvation.

Far from being merely feverish or hectic, Shirley justifies and

embodies Bronté’'s feminist consciocusness.?

Charlotte Bronté was undoubtedly more outspoken than Elizabeth Gaskell
on the subject of the "woman question,”" and her ‘sehse of both pa triarvchal
injustice and the forces at work undermining female self-esteemand energy
- were inevitably expressed in her fiction. Shirley is an exploration of
spinsterhood, marriage, and the female self, and the ‘jmpotence which
characterized these in Victoriansociety. Bronté's bellef in the importance
of work, identity and personal fulfillment informs most of this work,
through the voices of the female characters and occaslonﬁlly through
authorial interjection. Bronté makes extensive foréys' into the world of
"old maids,” class conflict, conjugal relationships, and feminine

occupations to examine thoroughly the nature of woman's "place,” and the

repressive ideologies that determine it,

*Susan Gubar, "The Genesis of Hunger; At.c:urdmg to Hhirlﬂy," Feminist
Studies, Spring/Summer 19?6
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In Shirley, Bronté's {reatment of women is strengthened by her use
6f two heroines. The novel outlines both Caroline's and Shirley's jagged
progress through stages of hope, despair, illness, and eventual renewal of

falth and felicity through marriage. Shirley does not directly portray
alternatives for women any more than most of Victorian fiction does, and
in fact invokes a familiar script:

The drawing room world created by the women novelists for

their largely female audience is scented with roses and filled
~with fancy-work and ballgowns, but it is a world in which man is
supreme. The best hope for the young heroine is marriage with
an appropriate man, for themating game which leads tomarriage
is the central adventure of her life and in marriage itself
traditionally lies her fulfillment. Here, too, is the most
prevalent plot of these novels, the tracing of a young woman's
career through the challenges and obstacles of courtship to
the threshold of marriage.® '
“What ”Sh‘irley does do is to elucidate the intricate and sometimes subtle
'c(;mstr,aints which thwart the female characters in their quests for self-
‘r‘eal'irzation; For this Vreason, Bronté's very subject matter renders the
nc:velization of her ideas a difficult task: "How to plot a story about
characters defined by their very inability to initiate action-this is the
problem Bronté faced. Shirley focuses on impotence, the stasis that
derives from hopelessness.”? Despite this difficulty and the fact that
Shirley relies rather heavily on extraordinary circumstances in order to
bring Caroline and her mother together, Shirley is a compelling work

precisely because Bronté’s style is a reflection of her subject matter and

its resistance to conventional means of novelistic expressiom

2Vjictorian Women's Fiction, p. 30.
3"The Genesls of Hunger, According to Shirley,” p. 6.
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the men are impeded while the women are completely
immobilized by the constraints imposed by their society.
Circumscribed principally by their gender, the women are
necessarily passive and this is reflected in the plot which
consistently calls attention to its owninorganic development,
its dependence on the manipulations of the narrator who keeps
secrets, pushes characters inand out of the neighborhood, and
engineers fortuitous misunderstandings, riots, and reunions.?
Bronté utilizes a variety of images and analogies to evoke a sense
of the futility of much of female existence in the era in which Shirley is
placed (that of the Luddite riots whichlasted from1811-1812) and in her own.
The working class is swiftly and absolutely vanquished by the mill-owners,
yet even their subjugation is as nothing compared to the subjugation of
the women, who are even more denigrated than the working class itself:
"What comnects the workers to the women is Lheir vualnerablility, their
common victimization and invisibility.”® However, Bronté does not stop at
identify‘ing the plight of labourers with that of women; rather, she
demonstrates that women occupy an even lower echelon on the scale of
worth than the working class. Through the vehicle of the rough, ignorant
doe Scott, the upper-class, educated and intelligent Shirley is revealed
‘as inferior in power to anilliterate and backward labourer. He quotes fi*om
St. Paul in order to dismiss Shirley's input in a political conversation:
"Let the woman learn in silence, with all subjection. 1 suffer
not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but

to be in silence. For Adam was first formed, then Eve.(Timolhy
1:11-13)°

4"The Geneslis of Hunger, According to Shirley,” p. 12.
®Ibid., p. 9.
8Charlotte Bronté&, Shirley (Great Britain: Penguin Books, 1974), p. 322.

All subsequent references to Shirley will be to this edition and will appear
in the text of this thesis.



“Joe Scott might not be terribly bright but even he feels superior to the

opposite sex, and knows how to disparage them by invoking established
aﬁthority.

‘As well as dealing with the general issue of the subordination of
ﬁomeh,’ Bronté also raises the issue of spinsterhood and all of its
~concomitant horrors to scrutinize the assumptions underlying specific
notions of female océupations and self-definition. None of the scant
choices whichCaroline or Shirley perceive appeai' tosatisfy their cravings
for self-actualization and aufonomy, and they long for a kind of slhglehood
that doesnot lnvoiize self-obliteration or evoke disgust and derision. They
;fonﬁ«;:efvé ofra wérld ih whlch women may work at a fuifilling vocationwithout
fear of ridicule or stigmatization. Caroline, in addressing the apparent
meaninglessness of her life, muses bitteriy: "I often wonder what I came
into the world for.,lrlong to have something absorbing and corﬁéulsory {o fill
my head and hands, and to occupy my thoughfs”’ (p. 235). As Foster observes,
"in Shirley, Caroline Helstone and Shirley Keeldar look critically at their
socierty's ideoylogriesr aboﬁt m:arriage', and challenger the notion that
singlehood inevitably means a wastred life for a woman.""’ The roles and
Strat:l:lrs of the unmarried women, Miss Mann and Miss Ainley,rare discussed in
more. detail later in jthis chapter.

