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have, of course, been numerous projects, conferences, books, and collectiong
with similar goals, but as the essays in this volume show, there is still much
to be said. The five-volume collection is a substantial undertaking, but if the
well-organised, interesting, and insightful first volume is an indication of the
quality of the rest, it is a valuable one.

EMILY MORRIS
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Nancy Henry, Women, Literature and Finance in Victorian
England: Cultures of Investment. Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2018, pp. ix + 284. Hardback £64.99, ISBN
9783319943305. EBook £51.99, ISBN 9783319943312.

In this book, Nancy Henry presents a study of prominent Victorian women
novelists, including Elizabeth Gaskell, who both wrote about and had personal
experience of what she calls ‘cultures of investment. As well as being often the
only route for women to secure a regular income, investing in government
consols, banks, railways, and other companies allowed women to ‘participate
in local, parochial, national, and global economies’ (p.6) and to do so more
directly than was otherwise possible. As Henry notes, her research contributes
to ‘an evolving field of writing about economics and finance in relationship to
Jiterature and culture’ (p.12), often referred to as ‘the new economic criticism,
after Osteen and Woodmansee’s 1999 book of that name. Methodologically,
Henry’s approach combines literary commentary with historical research into
the actual investing practices of the authors she addresses, with an interest
in the family histories which may have shaped their decisions about what to
include — and what to exclude - in their fictional works. This dual focus helps
support Henry’s generally convincing, if relatively modest, central claim that
female authors, because they relied on investment to a greater extent than
their male counterparts, were ‘less likely to make criticism of capitalism per
se central to their writing, however much they deplored greed and financial
corruption’ (p.14).

After introductory chapters on ‘Women Investors in Fact’ and on
investment in the work of contemporary male writers (Dickens, Trollope,
and Gissing), four chapters discuss notable women authors: Elizabeth
Gaskell, George Eliot, Charlotte Riddell, and Margaret Oliphant. In each
case, the intersection between the author’s personal financial life and
their literary practice is a prominent theme. In the case of Gaskell, Henry
explores the business dealings of her Holland relatives, with whom Gaskell
was closely connected while growing up with her aunt, Hannah Lumb, and
who formed ‘part of a commercial and cultural network of Unitarians (and
former Unitarians) throughout England, Wales and Scotland’ (p.94). For this
reason, more emphasis is placed on Gaskell’s formative’ (p.95) visit to her
relatives in Liverpool in 1831 than by previous critics. Indeed Liverpool, and
its historical role in the West Indian slave trade, becomes a leitmotif that runs
through the book. In the following chapter, Henry argues for the influence on
George Eliot of John Walter Cross (Eliot’s husband for the few months before
her death in 1880) and his family’s financial background, including a father



60 GASKELL JOURNAL 33

who spent time as the head of the Liverpool Borough Bank before it faileq
in the financial crisis of 1857 (p.146). Although Charlotte Riddell grew up
in Ireland, her mother was the daughter of a Liverpool merchant, and Henry
finds the ‘precarious social mobility’ (p.192) of the family’s life in Liverpog]
to be reflected in Riddell’s first novel, Zuriels Grandchild (1856). Margaret
Oliphant, meanwhile, moved from Scotland to Liverpool to London, and
Henry pays close attention to her ‘representation of Liverpool culture in [the
short story] “Queen Eleanor and Fair Rosamond” (1886)’ (p.229).

Like other features of this book, this Liverpool business connection ig
intriguing in its details, which Henry has carefully unearthed, but beyond
its underlying presence in several of the novels and stories considered, there
is not a substantial analysis of its significance in conceptual or literary terms,
Such an approach is typical of the book, which tends to take literary works
as a reflection of authors’ life experiences, and of the financial or trading
networks which underpinned them, rather than as forms of writing requiring
different kinds of analysis than diaries, letters, and so on. Henry is aware of
this dimension of her work, observing that ‘recent economic literary criticism
has been particularly anxious to stress that novels do not represent reality
and to detach formal analysis of literary texts from the historical record’
(p.45), a separation that she wants to challenge. There are significant gains
to be made here: the chapter on Riddell, for example, the least well-known
of the novelists Henry tackles, presents startling new research into her and
her husband’s financial difficulties and how these fed into her writing. In
the early 1870s, these problems reached their height, as ‘Riddell’s debts and
her writing were thoroughly entangled; she was borrowing on her future
production, selling her copyrights, suing and being sued, evading, dodging,
lying, testifying, and justifying - all the while turning experience into fiction’
(p.206). On the other hand, the readings of better-known novelists such as
Gaskell sometimes feel limited by Henry’s resistance to formal or theoretical
analysis. Writing on Cranford, for example, Henry points to the ‘inconsistency
in Gaskell’s specificity as to monetary sums and her vagueness about finance’
(p.119), evident in the affair of Deborah Jenkins’s and later Miss Matty’s shares
in the Town and County Bank. Henry raises several questions here, including
whether these shares really represent a poor investment or not, but the literary
effect of this vagueness or ambiguity is not pursued.

Elsewhere, small details can lead to suggestive detours, as in Henry’s
extended reading - one of the longest in the book - of the moment in Mary
Barton where Charley points out ‘our Exchange’ (p.101) to Mary as they rush
through the streets of Liverpool attempting to reach Will Wilson. Henry
reads this moment, which also refers to the Nelson Monument in front of
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the Liverpool Exchange, as an allusion to the city’s history of slave-trading,
reinforced by Wilson’s ship’s name, the John Cropper, which recalls a famous
abolitionist (p.100). In the spirit of Elaine Freedgood’s The Ideas in Things
(2006), Henry sees this as an easily overlooked gesture by Gaskell towards ‘an
interrelated history of violence, commerce, and finance in which her relatives
are implicated’ (p.107), whose submerged meaning needs to be excavated for
modern readers. This intriguing reading connects with other references to
slavery throughout the book, such as the real-life Caton sisters whose inherited
wealth derived from Maryland slave-owners (p.41), Dickens’s entangling
of slavery, life insurance, and marriage in Martin Chuzzlewit (p.60), and
Oliphant’s 1890 novel Kirsteen (p.250). These discussions generally culminate
with the observation that slavery can produce ‘tainted’ (p.255) wealth, or that
there is a subtle moral critique present in these novels. Such points, however,
invite further analysis and interpretation. How exactly the broadly positive
attitude towards investment that Henry identifies in these female authors fits
with, or pulls against, their gentle, hidden, and ambiguous moral critiques
of slavery and human commodification is a fascinating question, which is
opened up without being fully resolved.

In sum, this richly researched book combines historical and literary
sources to bring to light under-studied or previously unknown aspects of
Victorian women novelists’ engagement with investment and finance, and
places a welcome stress on how the economic experiences of their immediate
families reverberate in their fiction. It will be especially useful to scholars
interested in the ways Gaskell's social and financial networks intersect with
those of other female novelists and with male contemporaries. Its attention to
historical detail rather than theoretical abstraction can sometimes limit the
extent of the analysis offered but at the same time frequently sharpens the
specific stories it tells.

BEN MOORE



