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The Chronology for Wives and Daughters

Omno, Tatsuhiro

1. Chronology
Gaskell's chronology for Wives and Daughters is, as Easson points out, “a little (but not crucially)
uncertain,” as those for her other novels mostly are. Nevertheless, the chronology that should be
closest to her original intention can be deduced from external as well as internal evidence as is the case
with her other fiction. The following investigation is an attempt to create the most reliable chronology

for the novel.

2. Time Span

Careful examination of the time sequence discloses the period treated in this novel is eight years
(See “The Comprehensive Chronology for Wives and Daughters” for detail). Chapters 1-2 mainly
describe 12-year-old (WD 2) Molly Gibson’s first visit to the Cumnor Towers in “June” (WD 1) of Year 1.
Since her birthday is “22 June” (WD 146) and her visit to the Towers is probably the event of 17 June,?
she is nearly thirteen at this stage, to be exact. In Chapter 3, the scene moves “sixteen years” (WD 27)
back to Gibson’s settlement in Hollingford and its subsequent events. The narrative enters Year 5 at the
beginning of Chapter 4, for Molly is “nearly seventeen” (WD 34). Gibson’s meditation in Chapter 5—
“she’s only just seventeen, —not seventeen, indeed, till July; not for six weeks yet. Sixteen and three-
quarters!” (WD 48)—indicates Molly’s month of birth is July, which contradicts Phoebe’s claim that her
birthday is “the 22" of [. . .] June” (WD 146). Our chronology leans upon Phoebe, who piques “herself on
knowing all about dear Mr Gibson’s domestic affairs” (WD 146). The contradiction should be resolved if
the busy doctor’s miscalculation were supposed to be caused by his uneasiness about his apprentice Mr
Coxe’s confession of love towards his 16-year-old “baby” (WD 48). Molly becomes “seventeen” (WD 80,
83) during her three-month stay at Hamley Hall from May to August of Year 5 (Chs. 6-13). In Chapter
19, time passes into Year 6, as Roger comes back from Cambridge for Christmas holidays in December
(WD 205, 705) and returns to sit for “the mathematical tripos” (WD 231) beginning on Monday “from 14
to 21 January” (WD 706). After descm'bmg Molly's hopeless “winter” (WD 430, 432), the narrator
introduces her conversation with Cynthia about the date of Roger’s letter—"December the 10™.” “That’s
nearly two months ago” (WD 433). This gives us a hint that the year has turned into Year 7 here in
Chapter 37. .

Cynthia leaves for London (WD 514; Ch. 45) in the “dead season of the year” (WD 532; Ch. 47)—
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probably “November” (WD 723) of Year 7, as can be inferred from the following events. Soon after, Molly
carries out her mission to hand Cynthia’s note to Preston in a bookshop, which happens to be witnessed
by Mrs Goodenough, the éossiper (Ch. 46). Chapter 49 describes Lady Harriet's action on “November”
(WD 553) days to find the truth in the Hollingford rumour about Molly and Preston. Cynthia comes back
from London within Year 7, for, on the day of her arrival, she talks with her mother about the coming
Charity Ball scheduled for the “25"” (WD 562; Ch. 50), probably of December. .

Accused by Gibson of her misdemeanour (WD 571-74; Ch. 50), Cynthia declares to her mother and
‘Molly her intention to terminate her engagement to Roger, “three months™ (WD 575; Ch. 51) after she
was in London—that is, in January or February of Year 8° In “late June" (WD 619, 624), Roger comes
back temporarily from Africa. Cynthia’s “engagement” to Henderson (WD 636) should be the event of
July. In “August” (WD 646), Molly spends “a week” (WD 655) at the Towers for recuperation. Her
weekly visit to Hamley Hall is paid in the ensuing week (WD 656), probably in early September, for it is
“shout six weeks” after Cynthia’s engagement (WD 656) and “early” autumn (WD 661). Osborne’s child
catches scarlet fever on the last day of Molly’s stay. Only “three weeks or a month” (WD 676)
afterwards, i.e. in late “September” (WD 653), Roger leaves again for Africa. On the final few pages is
described the conversation among Gibson, Clare, and Molly, which takes place some days after his

departure. Consequently, the narrative ends probably in early October of Year 8.