Bronté's heroines evince misgivings about the marital state as well
as the S‘ingle state. Shirley well knows that wedlock will entail
relinqq,i”shihg many of the freedoms she presently enjoys. However, her

relatives are already pr‘essuring her to make an advantageous match and

7Victorian Women's Fict lon: Marriage, Freedom and the Individual, p. 78.
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she believes that she will have no place in the world if she retains her
single status. Caroline, who is in a mofe vulnerable socfal situation,
spends more time mulling over her future as an old maid, as she believes
that her one true love, Robert Moore, has forever forsaken her. But
Bronté's representation of Mr. Helstone's marriage to Mary Cave and
Caroline's parents’ unionmake it clear that marriage itself 1s no panacea.
The sheer brutality, mental and physical, portrayed in these unions points
to ar more pessimistic view of conjugal "bliss™ than is traditionally
conveyed. Even the Yorkes present a disturbed vision of matrimony,
although they are less violent. Broht'é, like some of her female colleagues,
succeeded in removing the film of sentiment obscuring the true picture of
many connubial relations. In Shirley, Fost‘err says that "idealism about
marriargre as the sﬁpreme female fulfillment is often challmigﬁd; the
heroipes themselves frequently verbalisg flxe%ir* an‘gerr énd frustration at
male"ofiénted déﬂnitions of womanhood.r th sooner 07!‘ léter, romance
triumphs; f.he heroines give up the fight and seem happy to sink into the
arms of a protecting vma\n."’J Shirley finishes with overwhelming
ambivalence, but the characters' malaise is unequivocally there. Carvoline,
Shirley; and Mrs. Pryor explicitly state and manli‘est‘ the adverse effects
that Victorian ideals inflict upon their health, and, although the young

women marry in the end,® Bronté has broached so0 many provocative and

®"Female Januses: Ambiguity and Ambivalence towards Marriage in Mid-
Victorian Women's Fiction,” p. 217.

®Susan Gubar points out that Bronté is undoubtably aware that such
closure is unsatisfactory: "Bronté cannot avaeld the conventional 'happy
ending,’ as bankrupt as she knows it to be. Having recognized that the
inheritednovelisticconventions assign to characters a degree of freedom
that contradicts her own sense of the female condition, she can only call -
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serious Issues in the process that her work remains an important
contribution to the "woman question,” in so far as it relates to marriage.
‘InShirley, the idea that women's status and consequent lifestyles inflict
misery and infirmity is statedwith convictionandprecision and frequently
communicated through illness. Bront& describes the mental state which
finds itself a willing host to illness, of either a lingering or fatal nature,
or‘both:

People never die of love oyx grief alone; though some die of

inherent maladies, which the tortures of those passiens

prematurely force intodestructive action. The sound by nature

undergo these tortures, and are racked, shaken, shattered;

their beauty and bloom perish, but life remains untouched. They

are brought to a certain point of dilapidation; they are

reduced to pallor, debility, and emaciation. People think, as

they see them gliding languidly about, that they will soon

withdraw to sick-beds, perish there, and cease from among the

healthy and happy. This does not happen: they live on; and

though they cannot regain youth and gaiety, they may regain

strength and serenity. The blossom which the March wind nips,

but fails to sweep away, may survive to hang a withered apple

on the tree late in autumn; having braved the last frosts of

spring, it may also brave the first of winter. (pp. 205-6)
“This passage serves to illustrate the forces at work undermining the
health of the women characters in this novel as well as those of whom we
hear about but do not encounter. For ixlsténce, we are introduced to the
darker side of matrimony thfough Bronté's depiction of Mr. Helstone and his
delicate bride, Mary Cave. She is presented as a species of "angel in the
house,” an archetype of the Victorianwife, whereas Mr. Helstone is obtuse
and egocentric. His brand of misogyny is thinly disguised and virulent: "He

made no pretence of comprehending women, or comparing them with men; they

were a different, probably a very inferior, order of existence; a wife could

attention to this by describlngremafkably improbable escape routes.” ("The
- Genesis of Hunger, According to Shirley”, p. 19).
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not be her husband's companion, much less his confidant, much less his stay”
(p. 82). Mary Cave is much sought after, and a fierce rivalry has erupted
between Mr. Helstone and Hiram Yorke, after which the former has been
favored with her hand inmarriage. But this is obviously viewed by Helstone
as a dispute over coveted property, as he subsequently displays no
interest inhis wife whatsoever. She is an ornament to grace his house and
flaunt in front of his comrades, nothing more.

It is no wonder that Mary ultimately withex and fades away. Helstone
is utterly impervious to the feelings of others:

Nature never intended Mr. Helstone to make a very good

husband, especially to a quiet wife. He thought, so long as a

woman was silent, nothing ailed her, and she wanted nothing. If

she did not complain of solitude, sclitude, however continued,

could not be irksome to her. If she did not talk and put herself

forward, express a partiality for this, anaversion to that, she

had no par'tialifles or aversions, and xtwas uuless to Lormult

her tastes. (p. 82)
Lacking in meaningful communication, com’p&hlonship, and occupation, Mary's
spirit shrivels. She experiences a prolonged decline (apparently unnoticed
by her husband) and eventually expires, eliciting little dismay or sorrow
from Helstone: "His wife, after a year or two, was of no importance to him
in any shape; and when she one day, as he thought, suddenly for he had
scarcely noticed her decline but, as others thought, gradually, took her
leave of him and of life, and there was only a still beautiful-featured
mould of clay left, cold and white, in the conjugal couch, he felt his
bereavement who shall say howlittle?" (p. 82). Bronté concedes that he was
a man ill~fitted to show his grief, undemonstrative to a faull, and yet she
appears unconvinced that Mrs. Helstone's passing made any great

impression.on him. His personality in general does not lndirmhz that women



are worth mourning over. They are playthings for hlales, and any evidence
of female passion or self-esteem, any impertinent manifestations of
“intelligence, are aberrations that must be effaced: "At heart, he could not
abide sense in women: he liked to see them as silly, as light-headed, as
vain, as open to ridicule as possible; because they were then in reality
what he held them to be, and wished them to be, inferior: toys to play with,
to amuse a vacant hour and to be thrown away" (p. 138)7 When they display
the above gualities, Helstone can respond by appearing to be a charming
kand pleasant man, but his ris a patronising gallantry, affected and
insincere.*® That Mary Cave is a sensitive and caring person, deserving
of mére than condescending chivalry, is implied in the reactions of Mrs.
7 ﬁels"t:'éxie's nurse:"His [Hels tone's] dby«eyed and sober mourniﬁg séandaliiéd
an old housekeeper, and likewise a female attendant, who had walted uvpon
Mrs. Helstone in her sickness, and who, perhaps, ‘had héd opportunities of
learxr-ning‘ more o'f the deceased lady’s nature, :of‘her capacity for feeling
and 1§§1rlg, than her husband knew" (p. 8C".

