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Dickens, Gaskell and Household Words
1. The kind of papers of which I stand most in need are short stories. … All social evils, and all
home affections and associations, I am particularly anxious to deal with well.’ (Dickens to Mary
Howitt, February 1850, seeking her support for Household Words)
2. We have considered what an ambition it is to be admitted into many homes with affection and
confidence; to be regarded as friend by children and old people; to be thought of in affliction and
in happiness … We know the great responsibility of such a privilege … the pictures that it
conjures up in hours of solitary labour, of a multitude moved by one sympathy; the solemn hopes
which it awakens in the labourer’s breast, that he may be free from self-reproach in looking back
at last upon his work, and that his name may be remembered … in time to come, and borne by the
dear objects of his life with pride. (‘A Preliminary Word’, Household Words Vol. 1, No. 1)
3. I do not know what your literary vows of temperance or abstinence may be, but as I do
honestly know that there is no living English writer whose aid I would desire to enlist, in
preference to the authoress of Mary Barton (a book that most profoundly affected and impressed
me). I venture to ask you whether you can give me any hope that you will write a short tale, or
any number of tales, for the projected pages.
No writer’s name will be used – neither my own, nor any others – every paper will be
published without any signature; and all will seem to express the general mind and purpose of the
Journal, which is, the raising up of those that are down, and the general improvement of our
social condition. I should set a value on your help, which your modesty can hardly imagine; and I
am perfectly sure that the least result of your reflection or observation in respect of the life around
you, would attract attention and do good. (Dickens to Gaskell, January 1850)
4. Let me particularly beg you not to put the least constraint upon yourself as to space. Allow the
story to take its own length, and work itself out. I will engage to get it in, very easily, whatsoever
the extent to which it may go./ Your design as to its progress and conclusion are undoubtedly the
best. The inventor’s, I consider must be.’ (Dickens to Gaskell, March 1850)
5. My Dear Mrs Gaskell/ I have read the Ms you have had the kindness to send me, with all
possible attention and care. I have shut myself up for the purpose, and allowed nothing to divide
my thoughts. It opens an admirable story, is full of character and power, has a strong suspended
interest in it (the end of which, I don’t in the least foresee), and has the very best marks of your
hand upon it. If I had had more to read, I certainly could not have stopped, but must have read on.
Now, addressing myself to the consideration of its being published in weekly portions, let
me endeavour to shew you as distinctly as I can, the divisions into which it must fall. According
to the best of my judgement and experience, if it were divided in any other way – reference being
always had to the weekly space available for the purpose in Household Words – it would be
mortally injured.
I would end No.1 – With the announcement of Mr. Lennox at the parsonage
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I would end No. 2 – with Mr. Hale’s announcement to Margaret, that Milton-Northern is the
place they are going to. This No. therefore would contain Lennox’s proposal, and the father’s
communication to his daughter of his leaving the church.
I would end No. 3 – With their fixing on the watering-place as their temporary sojourn.
I would end No. 4 – With Margaret’s sitting down at night in their new house, to read Edith’s
letter. This No. therefore, would contain the account of Milton, and the new house, and the Mill
Owner’s first visit.
I would end No.5 – With the Mill-Owner’s leaving the house after the tea-visit. This No.
therefore would contain the introduction of his mother, and also of the working father and
daughter – the Higgins family.
I would end No. 6 – With Margaret leaving their dwelling, after the interview with Bessy when
she is lying down.
These Nos. would sometimes require to be again divided into two chapters, and would
sometimes want a word or two of conclusion. If you could be content to leave this to me, I could
make those arrangements of the text without much difficulty. The only place where I do not see
my way, and where the story – always with a special eye to this form of publication – seems to
me to flag unmanageably, without an amount of excision that I dare scarcely hint at, is between
Nos. 2 and 3, where the Dialogue is long – is on a difficult and dangerous subject – and where, to
bring the murder out at once, I think there is a necessity for fusing two Nos. into one. This is the
only difficult place in the whole 114 sides of foolscap.
