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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this paper is to call critics’ attention to the effectiveness of a chronology
as a means for objective understanding of Elizabeth Gaskell’s meaning in North and South.
Modelled after C. P. Sanger’s chronological analysis of the structure of Wuthering Heights
and Karl Kroeber’s statistical investigation into styles in fiction, a comprehensive chronol-
ogy is composed for North and South first by dividing the narrative into scenes in accor-
dance with the shift of time, and then by examining main characters’ frequency of
appearance and the change of locations scene by scene. Elucidating its construction proce-
dure together with some contradictions which are uncovered during the process, this paper
eventually displays “The Comprehensive Chronology of North and South.” This is a device
to pinpoint Gaskell’s meaning for her novel as well as to take a bird’s-eye view of its struc-
ture.

KEY WORDS Elizabeth Gaskell, North and South, objective understanding of authorial
meaning, comprehensive chronology, characters’ frequency of appear-
ance, C. P. Sanger, Karl Kroeber, a bird’s-eye-view of fiction’s structure

The purpose of this paper is to call critics’ attention to the effectiveness of a chro-
nology as a means for objective understanding of Elizabeth Gaskell’s meaning in
North and South.

Modelled after C. P. Sanger’s chronological analysis of the structure of Wuthering
Heights and Karl Kroeber’s statistical investigation into styles in fiction,” a compre-
hensive chronology is composed for North and South first by dividing the narrative

into scenes in accordance with the shift of time, and then by examining main char
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acters’ frequency of appearance and the change of locations scene by scene.
Elucidating its construction procedure together with some contradictions which are
uncovered during the process, this paper eventually displays “The Comprehensive
Chronology of North and South.” 1t is a device to pinpoint Gaskell’s meaning for
her novel as well as to take a bird’s-eye view of its structure.

There is no mention of a specific calendar year in this novel. One of the rare his-
torical references is the 1844 act of smoke prevention John Thornton briefly speaks
of in Chapter 10.> From the mill-owner’s remark that no Milton chimney has been
informed against “for five years past” (82), it can be assumed that this chapter deals
with the event of 1849. As time data across the novel show the story covers four
years, and that Chapter 10 illustrates an event in the second year, the period treated
turns out to range from 1848 to 1851.* Thus, it is brought to light that one of the
most crucial events in the novel—the heroine Margaret Hale’s protection of
Thomton in front of the mob (Ch. 22, Vol. 1)—occurs on Saturday, 23 August 1849.

The following discussion demonstrates a process of arranging internal events in
chronological order and a couple of instances of Gaskell’s careless dating. Chapter
19 of Volume 1 depicts Margaret’s visit to Bessy Higgins. From the factory girl’s
remark “The twenty-first—that’s Thursday week” (151), the reader realizes the
Thornton dinner party is being held on Thursday the 21st, and that the heroine’s visit
to her is paid on Thursday the 14th. On “the'very day before Mrs Thornton’s dinner-
party” (153), that is, Wednesday the 20th, Margaret comes upon the scene of John
Boucher’s argument with Nicholas Higgins where the neighbour workman accuses
the Union leader of his false prediction on a Wednesday that the strike should end
in a fortnight, adding “it’s now Tuesday i’ th’ second week” (154; emphasis added).
This inconsistency is recorded as it is in our chronology. As the source of subse-
quent dating, however, the narrator’s date would be appropriate rather than
Boucher’s since the party is held on the ensuing day (158-60), not on the two days
after the argument scene.

On the party night, Mrs Hale’s health declines (167-68). On “the third day” from
then (171), Saturday, 23 “August” (171), Margaret goes to Marlborough Street to
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borrow a waterbed for her mother from Mrs Thornton, where she meets the frenzied
labourers and shields John Thornton from their violence. At the earnest request of
her weakening mother, Margaret writes a letter to Frederick, her brother, and posts
it on the following day (192, 199), Sunday the 24th; Mrs Hale expects her exiled son
to come home “in twenty-two days” (204). In the afternoon of Monday the 25th
(212, 213, 215), Thornton pays a brief visit to Crampton Crescent to give Mrs Hale
a fruit basket. In “the next morning” (234, 236), Tuesday the 26th, he brings her an-
other gift of fruit. His mother comes to see the valetudinarian “the next morning”
(238, 240), Wednesday the 27th; in the afternoon, Frederick appears (243-44).
According to our calculation, therefore, he arrives in England three days after the
letter was dispatched, not “twenty-two days.” His return may seem unnaturally
quick, but Mrs Hale’s dating cannot but be considered as incorrect to minimize the
chronology’s inconsistency. She becomes unconscious next day and dies before the
Friday morning comes (250), 29 August, which the narrator calls “the October
morning” (251). Frederick leaves Milton from the Outwood railway station Friday
evening (260), when he causes George Leonards, his former subordinate in his navy
days, to stumble in jumping into the train. Because it is understood from the calen-
dar data on the subsequent pages (272, 278, 283, 316) that this incident takes place
on Thursday, 26 October, our date of Mrs Hale’s death (Friday, 29 August 1849)
turns out to conflict with the narrator’s (Wednesday, 25 October 1849). This contra-
diction is left unsolved in our chronology.

The argument above indicates the author’s calculation of dates is not always
accurate.” Nevertheless, these contradictions are exceptions, and her dating is fairly
accurate, viewed as a whole. “The Comprehensive Chronology of North and South”
thus provides objective and reliable statistical data concerning Gaskell’s use of time,

characters, and places, three pivotal elements of the structure of realist fiction.
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Notes

1 This paper is part of my unpublished article titled “Statistical Analysis of the Structure of North
and South: The Novel of Two Themes.”

2 Charles Percy Sanger, “The Structure of Wuthering Heights,” 1926, rpt. in Wuthering Heights,
by Emily Bronté, Norton Critical Edition, 2nd ed. (New York: Norton, 1972) 286-98. Karl Kroeber,
Styles in Fictional Structure: The Art of Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronté, George Eliot (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1971) 3-287.

3 Elizabeth Gaskell, North and South, ed. Angus Easson (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1982) 82.
Subsequent references are to this edition and inserted parenthetically in the text. Editors differ in
identifying this law. Easson (North and South 439) and Ingham (Introduction 430) regard it as the
1847 Act of “the Prevention of Smoke” (10 & 11 Victoria, c. 34), but Collin (North and South 532)
as the 1844 “Act for the Good Government and Police Regulation of the Borough of Manchester”
which includes the regulation of smoke prevention (7 & 8 Victoria, c. 40). I followed the latter’s
suggestion because the 1844 law was intended particularly for the borough of Manchester (Simons,
Vol. 17, 485) while the 1847 for the whole British Isles (Simons, Vol. 18, 637). If we take the sug-
gestion of Easson and Ingham, however, the years covered in this fiction will range from 1851 to
1854. Some critics consider it is set in the 1850s (Bonaparte 167; Chadwick 208; Kestner 164; G.
D. Sanders 64).

4 Henry states it is “set firmly after 1847” (Introd. to Ruth xxiii).

5 J. G. Sharps is sympathetic about this authorial oversight in consideration of the novel’s mode
of production and publication (570). Gaskell confesses the stress of serialization in one of her letters
(Letters 328); see also Gérin (150) and Schor (140).
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