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INTRODUCTION

‘These are my 4 children; for you must go on knowing them as they 
are, not their mere outsides, which are all you can see in pops’.1 
These words, in a letter written to her sister-in-law in 1851, indicate 
just how much Mrs Gaskell respected the inner lives and individ-
ual characters of her daughters. Nowhere do we gain a better insight 
into these aspects of her daughters’ lives than in the content of their 
surviving letters. Not written to satisfy the demands of an English 
examining board, or any other critical authority, they provide today’s 
reader with access to the spontaneous thoughts and feelings of Mrs 
Gaskell’s daughters as they sat down to communicate with friends, 
family, or scholars associated with the publication of their mother’s 
writing.

The letters cover a time-span of more than fifty years, starting in 
the middle years of the nineteenth century and concluding with Meta 
Gaskell’s death in the second decade of the twentieth century. All 
periods of history are eventful and these years were no exception. 
Events overseas that impinged on the lives of these women include 
the Indian Mutiny (1857); the American Civil War (1861–65); the 
Franco–Prussian War (1870–1871); the Boer Wars (1880–81 and 
1899–1902); and the Irish struggle for independence. At home they 
witnessed at first-hand some of the consequences of the American 
Civil War; were made aware of Fenian activities on British soil; fol-
lowed the demands for electoral reform; and engaged in many of the 
debates current at that time. The connection by marriage between 
the Gaskell family and Charles Darwin promoted an interest in the 
changing attitudes that followed the publication of Darwin’s research. 
All of these events and topics feature in this correspondence.

Mrs Gaskell’s daughters were very privileged, in that they were 
never compelled from financial necessity to perform tasks they 
detested. Unlike Charlotte Brontë and her sisters, they did not work 
outside their own home as governesses, nor did they undertake any 
other paid work. Charitable work performed in Manchester was done 
from a sense of duty, but never from necessity. They enjoyed com-

1  Gaskell Letters, p. 61. In this context ‘pops’ refers to brief visits.
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plete financial security but this did not lead to indolence or selfish-
ness. They inherited from both their parents a sense of social respon-
sibility and from their mother sociability and sympathy towards all 
who knew them. 

As the girls were growing up in Manchester, Marianne and Meta, 
as the two older daughters, enjoyed privileges denied to Florence 
and Julia. The holiday in Italy in 1857, when they were joined by 
Charles Norton, proved to be a pivotal event for the Gaskell family. 
Marianne and Meta accompanied their mother on this adventure but 
Florence and Julia were considered to be too young to benefit from 
the trip. This means that the two older daughters formed relation-
ships, notably with the Nortons and Storys, from which Florence and 
Julia were largely excluded.1 In one of her letters Meta even refers to 
Julia as ‘the child of the family’. The structure and hierarchy of the 
family changed considerably after Marianne and Florence married, 
especially as both made their marital homes in London, leaving their 
unmarried sisters behind in Manchester. Although there was an age 
gap of nine years between Meta and Julia, they became close com-
panions, sharing many, though not all, interests and friendships. They 
were known for their hospitality at Plymouth Grove and honoured for 
their public duties.

As so often happens in families of several children there is one 
upon whose shoulders specific responsibilities fall. In this case it was 
Meta to whom publishers and editors turned, especially during the 
run-up to the Gaskell Centenary in 1910, when her mother’s books 
were being reprinted. Meta appears to have accepted this responsi-
bility at least initially with enthusiasm, taking pride in her mother’s 
achievements and willingly protecting her reputation. Unfortunately, 
some of the demands made on her at this time proved to be intru-
sive and burdensome at a time when her health and strength and – 
one suspects – her memory were fading.2 To make matters worse for 
her, she lost two sources of emotional support in one year: her sister 
Julia and her friend of fifty years, Charles Norton, both died in 1908. 

1  The two letters in this volume from Florence to Charles Norton arise from only 
a brief meeting in England, after Norton and the older members of the Gaskell 
family had returned from the holiday in Italy.