3. Three Options

There are three candidate years for Year 1 (See Table 1). The first is 1819. The date of the prelude
(Chs. 1-2) is set “[flive-and-forty years” (WD 2) before 1864, when the story began to be written.! This
fulfils the other condition indicated on the same page that it is set “before the passing of the Reform
Bill” of 1832. The second is 1830, which was worked out by counting backwards from 1337, when the
construction of the “new line between Birmingham and London” (WD 638), the event in Year 8, was
complete. Easson proposes the third option, 1823. Relying on Gaskell's statement in 1864 that her story
is “of country-town life 40 years ago” (Letters 731), “historical references,” and “the reasonable
assumption that Gaskell more or less tied Molly’s age to her own” (Introd. to WD xiv), he presumes the
starting year is 1822 (Gaskell was born in 1810), and that the main action “takes us from June 1827,
shortly before Molly’s seventeenth birthday, to autumn 1830” (Introd. to WD xiv).°

Chapters 1-2 ‘ 4-19 - 19-37 | 37-50 50-60
Allacated Page (%) 3.86 281 "28.72 2027 17.34
Year 1 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8

Option 1 1819 (Y) | 1823 (\)(Y/N) | 1824 (N) 1825 () 1826 (N)
Option 2 1830 (Y) 1834 (NX(Y) 1835 (N) 1836 (Y) 1837 (Y)
Modified Bassor’s | 1823 (Y) 1827 (Y)(Y) 1828 (Y) 1829 (N) 1830 (N\)
Year 1 Year 6 Year 7 . Year § Year 9
Easson’s 1822 1827 1828 1829 1830
Y=consistent with historical facts; N=inconsistent

Table 1. Candidate Years for Wives and Daughters®
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There are six historical references in the text to be examined for establishing the authorially-
intended chronology: (a) the passing of the Reform Bill in 1832 (WD 2; Ch. 1), (b) the end of
Napoleonic Wars in 1815 (WD 37; Ch. 4), (c) the death of Lord Byron in 1924 (WD 143; Ch. 12), (d) the
passing of Catholic Emancipation Bill in 1829 (WD 271; Ch. 23), (e) the foundation of the Geographical
Society in 1830 (WD 473; Ch. 41), and (f) the opening of the railway line between Birmingham and
London in 1837 (WD 638; Ch. 57). The chronology which tallies with as many historical facts as possible
should be the most appropriate candidate that represents Gaskell's intention. Easson claims his
calculation matches all historical references except the last (WD 689).

. . . N Catholic . Birming-
R | W | MRS | RS | e | SIEED | metife
..
‘Chapter 1 4 12 23 41 57
Year Concerned 1 5 5 6 7 8
Option 1 | 1819(Y) | 1823 (Y) | 1823 (Y, 182 N
Option 2 | 1830 (Y)

Modified Basson | 1823 (Y) | 1827 (Y) 1827 (Y) | 1828(Y) |:1§
Y=consistent with historical facts; N=inconsistent