Bronté does not limit hefself to the depiction of only one violent and
dlsarstrou:s marriage. Carblin'e's father, Helstone's brother, is also an

Imperfect specimen of husband (and father). We know very little about him

*2In-essence, Helstone is not unlike St. John in Jane Eyre. Although
holding dlssimllar views regarding how best to serve God, both are self-
righteous and selfish men who desire an ideal rather than a woman. St. John
actually has the audacity to tell Jane that she is selfish if she does not
conform to A5 ideal of how one should live one's 1life (and ally herself to
himin a cold and loveless marriage). Refusing himis tantamount to refusing
~toallow God inher life (the analogy is revealing!). Jane's description of his
temperament brings Helstone to mind; he had " ... an austere and despotic
nature . .. the disapprobation of a cool, inflexlb.le Judgement, which .
detected in another feelings and views inwhich it [had] no power to sympa-~
thize." See Jane Eyre, p. 414. : : ‘
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except for a brief sketch offered by Caroline, in which he a;ﬁpears as a
demented and sadistic phantom, abusive and neglectful of his daughter:

Rumours had reached her ear of what that father's character

was; old servants had dropped hints; she knew, too, that he was

not a good man, and that he was never kind to her. She

recollected-a darkrecollectionitwas-some weeks that she had

spent with him in a great town somewhere, when she had been

shut up day and night, in a high garret-room, without a carpet,

with a bare uncurtained bed, and scarcely any other furniture;

-when he went out early every morning, and often forgot to

return and give her her dinner during the day, and at night,

when he came back, was like a madman, furious, terrible; or—-still

more painful-like an idiot, imbecile, senseless. She knew she

had fallen ill in this place, and that one night when she was

very sick, he had come raving into the room, and said he would

kill her, for she was a burden to him: her screams had brought

aid, and from the moment she was then rescued from him she had

never seen him, except as a dead man in his coffin, (p. 126)
Caroline's mother found Mr. Helstone, her husband, equally unbearable. In
fact, Mrjs; Pryor's disgust with her husband is so profound as to render any
associations with her past as his wife repulslv,er. This’ eileri extends to her
daughter, Caroline. Mrs. Pryor's torment is such that she has avoided
reuniting herself with Caroline, fearing that the progeny of such a man
must necessarily be tainted with his savage and deranged nature. In this
instance, Mrs. Pryor's physical health remains unaffected since she has
escaped her husband, yet his influence even when absent is such that it
greatly and seemingly permanently affects Mrs. Pryor's mind and
personality. Such a bleak portrait of matrimony is painted that Carocline's
ambivalence regarding her future is revealed as even mbre distressing,

since even the option that is regarded as preferable appears to involve

danger and misery.**

**Shirley Foster observes that "many Victorian women novelists, even
while ~apparently accepting both the necessity and the blessings of
matrimony, and using its thematic conclusiveness as a shaping principle in
their works, cast a more quizzical eye on the convention with their actual
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Caroline arrives at the conclusions whichlay the foundations for her
'deciine slyowly and inexorably. When Robert Moore appears indifferent to
"her, she is compelled to ruminate on her future, which she had heretofore
| ,:assumed, unconsciously or not, would be woven into his. Caroline finds that
”'she‘ is even denied the solace of explanation on his part regarding his
- change of heart: "A lover masculine so disappointed can speak and urge
explanation; a lover feminine can say nothing; if she did, the result would
be shame and anguish, lnward remorse for self-treachery. Nature would
a brand such demonstration as a rebellion against her instincts, and would
' vlndlctlvely repay it afterwards by the thunderbolt of self- contempt
'smiting suddenly 1n secret" (p. 128). Bronté& then reveals the course of
~ silence and inaction which is deemed appropriate for women who suffer from
~unrequitedlove. It entails EIabiorate deception and fortlrtude a‘hd furthers
" -the creed of ,self—,ren'unciratiron. After'adveca,tlng treating the mental pain
as a species of stone or scorpion and either "breaking one's teeth” on it
or gripping the creature firmly until the sting has rendered one
desensitized, Bronté goes on toexplaln the logistics of doing so:

Never mind: in time, afte'r your hand and arm have swelled and

- quiveredlong with torture, the squeezed scorpion will die, and

you will have learned the great lesson how to endure without

~a-sob. For the whole remnant of your life, if you survive the

test-some, it is said, die under it-you will be stronger, wiser,

-less sensitive. This you arenot aware of, perhaps, at the time,

and so cannotl borrow courage of that hope. Nature, however ...

is an excellent friend in such cases; sealing the lips,

interdicting utterance, commanding a placid dissimulation: a

dissimulation often wearing an easy and gay mien at first,

settling down to sorrow and paleness in time, then passlng

‘away, ‘and leﬁving, a - convenient stoicism, not the less
fortifying because it is-half-bitter. (p. 128)

portrayals of the marital experience" ("Female Januses,” p. 220). Bronté's
"eye" proves more than quizzical, and indicts the brutahty that was often
deemed the right of Victorian husbands
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In these lines, Brontd presents amicrocosmic analysis of the pathology of
women's lives in general.*® The "passing away"” which refers ostensibly to
the disturbed emotions might as well involve the corporeal woman also
(Bronté even states that some "die" under such trials) |

After coming to grips with this unpleasant fmperative of silence,
Carocline must also confront her oplions: After visiting Miss Mann and Miss
Ainley, she ceﬁtemplates the old maids’ lives and motives, and arrives al
some painful truths. Miss Mann's brittle shell and severity are re,vealg&d as
a defense against self-annihilation at the hands of her persecutors, who
also happen to ber her neighbors, the clergy, and so on. Miss Ainley is a
philanthropist who knows her fellow parishionérs and thelr privat e agonles
and ﬁéeds hetter thén the local pastorate do (and attends to those needs
with formidable devotion). Yet the women are reviled nevertheless*®

despite the fact that for many single wéomen,; the odds were againsgt their

*2Susan Gubar refers to the vehemence of Brontié's message and what it
portends for women's lives more generally: "With what fury the lesson of
repression is given. Endurance and submission, silence and suffering
involve pain and self-destruction. When Bronté describes the
transubstantiation of bread into stone, of egg inlo scorplon, she explains
the cause and result of female suffering: with no sustaining nourishment,
‘growth is impossible and so is escape; the woman can only witness her
imprisonment and withkdraw Into it with the ambiguous solace that comes
from being hidden" ("The Genesis of Hunger, According to Shirley,” p. 8).