2  Born in 1837, Meta was aged seventy-three by the time of the Gaskell Centenary.
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If a certain amount of querulousness creeps into her later letters it 
is easily understood. Julia and Meta performed many public duties, 
some of which were associated with their father’s ministry at Cross 
Street Chapel and the Sunday School at Lower Mosley Street. They 
helped to relieve distress in the city as their mother had done, follow-
ing on from her example. They felt the loss of their father in 1884 
keenly, yet there is some indication that from this time on they felt 
able to develop the hospitality for which Plymouth Grove became 
renowned.

Though only a small number of letters from Julia have survived, 
they offer valuable insights into her mode of thinking and her inter-
est in public events of her time. One letter in particular demonstrates 
a certain mental toughness and agility as she grapples with the com-
plex issues of Fenianism as she struggles to express these complexi-
ties. Overseas travel was important to both women for as long as they 
were able to undertake the journeys. One suspects that Meta may 
have taken delight in introducing her younger sister to sights she her-
self had first seen with her mother and Norton in 1857. A recurring 
motif in the letters, especially those from the unmarried daughters, is 
their sense of loss without their mother. A major source of consola-
tion for Meta was a sharing of this sorrow with Charles Norton since 
he had known and admired Mrs Gaskell so well. For Julia it was the 
sharing of thoughts with her sisters, especially Meta, that provided 
consolation. During their later years, letters and notes are increas-
ingly written from Silverdale where many family holidays had been 
spent with their parents. There is never any suggestion in their let-
ters that either Meta or Julia felt less than happy in their unmarried 
state or in their place of abode. Manchester, with all its disagreeable 
aspects, provided them with ample opportunities for fulfilment.

In many ways life was kinder to Meta and Julia than it was to 
Marianne and Florence. Marianne, who was so thrilled with her 
engagement to Thurstan Holland, may indeed have enjoyed a happy 
marriage, but suffered blow after blow as her children were born. 
Not only did she suffer the loss of at least one infant, a common 
enough occurrence during her lifetime, but at least two of her chil-
dren were born profoundly deaf, a tragedy made topical by the post-
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Darwinian challenge to the custom of cousin marriages. After the 
death of William Gaskell in 1884, Meta and Julia still had each other 
for companionship, but in that same year Marianne became a widow 
following the death of her husband Thurstan. In spite of all these sor-
rows she was the longest surviving daughter, living on until 1920. 
Unfortunately, her extant letters peter out shortly after her marriage, 
either because no more have been found, or because pressures of 
family life prevented her from writing more. It is through Meta’s let-
ters that we learn of Marianne’s marital joys and disappointments.

Florence, the first daughter to marry, enjoyed considerable material 
comfort and social position in her marriage, writing from a grander 
address near Hyde Park than Marianne’s in Wimbledon. Although 
her mother had once written despairingly of Florence’s lack of abil-
ity, she clearly inherited her mother’s talent for socializing and, with 
more time at her disposal than her mother, was able to entertain some 
of the London literati of that time. Though childless, it was a full 
and happy life until her untimely death in 1881 when she was still 
in her thirties.1 We may surmise that this early death impacted most 
severely on Marianne, since it robbed her of the one family tie avail-
able to her in London. Three years later, following the death of her 
husband, she removed to Alfrick in Worcestershire; from where some 
of Meta’s later letters were sent, apparently visiting her older sister.

Though each decade of the time span, 1856–1914, is represented 
here, there are many tantalizing gaps in this correspondence. It 
seems likely that Meta and Julia would have kept up correspondence 
with their married sisters ‘down south’, but whatever was sent from 
Manchester or Silverdale has not yet surfaced, and may indeed have 
been destroyed. Any letters sent to Plymouth Grove were almost 
certainly destroyed as Meta was particularly sensitive to any kind 
of intrusion into family affairs. Apart from family correspondence, 
there was undoubtedly an exchange of letters between Meta, acting 
as her mother’s literary executor, and Adolphus Ward during the time 
he was preparing the Knutsford Edition of The Works of Mrs Gaskell, 
but this is also yet to be found. Another exchange of letters not yet 

1  The official death certificate recorded an accidental overdose as cause of death. 
I am grateful to Christine Lingard for this information.