Table 2. Textual Consistency with Histérical Facts

"(a) At the outset of the story, the narrator states that the date of Chapter 1 is set “before the
passing of the Reform Bill” (WD 2), i.e. the 1832 Reform Act. This criterion is met by all options for the
chronology. (b) In describing the spring of Year 5, the narrator observes that those days are “the decade
after the conclusion of the great continental war” (WD 37). Neither Easson’s dating “1827” nor Option
s “1823” produces serious conflict with the narrator’s “1825”—only two-year discrepancy—, since the
end of Napoleonic Wars was 1815. Option 2, however, displays nine-year difference as its Year 5 is 1834.
(c) In defence of having quoted Byron, a “very immoral poet,” Lord Cumnor apologizes to his wife by
saying “I saw him take his oaths in the House of Lords” (WD 143). Their conversation takes place in the
summer of Year 5. Easson infers, from “a change of tense in MS,” that Byron has already been dead at
that time (WD 701). The date of his death, 19 April 1824, verifies that the céritic’s Year 5 “1827” and
Option 2’s “1834” are in harmony with the narrator’s, while Option 1's “1823” not. It is possible, however,
to consider the year of Byron's death barely affects determination of Year 5; for, Lord Cumnor may be
Jjust recollecting his past experience of witnessing the poet’s misdemeanour, regardless of his being
dead or alive. (d) Osborne hesitates to confess his secret marriage to Aimée, a French Catholic, to his
father in March of Year 6, because it was the period when “Catholic emancipation has begun to be talked
about by some politicians, and [. . .] the sullen roar of the majority of Englishmen, at the bare idea of it,
was surging in the distance with ominous threatenings” (WD 271). The narrative reflects the political
circumstances in the 1820s: “Radical MPs [. . .] had been arguing for some years that Parliament should
bring an end to anti-Catholic legislation. After O'Connell’s victory [in 1826], even Tories such as Sir
Robert Peel and the Duke of Wellington began arguing for reform” (“Daniel O’Connell,” Spartacus
Educational). Therefore, Easson’s Year 6 “1828” corresponds to the historical facts, while Option 1’s
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«1824" is a little too early and Option 2's “1835” too late. (e) Roger sets off for Africa in the autumn of
Year 6 (WD 395), or 1828 of the modified Easson chronology. Morris supports Easson’s dating: “Gaskell's
historical accuracy is not at fault” (xxii), for throughout “the 1820s the African Association [founded in
1794 for the purpose of furthering geographical discoveries] continued to support exploration in Africa”
(xxiil). Notwithstanding, a contradiction occurs when Roger's letter from Africa is read by Lord
Hollingford at the Geographical Society in the early autumn of Year 7, or Easson's “1829™: the society’s
foundation year is “1830" (Morris xxiii; Royal Geographical Society). Only Option 2 is consistent with
the historical fact. (f) The newly constructed railway “line between Birmingham and London” Lady
Cumnor refers to (WD 638) opened on 20 July 1837, sixteen days after the Liverpool and Manchester
line was linked to Birmingham (“Grand Junction,” Spartacus Educational). Hollingford, modelled after
Knutsford, is supposed to be located between Manchester and Birmingham; Lady Cumnor’s seeing off
her first daughter Lady Mary Cuxhaven, who leaves for London (WD 91), at a railway station (WD 633) B
is probably the event of “August” (WD 646) of Year 8. Hence, the year falls on 1837. Easson’s Year 8
“1830,” thus, incurs contradiction, but it is acknowledged by the critic himself (WD 690). Among three
options, only Option 2 accords with this historical reference.

The above comparison of three options with historical references discloses there is no difference in
matching rate between Option 2 and the modified Easson's—both 66.7% (they match four historical
facts out of six). The solution to the question as to which chronology represents authorial meaning
better, then, is to depend on the outcome of inquiry into the following three issues: (g) autobiographical
reading of the text, (h) the internal date concerning the birth certificate of Osborne’s son, and (1)
statistical data on page allocation.

(g) The attempt to read Wives and Daughiers as Gaskell's autobiography has generally prevailed,
but such reading is disputable. In agreement with Easson’s semi-autobiographical reading (WD 689),
Baker considers its action is set in the late 1820s: “The action is placed forty-five years before the time
of writing, making the heroine the same age as the author, so that descriptions and details in the novel
have the authenticity of personal memories” (Introd. to WD 5-6).° Nevertheless, Easson himself
discreetly avoids depending too much on autobiographical elements in constructing his chronology, and
makes a parenthesised concession in the following assertion: “Molly’s age is closely tied to Gaskell's
(born 1810), so that the novel (in no sense autobiographical) opens in 1822” (WD 689). Whether Gaskell
describes Molly as her prototype or not is open to question, as is suggested by some crucial
inconsistencies between the fiction and her actual life. For instance, Molly’s birthday is 22 June while
Gaskell 29 September; Molly is seventeen at the time of Gibson’s remarriage while Elizabeth three of her
father’s. Therefore, autographical elements are too subjective and weak to rely on as the grounds for
setting the action in 1820s. () In early Year 8, the narrator reveals the birthday of Osborne’s son is
“June 21, 183-" (WD 598), and that he is “nearly two years old” (WD 601) at that time of his father’s
death. The narrative sequence flows smoothly in Option 2, where Year 8is 1837. In the modified
Easson’s, young Osborne’s year of birth falls on 1828 and his father’s year of death 1830 (WD 726). ()
Probably, the most objective (therefore reliable) criterion for establishing the chronology would be page
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allocations to each Year: the chronology occupying the largest number of pagés on which the narrated
events agree with historical references should be most closely reflecting the author’s intention. The
page allocation in “The Comprehensive Chronology of Wives and Daughters” demonstrates Gaskell's
main focus lies on Year 6 (28.7%), followed by Years 5 (28.1%) and 7 (20.3%); in other words, these
three years covers 77.1% of the total actions. According to Table 2, Option 2, in which years consistent
with historical facts are Years 1, 5, 7, and 8, matches 55.5 percent of total actions: Year 1 (3.86%) + Year
5 (14.05%, or half of 28.1%) + Year 7 (20.27%) + Year 8 (17.34%). On the other hand, Modified Easson’s
Chronology, where they are Years 1, 5, and 6, tallies with 60.7 percent of all events: Year 1 (3.86%) +
Year 5 (28.1%) + Year 6 (28.72%). If the allocation rate for the flashback scenes (Scenes 22-25) of
Chapter 3, 1.05%, is added to the data for accuracy’s sake, Option 2's matching rate rises up to 56.6
percent of the total pages, while modified Easson’s 61.7 percent.