13Francoise Basche discusses Caroline's revelations on the subject of
old maids. Caroline "discovers that unmarried women are real victims of
society. They often have a more useful function than many wives and
mothers; and it is the stupid ostracism practised against them that
contributes to their common embitterment. They are the byproduct, the
waste, of an archaic ideal of woman, that dooms her only to be a wife-
mother.” See Relative Creatures, (New York: Schocken Books, 1374), p. 158,
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marrying from the beginning.** In answer to Caroline's plaintive query
"Whérr:- is my place in the world?” (p. 180), the conventional answers ring
hollow in her ears, revealing that she will not, indeed, occupy a place:
"your place is to dogood to others—to be helpful whenever help
is wanted.” That is right in some measure, and a very
convenient doctrine for the people who hold it; but I perceive
that certain sets of human beings are very apt to maintain
that other sets should give up thelr lives to them and their
service, and then they requite them by praise: they call them
devoted arnid virtuous. Is this enough? Is it to live? Is there
nol a terrible hollowness, mockery, want, craving, in that
existence which is given away to others for want of something
of your own tobestowit on? I suspect there is. Does virtue lie

in abnegation of self? I do not believe it. Undue humility makes
tyranny; weak concession creates selfishness. (p. 130)

Here'Bronté is scarcely distingulshable from her creation. Caroline finds
Wnio"'c'émfort in the possibility of living out herrdays as a spihstér,revern
though there ismuch to commend in the two old ladies (muph In the way of
'Crhzir,acter, that is; the aversion Caxj(iyllne Vfrfeels is entirely for their
‘circumb tances). Wh eas the days used to signlfy infinite p’romise to
Caroline, she is now atr loss as to how she will fill them:

"I have to live, perhaps, till seventy years. As far as I know,

~IT'have good health. Half a century of existence may lie before

me. How am 'to occupy it? What am I to do to fill the interval of

time which spreads between me and the grave?" (p. 190)
It‘ is significant that governessing is the only means of escape‘ that
Carollne can realistically imagine. Bront# and others, notably her sister
Anne in Agnes Grey (1848), through their fiction and actual experience, have

exposed the profession as anomalous and often annihilating. That it here

**Foster draws attention to the incompatibility of Victorian fact and
fantasy. Not only had the numbers of single females over the age of fifteen
leapt to over three million by 1871, but "the unequal sex ratio worsened by
the “numbers of - ehglble bdchelors who emigrated promlsed permanent
spinstbrhood for- many ("Female Januses,;" p. 218).
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represents a kind of salvation to Careoline inditzates that she is, because
~of her cold, distant uncle, Robert's apparent disdain and ﬁer lack of any
goal, desperate indeed. Caroline‘s determinationproves futile, in any case.
Her uncle thwarts her and even Mrs. Pryor attempts to dissuade her. When
Caroline broaches the subject withHelstone, his demand to knowwhatl "whim”
compels her now sets the tone for his prohibition of the idea. Although he
finally racognises that she is troubled and very evidentiy so ("bloom had
vanished, flesh wasted; she sat before him drooping, colourriess, and thin,”
P- 203), he is unéry'mpathetic and belittles her:

"Pooh! rMere nonsense! I'1l not héar of governessing. Don't

mention it again. It is rather too feminine a fancy. I have

finished breakfast, ring the bell; put all crotchets out of your

head, and run away and amuse yourself.,” (p. 200)

Helstone implies that Caroline is to blame for hm‘ condition and only olfers
a dobtor or a "watering-place” as a solutrion.'F’urthermm‘e, his dignily and
social position will be adversely affected if Caroline finds a place in a
family as governess and this is another reason Lor vetoing her sug’gés tion.
Considering it a point of pride that Caroline continue her useless
existence, since she will have an annuity from him and never need seé¢k a
situvation for financial reasons, he takes his leave of her.

Mrs. Pryor attempts to instill a sense rrln Caroline both of the self-
obliteration required by governessing and the adverse effects on Lhe
health as a result. After describing the contradictory nalure of the
governess' role, she frankly spells out the specific consequences as they
’once affected her: "My life in this house was sedentary, solitary,
cbnstréined, Joyles s,rtoils ome. The dreadful crushing éf the animal spirits,
the ever prevailing sense of friendlessness and homelessness consequent
on thirs state of 'things, began'ere long to produce mortal effects on my
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constitution~I sickened™ (p. 363 Mrs. Pryor goes on to say that "morbid
.self-esteem” was considered the culprit by the lady of the house. Carcline
‘is made to realise that governessing is merely an extension of her own
existence in her uncle's house, requiring the same surrender and sacrifice.

Significantly, it brings about the same consequence, that of serious

~ illness.

| Although her conversations with Shifle‘y elucidate the problem, and
ir\dicate f:hat she is not-alone, in perceliving it or suffering from it, they
do nothing t¢ alleviate Caroline’'s pain. She is aware both that useful
occupation is a balm to one's spirits, and that it is not sufficient as a
“ralson d'étre. Careline wishes "fif{y times a day" that she had an
occupatlon, but does not view it as a curefall. Labour can "'give varieties
of pari:n, and‘ prevent us from breaking our hearts,fzith a Singlertyrant
master;tox~tux'é. Besides, successful labourrhas its recompense; a vacant,
wearry,r lonély';, hopeless 1life has none'™ (p. 235). Caroline goes on
- specifically to describe the plight of neighbouring girls of ‘her
acquaintance and what-She believes is their féte'and'the fate of most

women:

"The brothers of these girls [the Sykes, for example]l are every
one in business or in professions; they have something to do:
their sisters have no earthly employment, but household work
and sewing; no earthly pleasure, but an unprofitable visiting;
and no hope, in all their life to come, of anything better. This
stagnant state of things makes them decline in health: they are
never well; and their minds and views. shrink to wondrous
narrowness. The great wish—the sole aim of every one of them
i5 to be married, but the majority will never marry: they will
die as they now live. They scheme, they plot, they dress to
ensnare husbands. The gentlemen turn them into ridicule: they
don't want them; they hold them very cheap: they say-I have
heard them say it with sneering laughs many a time-the
matrimonialmarketis overstocked. Fathers say solikewise, and
are angry with their daughters when they observe their
manoeuvres-'thev order them to stay at home. What do they
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expect them to do at home? If you ask,-they would answer, sew

and cook. They expect them to do this, and this only, as if they

had no germs of faculties for anything else:a doctrine as

reasonable to hold, as it would be that the fathers have no

faculties but for eating what their daughters cook, or for
wearing what they sew. Could men live so themselves? Would

they not be very weary? And, when there came no relief to their

weariness, but only reproaches atits slightest manifestation,

would not their weariness ferment in time to frenzy?” (pp. 377~

8)

But, while Caroline can perceive the root of the problem and direct
attention to the inherent fallacies operative in her soclety, she is still
unable to frame some sort of solution. This deficiency leads ultimately to
sickness.