Introduction  13

found relates to the commissioning of the Gaskell Memorial Tower 
in Knutsford in March 1907. All we have are newspaper reports of 
the event, which include apologies from the Miss Gaskells who were 
abroad, albeit on medical advice.1 Their feelings about this project 
remain obscured, though some of the surviving letters do indicate 
a rather ambivalent relationship between Mrs Gaskell’s daughters 
and Knutsford people. Other gaps relate to subject matter. Meta and 
Julia were interested in the visual arts and especially newly commis-
sioned works by the Pre-Raphaelites, yet there is no reference to Ford 
Maddox Brown’s murals commissioned by Manchester Town Hall. 
This is especially surprising since Brown moved to Manchester at 
this time even becoming a near neighbour of the Gaskells as he took 
up residence in Victoria Park. If this volume leads to discoveries of 
letters tucked away in family archives some of these gaps may be 
filled in the fullness of time.

The lives of these four women, especially those who lived into old 
age, ran parallel with the lives of women who pioneered higher edu-
cation and entry into the professions for women, including Millicent 
Fawcett and others. Meta’s letters, especially, show an awareness of 
these developments but there is no indication that she or her sisters 
wished to participate in these opportunities themselves, or that they 
wished to campaign for them on the behalf of other women. Any 
involvement in formal education appears to be restricted to Meta’s 
activities as governor of Manchester High School for Girls. Perhaps 
this is the more typical attitude of middle-class women of their gen-
eration; the more forward attitude of others being the exception. 
Activities of suffragettes and the more moderate suffragists find no 
mention in these letters. 

In addition to insights into the thoughts and feelings of Mrs. 
Gaskell’s daughters, these letters also provide insights into the world 
of the nineteenth-century urban bourgeoisie, non-conformist in reli-
gious persuasion and Liberal in political allegiance. Social con-
tacts are principally with other Unitarians, including the Wedgwood 
family, the Darwins, the Greens and of course the Norton family in 

1  Knutsford Guardian, 27 March 1907, p. 2, cols. 3-6 and Manchester Guardian, 
25 March 1907, p. 5, cols. 2-3.
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North America. All are very comfortably off, but their income is not 
derived from land. Generally speaking they are people who enjoyed 
their privileges but not without a sense of social responsibility. As the 
last surviving daughter, Marianne would have witnessed major social 
reforms of the first decades of the twentieth century. What were her 
thoughts on the introduction of the old age state pension, or national 
insurance? Since her marriage in 1866 Marianne had kept herself iso-
lated from urban misery, visiting her old home in Manchester infre-
quently. Julia and Meta died in 1908 and 1913, peacefully, in the city 
which had claimed their allegiance throughout their lifetimes.

Elizabeth Gaskell, the writer, has left a legacy that has been well 
nurtured and which is widely appreciated. But Mrs Gaskell was also 
a mother who gave the world four quite exceptional human beings. 
Only one of her daughters, Marianne, contributed to an ongoing line 
of descent, a line that continues to this day. All four daughters have 
bequeathed to us in their letters their thoughts and feelings as they 
engaged with significant issues of their times. Mrs Gaskell’s early 
death when her youngest daughter was only nineteen meant that she 
was spared the sorrow of one daughter’s untimely death and the agony 
of witnessing another daughter’s struggle to come to terms with the 
plight of her disabled children. If she had been spared another twenty 
years, reaching her mid-seventies, as two of her daughters did and 
many people do today, she would certainly have been proud of her 
four children, for their noble thoughts and feelings and for their cou-
rageous attitudes to life.



MARIANNE GASKELL

 
1834–1920

 
Elizabeth and William Gaskell’s oldest surviving daughter,

‘practical and humorous’ (Gaskell Letters, p. 537).
 Family names included ‘Minnie’ and ‘Polly’.