The investigation above implies the time sequence closer to authorial meaning is the latter.
Accordingly, its discrepancies with the historical references about the Geographical Society and the
Birmingham-London line and with the fictional date of young Osborne’s birthday cannot but be

appraised as Gaskell's careless errors.”

4. Credibility of the Chronology

4.1. Process

Five fllustrations are given below to show the process for determining the timeline of the novel. (a)
The annual festivity to the school visitors takes place on “Thursday, the 19" (WD 91; Ch. 8). The month
should be June, since that of the festivity Molly attended in Chapter 2 is “June” (WD 1). (b) Preston
reveals in Chapter 20 that Roger Hamley has recently become “senior wrangler” (WD 237) in the
Cambridge examination of the mathematical tripos, which is normally conducted in mid-January
(Easson’s “Notes,” WD 706). The month treated in Chapter 20, therefore, is considered to be January.
(c) Chapter 29 deals with “autumn” (WD 342), Chapter 30 “the beginning of winter” (WD 356), Chapter
32 the Cumnors’ “autumn” sojourn at the Towers (WD 371), Chapter 33 “one of those still and lovely
autumn days” (WD 382), and Chapter 34 Cynthia's secret engagement to Roger in “autumn” (WD 391).
Accordingly, it is reasonable to suppose Chapters 29-34 are set in autumn of 1828. (d) The conversation
between Cynthia and Molly in Chapter 37 reveals it was “nearly two months ago” that Roger’s letter
dated “December the 10th” reached the former (WD 433). It can be inferred, therefore, that their talk is
had someday around 10 February. (e) Osborne’s call at Mr Gibson in Chapter 45is the event of
“November” (WD 585) 1829; Molly relates his secret marriage to her father “six months” later (WD 585)
—that is, in April of 1830.
4.2. Careless Dating

(a) One of the controversial dates is the one related to Cynthia’s determination to end her
engagement to Roger (WD 575-76) and Osborne Hamley’s death on the same day (WD 579). Clare’s
statement that she could have understood her daughter’s decision had it happened “three months ago”

(WD 575), i.e. around early November 1829, indicates that the date is probably someday in January
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1830. On the following day, however, Molly, disclosing Osborne’s secret marriage, tells her father that
the Hamleys' elder son paid him a visit “six months ago — last November” (WD 585). Molly’s
computation discloses the date is someday in May 1830. This conflict, or the gap of four months, is the
cause of what Easson calls “the only uncertainty [. . .] between November 1829 and spring 1830”
(“Notes,” WD 689) in the timeline." Similarly, this careless dating of Gaskell's brings about the following
confusion. Aimée, Osborne’s fiancée, pays a sudden call at Hamley Hall on “February” (WD 606) 1830. If
this datihg is cotrect, Cynthia’s determination and Osborne’s death, which occur a few days before it, is
to be the events of “January” or “February,” not “May.” On the other hand, in describing Roger’s
terporary return home of “late June” (WD 619) in Chapter 55, the narrator remarks Roger received
“the intelligence of Osborne’s death” and “Cynthia’s hasty letter of relinquishment” “two months” (WD
620) ago. If so, his brother's tragic death and his fiancée’s change of mind are to be the occurrences of
“late April.” The contradiction is unresolved and left as it is in our chronology.

(b) Cynthia’s paternal uncle Kirkpatrick, QC, should be titled “KC," since the years treated in the
novel are “before Victoria’s accession (1837),” as Easson correctly points out (“Notes,” WD 719).
4.3. Credibility of the Chronology