Caroline comes down with some sort of infirmity apparently after
walking home in the fresh air. Bronlt# explicitly states that her mental
turmoil precipitates her fever: "How she had caught the fever fever it
was-she could not tell. Probably, in her late walk home, some sweel,
peisoned breeze, redolent of honeydew and miasma, had passed into her
lungs and veins, and finding there already a fe{er of mental excitement, and
a languor of long conflict and habitual sadness, had fanned the spark of
flame and left a well-1lit fire behind it" (p. 399). Meanwhile, the real
catalyst behind this fever has arrived at the Moores' residence while
Caroline is visiting there, in the form of a bouquet of flowers from

Fieldhead. Hortense has casually joked that Robert is the favourite there,

and this effectively seals Caroline's fate, In her opinion, this Intimation

that a courtship is in the works between Shirley and Robert confirms her

path towards a long, slow death as a spinster in her uncle's house™”

*2Gubar points to the cause of Caroline's ailment: "Far Irombeingmerely
love-sick, Caroline is discontent. Her Illhess is a result of her misery .at
her own impotence” ("The Genesis of Hunger, According to Shirley,” p. 15).
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Caréliﬁe experiences a rapid decline as a result. Whereas she had

:prevfously been ill, and thought to be fatally so by some, now it is evident
that there Is undeniably cause for alarm. Everyone notices a change in
Caroline's appearance after Moore treats her coldly and Helstone refuses

. hér appeal to obtain a private situation, andmost go so far as to say she
will die. But Caroline has remained optimistic:

She never throught so herself; she felt in no dying case; she had
~ neither pain nor sickness. Her appetite was diminished; she
~ knew the reason; it was because she wept so much at night;
sleep was coy and hard to be won; dreams were distressing and
baleful. In the far future she still seemed to anticipate a time
when this passage of misery should be got over, and when she
~should once more be calm, though perhaps never again happy.
(n. 206)

V"Ca;rorlﬂi'ne n;)w entertrains no such hopers. Mrs. Pryor éhxiou'sly hurses her;
y:aft‘ she shows no improvement whatsoever. Carrolin,e "'wrasted like any snow-
’w‘re&trh in thaw; she faded like any flower ,ip rdrought" (p. 401). Even Shirley,’

_who is generally f,ree,fromrmorbld reflections, is frlgh’t‘ened by the vision

on Caroline’s‘ sick-bed. She petitions Hels téne to seekprofessional advice,

"but the doctor summoned merely makes some mystical proclamation, to the
efféé't’ ;nat only timé will téll,rand advises medicines and the like, instilling
those bresant withra sense of his infallible expertise, but probably knowing
"weli enough he could do no good, but [not liking] to say so” (p. 402). |

Only Mrs. Pryor recognizes that Caroline is suffering from some
mental ahguish, and Bronté suggests that it is through Mrs. Pryor’'s

‘broun,tiful experience of subjugation that she is able to perceive the origin

of the ;girl'sfailmreht. Caroline's "quickly consummated debility puzzled all
whn witrxessed it, exceptr one; for that oné alone reflected how liable is the
nnder:@;{néd Vs.‘tructu‘rr‘e to ;f.ii}k ;n sudden rruin" (p. 402). Mrs. Pryor's horrific
my_arrrri‘age and her situatlron with thé tyrannical lady of the house to whose
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children she was governess, render her exceptionally sensitive to

Caroline’s feelings of futility and despair: "But your mind, Caroline: your

mind is crushed; your heart is almost broken: you have been so neglected,
so repulsed, left so desclate” (p. 409).

Mrs. Pryor, determined to give Caroline a reasonto live, reveals her
true identity. She is right in believing that this will give no small measure
of comfort to the girl, who rallies, stating that she should now like to
recover. Carolinre can nowrealistically envisiona close relationship, built
on mutuai affection, with another. However, Bronté& also manages to bring
Robert and Caroline together, rto seal Carqline’s affilia tiron with the living.
~ Caroline's colour and vigour return, her melancholia dis sipates, and she.is
"lifted on the wing of hope” (p. 557). Robert's decline, the result of a bullet
wound, Is found to be facilitated by the same brand of ‘splritual malai-e
that has afflicted Caroline: "I am hope‘lesrﬁly weak, and the state of my mind
is inexpfessible - dark, barren, impotent” (p. 542). Upon comparing their
experriences, Robert and Caroline discover that they are both suffering
from what they perceive as a hopelessfsituation in terms of unrequited
love. Robert recovers swiftly upon learning of the possibility of a |
relationship, Just as Caroline herself has.

But these two experiences are not as similar as they may appear. A
potentially fatal wound catalyses Robert's infirmity and it is as difficult
to believe that anythingless catastrophicwould have compelled him toward

his fatalistic musings as it is to believe that his malaise would have

3
}

d him. He has

q
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- continued, unconquered, had Caroline for some reason reject
his life and his work to compel him onward and it is difficult to concelve of

Robert as one who could mourn forever, and eventually dwlndle away as the
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result of a thwarted attachment.*® Shortly thereafter they are married,
Ieaviné'the reader uneasy as to the actual felicity this will bring, as well
a8 pondering those swarms of single women to whom is yet consigned a life
of oppression and banality.

Like the other characters in the novel, Shirley falls prey to debility,
r,éince she is depicted as the very essence of cheerfulness and vivacity,
this change seems an aberration, unnatural in one so habitually robust.
Shirley goes on a walkwithher cousins and in an interval of'perhaps twenty
minutes, her whole aspéct'changes, from one of profound contentment, to
‘malalsé.r She concedes that she is a "little sick,” but soon feigns the vigour
of her cﬁétomary self, and veherﬁently denies any manifestation of illness
rirlrxreri';;'iiter. Bronté alludes to nOt’hi'ng SPe'clflé. Only there was a "néw and
peculiar shadow tha,t, Irinrgrered on her countenance and manner" (p. 48686).

‘S}rly'lryl‘ey's customaryrpride aoes: not admit any disagreeable enquiries and
yet it irs obvious thrart 'she is failing. She thencefbrth wastéé, practising
’the art of denial proportionate to her dis-ease. It is obvious to thé
‘reader that it is Louis Moore whb l‘s the cause of much of her anxiety, and
not the fear of hydrdphobia‘poésibly confraéted frbm the dog-bite she