Marianne may have been the first daughter to form an attachment, but 
she was the second to marry. A year after her mother’s death, after 
a long courtship, she married her second cousin Edward Thurstan 
Holland, grandson of Swinton Holland. Marianne and Thurstan set 
up home in Wimbledon, South of the Thames, at 1, Sunnyside. In 
1884, following the death of her husband, Marianne removed, with 
her children, to Alfrick Court, Alfrick, Worcestershire, where she 
spent most of the remainder of her life. 

As one of the two older daughters, she accompanied her mother 
and sister to Italy in the spring of 1857, thus meeting Charles Eliot 
Norton, the young American who became a lifelong friend of the 
Gaskell family.
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CHARLES ELIOT NORTON

43 Via di San Isidoro –
[Rome 1857]

Dear Mr Norton
You need not ask if we are tired of seeing your hand-writing with-

out it being necessary to ask you the same question. The Vittura man 
has been here and agreed to take us to Sienna [sic] for 65 Scudi, 
and now the question to be settled is whether to start on Tuesday 
or Wednesday, which would you like best – If we start on Tuesday 
Mr Story1 and he thought it best to leave at 10 o’clock in the morn-
ing. Déjeuner at [?], sleep at Ronciglione – The next day Déjeuner at 
Viterbo, sleep at San Lorenzo – The next day Déjeuner at [?Contino] 
or [?], sleep at San Quirico and by noon of the following day reach 
Sienna [sic], leave by the ½ past 3 train for Florence and arrive at 
7. I suppose the same arrangements would hold good if we started 
on Wednesday, always wishing for your consent to it. What do you 
think of those stopping places? and what do you think of waiting till 
Wednesday, and so having one quiet day after all the confusion of 
Easter. Many thanks for your invitation to lunch, it would have been 
very “jolly” only we were hearing Palestrina’s Mass2 which I privately 
speaking don’t admire – Tomorrow we go to see the Benediction & 
to the English Church in the afternoon. I am sorry we have not been 
able to see you today.
	 Written in the name of all the Gaskells by the hand of yours 

Very truly
Marianne Gaskell.

I don’t know why ladies write on the third page except when no blot-
ting paper is in the way.

Address: Charles E. Norton Esq 3 Piazza di Spagna
Houghton Library, Harvard University. MS Am 1088 3485. 

1  William Wetmore Story, an American sculptor who, with his wife Emelyn, pro-
vided hospitality to the Gaskells at 43 Via di Sant’ Isidoro, during their holiday in 
Rome (Uglow, p. 417).

2  Giovanni Palestrina, sixteenth century composer of madrigals and masses, he 
composed more than one hundred masses (Grove).
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CHARLES ELIOT NORTON

43 Via di San Isidoro
Thursday Evening.
[Rome 1857]

Dear Mr Norton
Mama wishes me to write and tell you that much as we should like 

to take four days between here and Florence, she thinks we cannot 
manage to give more than three, without cutting either Florence or 
Venice short of a day. You see we are obliged to be in Manchester by a 
certain day1 and therefore have no extra time to spend in small places. 
We should very much like to see Sienna, but that seems impossible. 
Will you tell François2 please that we should be glad to go in three 
days from here to Florence and then we leave the stopping places to 
his decision as he will know much better than we do which will be 
the best.

I am sorry I did not know when I spoke to you this afternoon that 
three days was the time Mama wished to go in as it may inconven-
ience François, but I hope not. We shall see you early tomorrow I 
hope. 

Believe me to remain
Very truly yours
Marianne Gaskell.

Address: Charles. E. Norton Esq 3 Piazza di Spagna 
Houghton Library, Harvard University. MS Am 1088 3486.

CHARLES ELIOT NORTON

June 26th [1857]
Plymouth Grove

My dear Mr Norton,
We are so glad you are coming to us next Tuesday only we very 

much hope that you will not think of going away on Wednesday. You 

1  A likely reference to the Manchester Art Treasures Exhibition, which opened in 
May 1857.

2  François was Norton’s courier (Whitehill, p. 2, n.1).
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must really not treat us so shabbily or we shall for the future disbe-
lieve in poetical licence[.] I think that Mr Lowell’s line “I only know 
[s]he came and went” is much too sober earnest.1 Mama says that 
she quite expects & very much hopes that you will stay longer; if 
you really cannot next week, you must come again before you sail. 
This evening with your letter, came one from Mrs Story written from 
their villa at Sienna – They have taken a lease of six years, of a wing 
of the Barberini palace, the part that used to be inhabited by Lady 
Coventry.2 They are going to furnish it for themselves – The next 
time we go to Rome I suppose it will be there.