The following are four examples to prove the correctness of the narrator’s calculation and the
reliability of our timeline. (a) In autumn 1829, Gibson confesses that he has been practicing at
Hollingford for “more than twenty years” (WD 511). It is “sixteen years before” (WD 27) the first year of
our chronology, 1823, that he came to the village, namely in 1807. Hence, he has been a Hollingford
practitioner for twenty-two years at the time of 1829, which matches Gibson’s confession. (b) Mrs
Goodehough remarks it was “about a week ago” (WD 528) that Molly happened to witness the secret
meeting between Cynthia and Preston (WD 483-87). Careful reading confirms the correctness of
narrator's calculation. It is an “autumn® (WD 480) day in 1829 that the incident occurs. “Towards
evening” (WD 501) of the next day (WD 500, 502), i.e. the first day after the clandestine meeting,
Cynthia asks Molly if she can retrieve her letters from Preston (WD 503). In response, Molly meets
Preston next day, or the second day, and this meeting is witnessed by Sheepshanks (WD 503-08).
“[N]ext morning” (WD 510), i.e. the third day, Preston returns Cynthia's letters to the owner and Molly

_hears Cynthia’s second request — returning his money to Preston (WD 513); “tomorrow” (WD 511), or

the fourth day, Gibson and Cynthia leave for London (WD 514); “on the day following on Mr Gibson's
departure” (WD 517), i.e. the fifth day, Margaret gives Preston Cynthia’s note in Grinstead’s shop (WD
523); and, on the sixth day,” Mrs Goodenough gossips about Molly’s hurried walk and Preston’s sudden
appearance seen “about a week ago” (WD 483, 528). (c) Lady Cumnor’s praise of Roger Hamley in
August 1830 reminds Clare that she turned him out from her house “two years ago” (WD 640) for his
untimely early visit. It is indeed the occurrence of June 1828 (WD 331). (d) It is related in August 1830
that Roger left for Africa “nearly two years” (WD 646) ago. According to our chronology, his departure is
the event of autumn 1828 (WD 391-95). -
4.4. Discoveries _

Below are four discoveries concerning personal events of Molly, Clare, and Cynthia, which are not
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clearly stated in the text. (a) Molly’s year of birth is 1810 (the same as the author’s), as she is
“seventeen” on 22 June 1827 (WD 146). (b) Molly loses her first mother Mary when she is “just three
years old” (WD 29); hence, the year of Mary's death turns out to be 1813 or 1814. (¢) Clare Kirkpatrick
has been a widow for “seven months” (WD 17) at the time of 17 June 1823; thus, it turns out she lost her
husband in December 1822. (d) In describing the events of autumn 1829, the narrator observes that
Cynthia was “not sixteen” (WD 498), or probably fifteen, when she promised marriage to Robert
Preston “four or five years” ago (WD 491). Therefore, she is nineteen or twenty then. Her year of birth,
accordingly, turns out to be 1809 or 1810.
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Notes
Elizabeth Gaskell, Wives and Daughters: An Everyday Story, ed. Angus Easson (Oxford: Oxford UP,
2000) 726. Page references hereafter in the text with the abbreviation of the novel WD attached to.
According to the talk between Lady Cumnor and her daughter Lady Agnes, they are returning to
London on “Friday the 18" as soon as the school visitors’ affair is over (WD 7).
Alternatively, Molly’s remark to her father on page 585: “six months ago—last November, when you
went up to Lady Cumnor” suggests Cynthia’s breach of engagement is the occurrence of March or April.
This is another example of Gaskell’s careless calculation.
Outlining the story in her letter to George Smith, the publisher, dated 3 May 1864, Gaskell discloses it
is about “country-town life 40 years ago” (Letters 731-32); its serialization in The Cornhill Magazine

started from August of the same year (Cornhill, vol. 10, 179).

Easson’s counting is modified, as he mistakes the five-year span between the first year and the fifth for
the six-year. If Molly is shortly before seventeen in June 1827, the date when she is shortly before
thirteen (which she actually is at the beginning of the novel) should be June 1823.

The data is based on the Comprehensive Chronology of Wives and Daughters.

The change was confirmed in Manchester University Library on 27 September 2004 (John Rylands was
under repair): “'s” is deleted with two short lines slanting from left top to right bottom in the phrase
“he’s was a very immoral poet” in the first volume of MS (212). The tense has been altered from the
present to the past. ‘

The station may not be Hollingford Station, for Knutsford Statioh, its model, opened on 12 May 1862
(*Class 3's Local History Work”; Uglow, EG 542; Goodchild 11; Payne 12).

Uglow also considers the novel is set in the late 1820 (EG 61).

This conclusion is supported by Uglow (EG 580).

“There is unspecified gap of some months between ch. XLIX (November (1829), p. 553) and ch. L
(reference to the Easter Charity Ball, p. 562)” (Easson’s “Note,” WD 726).

Mrs Goodenough discloses she saw Margaret handing a note to Preston “only yesterday” (WD 528).
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