suffers while out onher walk.VShirley’s love for him and ambivalent feelings

*® Interestingly enough, Louis Moore becomes ill as well. At one point in
the novel, he describes the grief he feels at being apart from Shirley in
‘terms of his bed being comprised of thorns (p. 482), owing to which he spends
many sleepless nights. When he contracts a fever, Bronté depicts him as
"tossing on his thorny bed"” (p. 450), which of course conjures up romantic
images of the source of his malaise. However, there is the possibility that
he has centracted a fever from one of the poor cottages in the district,
and in any case, he rallies quickly: "Mr. Moore's good constitution quickly
triumphed over his indisposition:in a few days he shook it off, and resumed
his duties” (p. 453). Like Robert, he has a vocation and feels compelled to
‘recuperate. L '
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,kregarding the possibility of a marriage as well as the desirability of any
marriage are the culprits which oppress her spirits. She is genulnely not
wéli, but the causes are spiritual rather than oetherwise. Fully cognizant
of the fact that alliance with Louis necessarily means subjection, and te
rone ﬁho is socially and financially very much her inferfor, Shirley's self-
esteem rebels. Although she is not much swayed by vislions of her own self~
importance and thre prestige attached to 'being mi‘stress of Fieldhead, to
relinquish her slight hold onwhat is an unusually autonomous existence Is
difficult. If she is to fulfill herself sexually, it will be at the expense of
self-government. It is this particular agony that is at the core of her
”"agitafion.,'S'inc'e Shirley is such an independent and 1’ive1y character
otherwise, her illness provides a glaring contrast to her usual self, and
elucida t’es her situvation. |
‘Mrs. Pryor hés;' alfeady discussed hér illness inirx:elalion to ‘her
positrijon as governess', in an effort to extlnﬁulsh Caroline's longing to
tread the same path. When she falls i1l as aresult of a solitary and Joyless
existence, the self-esteem that is denied expression is diagnosed as
"wounded vanity” by rher employer. Evidently even this austere and cruel
woman is able to dlvlne thert‘oundations of her employee's despondency, If
‘ nbt the inherent injustice of Mrs. Pryor"s position: "She hihted that if I did
not make an effort to quell my 'ungodly discontent,' to cease 'murmuring
against God's appointment,'and to cultivate the profourid humility befitiing
my station, my mind would very likely 'go to pieces’ on the rock that wrecked
most of my sisterhood-morbid s’eif*es teem—and that I should die an inmate
of a lunatic asylumr" {pp. 363-4). Sadly enough, the lady of the house was

uttering some truths in the midst of her invective, in describing the
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possible fate of those who find themselves trapped in Mrs. Pryor's
predicament and unable to adapt (her perceptions of the desirability of
‘su.l“)mrission and self-respect excepted). Mrs: Pryor makes it obvious that
only her eséape from this situation (into a disastrous marriage from which
she also flees) prevents her from sinking into permanent, if not terminal,
convalescence: "Those languishing years would follow, of which none but the
invalid and her immediate friends feel the heart-sickness and know the
‘burden: consumption ox; decline would close the chapter. Such is the history
of many a life; ] kould not have it yours” (p. 365).

None of the women who experience illness within the confines of this
“novel has any physical complaints which would predispose them in any way.
In fact, they are all portrayed as possessed of strength, in terms of
"’ch‘ar'a(;‘ter and cqnsti't'ution, yet they allmanifest the vague symptoms which
'charracterizee the condition of the neurras,’tlrxernre. They fiﬁd no remedy in
appealing to physicians and persist in 'ailing until some fortunate
circums tance relieves their emotional stress (however superficially this
is accomplished). Bronté makes an appeal, through the medium of Caroline's
impassioned speech, to the consciences of those who would deny lif‘egiving
activity and autonomy to women:

"God surely did not create us, and cause us to live with the

sole end of wishing always to die. I believe in my heart we were

intended to prize life and enjoy it, so long as we retain it.

Existence never was originally meant tobe that useless, blank,

pale, slow-trailing thing it often becomes to many, and is

becoming to me, among the rest.” (p. 376)

B'uir‘; thfs jndiéfment of Victorian values isnot explicit enough for the

obstinate Bront&. She points specifically to the patriarchs who appear

tragically indifferent to what is going on around them: "Men of England, look
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at your poor girls, many of them fading around you, dropping off in
consumption or decline; or, what is worse, degenerating to sour old
maids envious, backbiting, wretched, because life is a desext to them; or,
-what is worst of all, reduced to strive, by scarce modest coquetry and
debasing artifice, to gain that position and consideration by marviage,
which to celibacy is denied” (p. 378). Although Bronté is writing aboul a
period which is somewhat removed from her present, it is clear that she
perceives little, if anything, to have changed in the interim.*” Bronté
knew the pitfalls of governessing first-hand (her trials and negative
experiences while engaged in this occupation are well documented in
‘Gaskell's Life of Charlotte Bronté), as well as the constraints placed on
women's behaviour as aresult of the "overstocking” of the marrlage market.
‘Ina léfter to afriend she makes reference to an occasionwhen she rﬁistook
an unmarried man for a married one, with unpie&sant reéults: "I know that
if womén wish to escape the stigma of husbatid*s'eeklrlg', they must act and
look like marble or clay cold, expressionless, bloodless; for every
appearance of feeling, of joy, sorrow, friendliness, antipathy, admiration,
disgust, are alilke construed by the world into the attempt to hook a

husband.”™*®

*7"Roslyn Belkindescribes the criminal neglect by the Englishmale in the
context of Shirley as well as Bronté&'s lifetime: "Even in Bronté's day, some
forty yearslater{than the evenls of Shirleywere supposed to take place],
the 'fathers’ had done nothing to improve the stultifying condltions of
their daughters’'lives. Women were still barred from the labour-market and
the professions, and as Bronté (and her sisters) knew from bltter, first-
hand experience, the only recourse that remained for a single, middle-class
woman who had to earn her own living was the scul-destroying job of
governess.” See Roslyn Belkin, "Rejects of the Marketplace: Old Maids in
Charlotte Bronté's Shirley,” p.-85.

‘2=8life of Charlotte Brbnté‘, p. 228.
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‘But for all of Bronté's denunciation of the limitations imposed on
i rvre'o”mén, in the marketplace, the home, and in social intercourse, marriage is
invoked as 4 balm that magically soothes the sting of "ungodly discontent.”
EVen in the realm of meaningful labour, which Bronté relentlessly asserts
must be allowedwomen, the author reveals herself as ambivalent, since she,
herselri‘k, subordinated her writing to attending to her husbhand's comfort
d’uringi her brief married life. Bront& does not appear cohvinced that
| :ﬁarri’age is not the culmlnailoh of a woman's life: "The wnmarried woman,
spinétér or worker, is generally concéived either as a creature without an
, 1Vdentirty, anobject of sarcésm or pity,or as a virtual and virtuous heroine
: ,:“’ho will later find fulfillment in marriage [as a model of self-abnegation].
, Erven'with Charlotte Bronté work does nof loom large in their lives,m*®
‘ ‘”Th‘a‘i‘iyriS', work is something fhat enables one to get through one's humdrum

~existence in the lntrerr,val bertqu'eeh girlhdrdd a:hd"’Wifehood, or else dulls the
pains of those who are unfortunately unable"to ens"nare a man.

