Female Authorship and Ambition: Rereading
Elizabeth Gaskell’s The Life of Charlotte Bronteé

Manami Tamura

Elizabeth Gaskell’s The Life of Charlotte Bronté still maintains its
unique quality though recent studies have revealed its concealment and
distortion of the facts. Gaskell’s intention when writing this biography was
to show the authoress Charlotte Bronté as an admirable woman according
to the standards of the period, and this required considerable embroidery
of the facts on Gaskell’s part. In an age when domestic duties were
considered to have priority over other engagements for women, Gaskell
tried to defend her fellow authoress. Thus, the work tells us as much about
Elizabeth Gaskell as it does about Charlotte Bronté. This paper examines
how Gaskell justified Charlotte’s act of writing but covered up her
ambition for success, and points out that it is not only Charlotte Bronté
but female writers in general (including herself) that Gaskell intended to
defend.
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‘Literature cannot be the business of a woman’s life, and it ought not to be. The
more she is engaged in her proper duties, the less leisure will she have for it, even

as an accomplishment and a recreation.” (123)
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‘Following my father’s advice...I have endeavoured not only attentively to observe all
the duties a woman ought to fulfill, but to feel deeply interested in them. I don’t
always succeed, for sometimes when I'm teaching or sewing I would rather be
reading or writing; but I try to deny myself; and my father’s approbation amply
rewarded me for the privation. ...... I trust I shall never more feel ambitious to see

my name in print...." (125)
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To counterbalance this tendency in Charlotte, was the strong common sense natural
to her, and daily called into exercise by the requirements of her practical life. Her
duties were not merely to learn her lessons, to read a certain quantity, to gain
certain ideas: she had, besides, to brush rooms, to run errands up and down stairs,
to help in the simplest forms of cooking, to be by turns play-fellow and monitoress
to her young sisters and brother, to make and to mend, and to study economy under
her careful aunt. (73)
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Think of her home --- ; think of her father’s sight hanging on a thread; --of her
sisters’ delicate health, and dependence on her care; —and then admire as it deserves

to be admired, the steady courage which could work away at ‘Jane Eyre'.... (245)
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And yet she must not shrink from the extra responsibility implied by the very fact
of her possessing such talents. She must not hide her gift in a napkin; it was meant
for the use and service of others. In a humble and faithful spirit must she labour to

do what is not impossible, or God would not have set her to do it. (272, italics mine)
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‘Papa will, perhaps, think it a wild and ambitious scheme; but who ever rose in the
world without ambition? When he left Ireland to go to Cambridge University, he was

as ambitious as 1 am now.’ (176, italics mine)
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‘She thought much of her duty, and had loftier and clearer notions of it than most
people, and held fast to them with more success. It was done, it seems to me, with
much more difficulty than people have of stronger nerves, and better fortunes. All
her life was but labour and pain; and she never threw down the burden for the

sake of present pleasure.” (457)
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