Beau-beau has had his curls all cut off, much to Mrs Story’s regret as 
you may imagine. Mr Wild3 has gone to Venice with Mrs [?Tapham], 
but he goes to the Storys in September. Don’t you envy every one 
at Venice? All our Italian tour seems like a very vivid dream, more 
than a reality, we have so completely settled down into our home life 
again, though to be sure not quite as it used to be for the Exhibition 
makes us not as quiet as usual. You will [be] sorry Hearn4 has been 
very unwell; she is at present at the sea-side – but she comes back 
tomorrow.

Did you see Dr Cruickshank in Rome, one of the noble band of 
Catholics, he has been in Liverpool lately, so the Roman colony both 
Catholic & Protestant seems now quite broken-up. In the frivolity 
line, I must tell you that Mrs Story got the Scarabic ornaments for Mrs 
Sturgis,5 and entrusts them to Mr Waters to bring to England. Mama 
sends you a ticket to inspect a private collection of Pre-Raphaelite 
pictures, that Rosetti sent her & that she has no use for. Good bye till 
Tuesday do try and stay as long as you can, we shall have so much to 
talk to you and to tell you about.

1  James Russell Lowell, ‘She Came and Went’, Poems of James Russell Lowell 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1912), p. 125.

2  Possibly wife of George, 6th Earl of Coventry (1722–1809); for the Barberini 
Palace, see Baedeker Rome, p. 80.

3  Hamilton Wild, painter and friend of Charles Norton; he was a member of the 
group of friends with whom the Gaskells kept company during their Roman holi-
day (Uglow, p. 420).

4  Ann Hearn, family servant, and friend, for more than fifty years (Uglow, p. 150).
5  Mrs Russell Sturgis, American acquaintance of Mrs Gaskell; see Further Letters, 

p. 166 and 168, n.11.
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Yours most truly
Marianne Gaskell.

Houghton Library, Harvard University. MS Am 1088 3487.

CHARLES ELIOT NORTON

42 Plymouth Grove
Thursday July 9th. [1857]

My dear Mr Norton
Thank you very much for your note and all the things contained in 

the parcels. Mama thanks you very much indeed for the fan which is 
just the kind she likes so much. As for the “Guida di Venezia”1 in its 
binding no one would recognize the old friend though the inside[,] 
the important part of a friend, is just like itself. The gondola does so 
carry one back to Venice and those happy days there. We had a long 
letter from Mr Story the other night so “picturesquely” written, you 
know his charming way of talking and his writing is just like it. How 
I do envy Mr Wild & Mr & Mrs Field,2 where are they at Venice at 
[?Danielli’s]? We were not particularly loyal when the Queen came, 
by we I mean Mama, Meta and I, but all the rest of the household 
went and waved handkerchiefs and shouted and did everything loyal. 
You ask if we celebrated the 4th of July? Why should we? We are 
true Britishers, and don’t keep your American festivals. Send me word 
what July 4th is really. When you write to Mr. Field please send my 
kindest regards to him and his wife, indeed we all send our kindest 
regards to them. Mama sends you her very kindest regards and says 
we shall be delighted to see you next week whenever you like to come.

Mr Ruskin lectures tomorrow and Monday. Did you say you were 
going to hear him at Oxford.3 I enclose a note to you from Meta 
telling you of her engagement.4 I don’t know if it will surprise you. 

