Module 01: Can Humans Control the Natural World? Urban Landscapes
and Perceptions of Nature

Evidence 6: City and Countryside in Fiction: Elizabeth Gaskell, Mary
Barton, 1849

A

Introduction

The first paragraph of Elizabeth Gaskell's novel of urban life, Mary Barton,
evokes the contested boundaries between the natural world and the
spreading urban environment of Manchester.

Questions to Consider

« What does the following excerpt reveal about the values associated
with nature, as depicted by a middle-class reformer of the mid-
nineteenth century?

« What impression does this paragraph make on the reader at the start
of a novel?

Document

There are some fields near Manchester, well known to the inhabitants as
"Green Heys Fields," through which runs a public footpath to a little village
about two miles distant. In spite of these fields being flat, and low, nay, in
spite of the want of wood (the great and usual recommendation of level
tracts of land), there is a charm about them which strikes even the
inhabitant of a mountainous district, who sees and feels the effect of
contrast in these commonplace but thoroughly rural fields, with the busy,
bustling manufacturing town he left but half-an-hour ago. Here and there
an old black and white farmhouse, with its rambling outbuildings, speaks of
other times and other occupations than those which now absorb the
population of the neighbourhood. Here in their seasons may be seen the
country business of haymaking, ploughing, etc., which are such pleasant
mysteries for townspeople to watch: and here the artisan, deafened with
noise of tongues and engines, may come to listen awhile to the delicious
sounds of rural life: the lowing of cattle, the milkmaid's call, the clatter and
cackle of poultry in the farmyards.



You cannot wonder, then, that these fields are popular places of resort at
every holiday time; and you would not wonder, if you could see, or |
properly describe, the charm of one particular stile, that it should be, on
such occasions, a crowded halting place. Close by it is a deep, clear pond,
reflecting in its dark green depths the shadowy trees that bend over it to
exclude the sun. The only place where its banks are shelving is on the side
next to a rambling farmyard, belonging to one of those old world, gabled,
black and white houses | named above, overlooking the field through which
the public footpath leads. The porch of this farmhouse is covered by a rose-
tree; and the little garden surrounding it is crowded with a medley of old-
fashioned herbs and flowers, planted long ago, when the garden was the
only druggist's shop within reach, and allowed to grow in scrambling and
wild luxuriance — roses, lavender, sage, balm (for tea), rosemary, pinks
and wallflowers, onions and jessamine, in most republican and
indiscriminate order. This farmhouse and garden are within a hundred yards
of the stile of which | spoke, leading from the large pasture field into a
smaller one, divided by a hedge of hawthorn and blackthorn; and near this
stile, on the further side, there runs a tale that primroses may often be
found, and occasionally the blue sweet violet on the grassy hedge bank.

Source:
Elizabeth Gaskell, Mary Barton: A Tale of Manchester Life (London:
Chapman and Hall, 1849).



