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Elizabeth Gaskell (1810-65)

1810: born Elizabeth Stevenson 
in London

1811: moved to Knutsford

1832: marriage and move to 
Manchester

Writing career (from 1848): 

• Six novels

• Two novellas

• Over 30 short stories, sketches 
or articles

• The Life of Charlotte Brontë

• Over 1,000 (surviving!) letters



Elizabeth Gaskell at the 
University of Manchester 

Library



Literary manuscripts

• Life of Charlotte 
Brontë

• Wives and 
Daughters

• ‘The Grey 
Woman’

• ‘The Crooked 
Branch’



• 113 letters to Elizabeth Gaskell or her 
husband from a range of contemporaries –
Matthew Arnold, Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning, Thomas Carlyle, George Eliot, 
and many more…

• Charles Dickens

• Charlotte Brontë

• Patrick Brontë

Letters



Autograph collection

208 autographs, 
often  entire letters –
Gladstone, 
Palmerston, Henry 
Mayhew, Mazzini, 
George Sand, 
William Wilberforce 
and many others



Visual material/objects



Later acquisitions

• 44 letters from 
Gaskell to various 
correspondents

• Four letters to Gaskell 
from others



Later acquisitions



Later acquisitions

• Papers of the Jamison 
Family

• Collection and Papers 
of John Geoffrey 
Sharps





JRRI Pilot Project: The Gaskells at 84 
Plymouth Grove, Manchester 

(Professor Helen Rees Leahy, Curatorial Adviser to 
Elizabeth Gaskell’s House)

Research and public engagement, 
including: 

• Collecting Gaskell

• A House and its History

• The Gaskell Daughters

• Digitizing Gaskell



R.W. Blakeley’s travel 
journal, 1912-18 (ARC7/2)









The Harpers



The Harpers



‘The Crooked 
Branch’ MS [1859]



In The Haunted 
House, All the 
Year Round extra 
Christmas 
number, 1859 



In Right At Last, 
and Other Tales 
(1860)











Items from the Gaskell Family 
Collection





Elizabeth Gaskell’s 
House



Elizabeth Gaskell’s House, 84 Plymouth Grove, Ardwick



The Restoration Project, 
2011-2014



Primary Sources

• The historic fabric of the house (paint, wallpaper &c)

• Elizabeth’s novels and stories, and published letters

• House Sale Catalogue, 1914

• Maps, newspapers &c 1850s Manchester 

• Archives: 

– UoM/John Rylands Library

– Manchester Archives & Local Studies

– Cheshire Archives & Local Studies

– Portico Library

– Manchester Art Gallery
Elizabeth Gaskell, 1864 



Curatorial Principles

• Use objects tell stories; not relics in a writer’s 
shrine

• Use Gaskells’ own words to narrate their lives, 
work, house and city (‘authentic voices’)

• Houses are spaces of imagination and for day-
dreaming (Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of 
Space,1958)

• Sensory/intellectual/cultural access is as 

important as displaying ‘the original’



The Morning Room provides an overview and 
introduction to the house and its stories. It is 
more ‘museum-like’ and has:

– Introductory film

– Introductory texts

– Objects in display cases

– Interactive map of Manchester 1860

– Digitised manuscripts by Elizabeth Gaskell





Turning the Pages



The Life of Charlotte Brontë



William Gaskell’s Study



Experiencing Authenticity

‘When we look at how people experience 

and negotiate authenticity through 
objects, it is the networks of relationships 
between people, places and things that 
appear to be central, not the things in 
themselves.’

Sian Jones, ‘Negotiating Authentic Objects 

and Authentic Selves’, 2010.



Dining Room



Biographical objects

Objects that are invested in 
the relationship between 
subject and object; and that 
signify the life of the owner.

Elizabeth Gaskell’s Writing Table





Issues …

• Originals/copies

• Restoration/reconstruction/repatriation

• Authenticity is experiential and relational

• Reflexive museology



Questions?

Fran Baker: fran.baker@manchester.ac.uk

Helen Rees Leahy: helen.rees@manchester.ac.uk

Elizabeth Gaskell’s House: http://www.elizabethgaskellhouse.co.uk/

University of Manchester Library’s Digital Gaskell Collection: 
http://luna.manchester.ac.uk/luna/servlet/Gaskell2~91~1
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