1  Guide to Venice.
2  John W. Field and his wife, friends of Norton (Norton Letters, i, 127–28, 159; and 

Uglow, pp. 422–23).
3  Ruskin spent time in Oxford in July 1857 working on the lectures he was to 

deliver in Manchester that month (Norton Letters, i, 173).
4  Meta Gaskell became engaged to Captain Charles Hill, a British army officer in 

the Madras Engineers (Uglow, pp. 416 and 437). The engagement was subse-
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We are very glad to see her so happy, though at present owing to 
Indian news it is very anxious work. He & his sister and little boy 
are coming tomorrow and will be with us next week when you come. 
We shall have a bed to offer you & quite at your service all week so 
please don’t fancy because the Hills are with us that it will be any 
inconvenience for indeed it will [?] only a great pleasure. We were so 
much disappointed that you could not come last week. I have never 
either been to Oxford or Cambridge so that I have a great pleasure in 
store yet. Mama joins me in best remembrances 

Ever yours faithfully
Marianne Gaskell

Houghton Library, Harvard University. MS Am 1088 3495.

CHARLES ELIOT NORTON

{Plymouth G}
Knutsford
September 8th. [1857]

My dear Mr Norton.
I am taking advantage of what you said one day that you hoped the 

correspondence begun in Rome should not stop. I am very anxious 
you should hear something about us, and our doings and in return 
that we should hear about you and yours. Captain Hill left us for 
India last Monday week. The parting was very trying for Meta of 
course. She tried too much a great deal to control herself and so after-
wards had to pay the penalty and for a few days she was very unwell. 
However now she is much better again. Indeed quite well. Mama I 
am sorry to say is very far from strong. I think all the anxiety she has 
gone through has been too much for her, and after keeping up for so 
long the reaction has now come. Papa too has been very unwell. He 
went with his brother to the Lakes for some time and the complete 
change and freedom did him a great deal of good. The Indian news 
has depressed us all very much. Our friends the Ewarts have lost a 
brother, his wife and child in the massacre at Cawnpore1 and what 

quently terminated.
1  A reference to the Siege of Cawnpore, during the Indian Mutiny, in which all 
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makes it much worse for them is that they have heard no definite 
account, and are only feeling quite certain they are killed from hear-
ing that every one at Cawnpore is massacred. It seems to me strange 
that a person holding as high a position as Colonel Ewart did should 
never have been mentioned by name in any account or list of names 
that has been published. I still feel as certain as they do that there is no 
hope of his escape and all one can now wish for them is that they may 
have been killed at once – instead of suffering any of the atrocious 
tortures so many have. It seems a very heavy price to pay for keep-
ing India. All this dreadful bloodshed and murder. [?An acquaint-
ance] I was talking to the other day said, that all this was a strong 
medicine which was quite necessary and that India would after it be 
in a better state than it had ever yet been and Europeans would have 
a greater prestige there than they ever yet have had. Do you think it 
can be so? It is a great comfort that the Madras Presidency remains 
quiet and people seem to think it will continue so. The Sepoys there 
are allowed to have their wives and children with them, whereas in 
Bengal they are separated from them. Since you left we have had a 
pretty constant succession of visitors. Among others Captain Hill’s 
little boy. A charming manly little fellow. Julia was most anxious that 
he should call her “aunt” but Dudley could not understand why Julia 
so little older than himself should be dignified with such a title, so his 
answer was “If you will call me Uncle Dudley I will call you Aunt 
Julia”. So that was the agreement made, but broken on both sides. 
staid with us six weeks and now has gone back to school. I feel quite 
proud of “my nephew”. I wish you could see him. We have been very 
constant in our visits to the Exhibition and I think now we are pretty 
thoroughly acquainted with it. The old pictures grow upon [one] the 
more one sees of them. The Giottos particularly. I found out the other 
day what seemed to me a little gem, a Titian in the clock gallery 
where the [?] are[.] I wonder if you saw it. It is a Madonna and child.

Meta had a letter yesterday from Mrs. Story; they are still at Sienna 
[sic] and expecting Mr[?s] Wild to come and spend a month with 

members of a British garrison were murdered (ODBH.). Colonel Ewart was in 
command of 1st Native Infantry at Cawnpore; his brother was William Ewart 
(1798–1869), M. P. , of Broad Leas, Devises, Wiltshire (Gaskell Letters, pp. 468 
and 474).