However; in explicitly outlining and examining the plight of many
women, Bronté has achieved a trriumph. The fact that Bronté’'s unusually
keen faculties were unable to resolve the problem of "woman's place”
indlcatés the 'enormitry of the task: "The dichotomies of Bronté's fiction,
like that of h’er contemporaries, constantly warn us that the complexities
of wgm‘en'é roles 'and'relationships cannot be summed wvwp in a single
statement.”=° Bronté offers up no piecemeal solutions, in fact no

solutions whatever except on the personal and individual ievel, but shapes

19 Reolat ive Creai‘urés, p. 270.

zo"Female Januses: 'Amblgul ty and Ambivalence towards Marriage in Mid-
. Victorian Women's Fiction," p. 227. SR
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her material in such a way as to articulate the problem, to “"highlight the
inimor-aiity of the affluent and powerful members of rlineteeiltllh~ceiltun*y
England, who wilfully shut their eyes to the pain of the weak and
powerless.”"?* As a champion of the latter, Bronté does justice to her

cause.

2i"Rejeclts of the Marke tplace: 01d Maids in Charlotte Bronté's Shirley,”
p- 66.. : , L ‘
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'Journeying through the wilderness of the present™
Some Final Ruminations con the
Fiction and Lives of Brenté and Gaskell

The Victorian male's growing uncertainty over his place in the world
arose partly from the technological advances and changing class
istinctions which were transforming the way in which men defined
themselyes. This uneasiness nof only extended to women, but affected them
éspecially strongly, a fact which is less commonly noted. Although men
--tended to agonize over self-definition during this period, it was women who
had to grapple directly with their lack of independent identity. Even though
the rideal of the "pi’éper lady"” was a kirnyd of demaiéatidn, it allowed for
little autonomy.'if rtheir— few privilegés were je,opar,dized, middle- and
uppér~élasrs woiﬁen had even greater cause for bewilderment than did men.
This turmoil is expressed in the works previously discussed. The
doubts and anxiety that typified the experience of Vicltorian women cannot

be emphasized enough: "Indeed,’r the—cleérest characteristic of the mid-

Victorian périod was how few women of character fit the ideal laldy."’L |
Elizabeth Gaskell and Charlotte Bronts drew attention to the inequities
endured by women that were endemic in Victorian society's attitudes and

practices, by presenting profiles of women of various means and rankwhose

essential circumstances created the same constraints, and who suffered

ety

rom debilitating or fancied infirmities as aresult of their limited sphere.

*Suffer and Be Still, p. xi.



Several differences in their works can be atiributed to the fact
that, although Bronté and Gaskell were of the same social class and were
close friends, they came from rather disparate backgrounds and were
subject to vastly different experiences, Although married to a Unitarian
minister and thereby subjecl to certain restrictions and expectations
regarding her behavioyr, Elizabeth Gaskell appeared to enjoy a significant
degree of independence. She seconded her husband in his work, not from a
dry sense of duty, but rather as the naturral extension of a benevolenl and
affectionate nature.® Gaskell's religious beliefs were serious enough Lo
compel her to censure George Eliot's decision to live out of wedlock, but
genex*ally were manifested in a deep commi tmerdt to humanity, rather thana
threro'réticai and highl& cbnstricting attention to sérip{'ural drertarll. Far
from spending a great deal of time at home, playing the part of minister's
wife to the exclusion of all else, Mrs. Gaskell led an active life. The Rev.
Gaskell spent his holidays away from his fa,milyy‘, was Vbusy wlth the many
pursuils that derived from his occulbatiorl, and was generally sufficlent
unto himself: "Mrs. Gaskell was often away from home, and both she and her
husbénd WEre giveﬁ to jéurnéying apartj.":’ Mrs. Gaskellr thrust herself into
the world, and experienced”mu’(:h that wés denied by circumstance, and Lo
some degreé temperament, to Crharlotte‘ Bronté. Whern she was allinginlater
life, it was difficult for Mrs. Gaskell to accept physical limitalions, given

her habitual animation:

2Arthur Pollard and J.A.V, Chrapple, eds., The Letters
- of Mrs. Gaskell, (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1966}, p. xxii.

3rbid, p. xiv.
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It Is this sense of her vitality, af Hie lived to the full, that

inretrospect gives to the last letters much of their pathos,

She was so tired. She who had done 50 much, who yet felt that

within her there remained so much still to de, was moving

swiftly to that sad day when literally in a moment she was cut

off in the fullness of her powers.?®
Cohverselj, itis a sense of stasis which characterizes Bronté's life, much
. of which was devoted to the querulous and decidedly selfish Rev. Bronté,
whose (:aretaker Charlotte was to remain throughout her adult life.
Charlotte's reli'girous beliefs were greatiy influenced both by Mr. Bronté,
and by the deaths of all of her siblings, which leflt a sense of desolation
which was to plague her until her own death. The self-sacrifice which Mr.
Bront# demanded of his children® and the depression resulting from a
solitary and often Jjoyless existence imbued Charlotte with a sense of”
fatalism that is echoed in her religious convictions. When Mrs. Gaskell, in
conversa‘trlén wlth Brontér, opiﬁed that perople receive roughly the same lot
inlife, émd that their variance lies 110£ m aegi‘eésrof haﬁp'piness and scrrow
butrhr1 héw rtheserare blended, Charlotte professed a very different view:
"She smiled, and shook her head, and said she was trying to school herself
“against ever anticipating any pleasure; that it was better to be brave and
submit faithfully; trhere was some good reason, which we shrould know in time,
why sorrow and disappointment were to be the lot of some on earth. It was
better to acknowledge this, and face out the truth in a religious faith."®

Charlotte looked to a future in Paradise rather than any kind of felicity

on earth.

sIbid., p. xxiii.
®Life of Charlotte Bronté, p. 35.

Ibid, p. 385.



In the meantime, her steadfast trust inpatience andresignation, and

:

her staunch refusal to allow hope, colored her fiction as surely as it did
her life. In Villette, Lucy Snowe's constant runinations on the subldect of
hope, and her ongoing battle to extinguish it from her life as a dangerous
element, meant only for a certaln elect, ave identical in substance with
Charlotie's stated convictions:

My mind . . . made for itself some imperious rules, prohibiting
under deadly penalties all weak retrospect of happiness past;
commanding a patient journeying through the wilderness of the
present, enjoining a reliance on faith-a watching of the cloud
and pillar which subdue while they guide, and awe while they
illumine~hushing the impulse to fond idolatry, checking the
longing out-look for a far-off promised land whose rivers are,
perhaps, never to bereached saveindyingdreams, whose sweel
pastures are to be viewed but from the desclate and sepulchral
summit of a Nebo.? - '

Obvioﬁsly the disparity between Gaskell's and Bronté’s beliefs and
experience would lead to different methods of {reating the positioyn of
woman in their fiction. Gaskell, with her greater worldly experience,
presented works that included a wider range and treatment of social
classes. Her heroines are less cloistered and evince less despair Lhan
those of Charlotte Bronté. Although limited in terms of personal freedom
and vocation, they feel less of the pervasive sense of hopelessness Lhat
characterizes the lives of many of Bronté's female characters. Bronté's
heroines tend more to self-renunciation as a creed and several of them
spend many chapters inwhat can only be termed a species of spiritual self-
flagellation, a persistent injunction against expectations of any kind.

In Gaskell's work, illness serves to highlight the different life

experiences of men and women, and the evils of such differentiation.

TVvillette, p. 330.
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_Although some women lose their very lives because of oppressive
~ciecumstances and expectations, Gaskell is less outspoken in indicting the
practices and attitudes which condemn womén to idle and ornamental
lifestyles. The lesson is implicit, its extraction dependent upon a careful
reading.
Charlotte Bxfonté takes no such chances. Lest the reader miss her
point, Bronté exélicitly rails against that which conﬁnes and proves
ultimately fatal to many women. Many of her heroines contract illnesses
which not only debilitate but even transform their personalities. In Jane
Eyre, Vi]]étte, and Shirley, Bronté's heroines are forever marked by their
Wboruts with illheissr.' Whérn Jane takés her leave of Rroches ter aftér declaring
7 hi@ a bigamist, and finds herself homeless, helpless, and desperate, she
i"alls Vpr'ey to the elements and her own psychic dis‘turbances before findiﬁg
respite wirth her (Vzousins‘. Thereafter she bécomes résignedrto a lifetime of
self-effacement and dry duty, although not to the degree St. John would
like. Fortunately for Jane, there is relief from her cloistered existence
in stére as Bronté contrives to bringrRochester and Jane together in
'marriage at the close of the novel. Cax;oline Helstone, as préviously
mentionéd, undergqes a dramatic change after discovering her prospects
for ‘the‘rfuture and subsequently falling ill. Formerly cheerful and vital,
she now schools herself in the doctrine of self-renunciation and becomes
a sceptical, resigned, and shradowy figure.InVillette,Bronté outlines Lucy
3 ’ Snowg's experience in such avivid and terrifying way that, although Bronté
’is less Vexpliciir: ‘here‘irn pointing to the culpability of society than she is
in Sbifley, Lucy's toj‘tured spirit deserves especial commentary.

When left alrorné during school holidays with a cretin and a servant,
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the former serving as a nightmare double to Lucy, whe is also unwanted and
censiders herself rather "freakish™ as a result, Lucy suvccumbs to an

LY

intense bout of "fever” which even she recognises as inevitable, given her
circumstances: "Indeed there was no way to keep well under the
circums tances. At last a day and night of peculiarly agonizing depression
were succeeded by physical illness.”® The intensity of her ruminations on
her place in the world give rise {o¢ an appalling'perr‘:(;plicm of her own
insignificance and of how little she values life on earth. For Lucy, as for
Bronté, the hereafter is the sole reposilory of happiness. Afler
recovering from her "swoon,” Lucy does not rejoice that she is spaved;
rather, she paints a depressing picture of what has aclually transpirved
while she was unconscicus:
I know she {the soul] re-entered her prison with pain, wilh
reluctance, with a moan and a long shiver. The divorced mates,
Spirit and Substance, were hard to reunite: they greeted each
other, not in an embrace, but a racking sort of struggle. The
returning sense of sight came upon me, red, as if il swam In
- blood; suspended hearing rushed back loud, like thunder;
conscicusness revived in fear.?
Thereafter, Lucy chides herself severely every time she feels so much as
a twinge of hope or gaiety. Her illness results from her discovery thal her
life of toil and dependence holds no prospect of improvement. Solitude and
the leisure to reflect on this suffice to bring this realization violently
to the forefront of Lucy's mind. Lucy, although noet previously a

particularly dynamic character, now becomes consciously committed to the

belief that for certain human beings, including herself, happiness s out of

aVillette, p. 222.

s1bid, p. 235.



reach, and therefore pleasurable feelings must be exorcized in order teo

vent

o
344

pr ven greater dejection once they are revealed as illusory. Life
consists of tedium, loneliness, and toil, and while that is effectively aill
“that Lucy has ever known, the change inher is drastic as she now believes
that there will be no relief in the temporal world.

The fatalism that Lucy embraces and the desperation that she
experiences during and after her illness are spelled out with shocking
clarity. However, Bronté does not trace Lucy’s illness back to its source
explici tly. | Perhaps its vivid represrentationr of inner turmoil took
precedencre over any overt criticismof vvr’ictorian society because Villette
“waswritten duriﬁg "a time of unbearable ioﬁeliness and bitter depression,
ofrrecurring illness and nagging self~d6urbt."1° In any case, Bronté had
presented her case in Shirley, which uneqivocally states her obhjections to
Vict'ori‘an patriarch*l structures. |

- Although Gaskell and Bronté approached their fiction from differing
standpoints and with distinct methods and styles, their positions as
Victrorlanwomen writers enforced similar constraihts on their material and
mode of depictingﬂthe Victerian woman. No doubt this greatly influenced
| their dependence uponmarriage as a conventionwith which to close a novel,
and other contentious elements of their fiction. They appeared to vacillate
on many subjects, especially the issue of the desirability of wedlock for
the Victorian woman. However, as Shirley Foster has indicated, this is
understahdabl& given thelr situation: "Many critics argue that covert

protest lurks beneath this apparent capitulation to convention, but it can

1orbid., p. xi.



be more meaningful to regard ambivalence as the source of this paradox:

the female novelists, themselves uncertain about their own responses
towards therelative benefits of singlehood andmatrimony, present in their

work dualistic versions of female experience, both inside and outside
sexual union, thus revealing their recognition of the complexity of woman's
role in contemporary society. . . . Because they are still explorers,
contrast and ambiguily are the Keynotes of their work.™ Nevertheless,
this constant investigation, this abilitly to exhume and expose the
annihilating aspects of women's prescribed existence, serve to indlct the
patriaréhal system and thus pave the way for a re-examination of the
"woman guestion,” and, it is hoped, for viable and fulfiliing alternatives for

Ii\f'ing, breathing women.

1rFemale Januses: Ambiguity and Ambivalence towards
Marrliage in Mid-Victorian Women'’s Fiction,” p. 216.
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