As nearly as I can calculate, about 18 sides of your writing would make a weekly No. On
about this calculation, the MS I have, would divide at the good points I have mentioned, and
pretty equally. I do not apologize to you for laying so much stress on the necessity of its dividing
well, because I am bound to put before you my perfect conviction that if it did not, the story
would be wasted – would miss its effect as it went on – and would not recover it when published
complete. The last consideration is strong with me, because it is based on my long comparison of
the advantages and disadvantages of the periodical form of appearance.
I hope these remarks will not confuse you, but you will come out tolerably clear after a
second reading, and will convey to you the means of looking at your whole story from the weekly
point of view. It cannot, I repeat, be disregarded without injury to the book. All the MS that I
have – with the exception I have mentioned and allowing a very reasonable margin indeed for a
little compression here and there – might have been expressly written to meet the exigencies of
the case.
Saturday Seventeenth June.
That my calculations might be accurate, I thought it well to stop my note and send
eighteen of your sides to the Printer’s (I took them out at random) to be calculated. Their estimate
exactly accords with mine. I have therefore no doubt of its correctness.
Is there is anything else I can tell you, or anything else you want to ask me? Pray do not
entertain the idea that you can give me any trouble I shall not be delighted to encounter. * *
Have you thought of a name? I cannot suggest one without knowing more of the story.
Then perhaps I might hit upon a good title if you did not./Ever My Dear Mrs. Gaskell| Faithfully
Yours/Charles Dickens. (Dickens to Gaskell June 1854)
6. My Dear Mrs. Gaskell/ I have just received from Wills, in proof, our No. for the 9th. of
September containing the Second Part of North and South, as it originally stood, and
unaltered by you. This is the place where we agreed that there should be a great condensation,
and a considerable compression, where Mr Hale states his doubts to Margaret.i The
mechanical necessities of Household Words oblige us to get to press with this No.
immediately. In case you should not already have altered the proof and sent it to Wills (which
very possibly you have: and in that case forgive my troubling you) will you be so kind as to
do so at once. What I would recommend – and did recommend – is, to make the scene
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between Margaret and her father relative to his leaving the church and their destination being
Milton-Northern, as short as you could find it in your heart to make it. (Dickens to Gaskell,
August 1854)
7. I am sorry to hear the sale dropping [i.e. of HW], but I am not surprised. Mrs Gaskell’s
story, so divided, is wearisome in the last degree. It would have had scant attraction if the
casting [i.e. word-count] had been correct; but thus wire-drawn it is a dreary business.
(Dickens to W.H. Wills, October 1854)
8. My dear Sir,/I was very much gratified by your note the other day; very much indeed. I dare
say I shall like my story, when I am a little further from it; at present I can only feel depressed
about it, I meant it to have been so much better. I send what I am afraid you will think too large a
batch of it by this post. What Mr Willsii has got already fills up the No for January 13, leaving me
only two more numbers, Janry 20, & Janry 27th so what I send to-day is meant to be crammed &
stuffed into Janry 20th; & I’m afraid I’ve nearly as much more for Jany 27.
It is 33 pages of my writing that I send to-day. I have tried to shorten & compress it, both
because it was a dull piece, & to get it into reasonable length, but there were [sic] a whole
catalogue of events to be got over: and what I want to tell you now is this, – Mr Gaskell has
looked this piece well over, so I don’t think there will be any carelessnesses left in it, & so there
ought not to be any misprints; therefore I never wish to see it’s [sic] face again; but, if you will
keep the MS for me, & shorten it as you think best for H W. I shall be very glad. Shortened I see it
must be. (Gaskell to Dickens, December 1854)
9. My Dear Mrs. Gaskell./Let me congratulate you on the conclusion of your story; not
because it is the end of a task to which you had conceived a dislike (for I imagine you to have
got the better of that delusion by this time), but because it is the vigorous and powerful
accomplishment of an anxious labor. It seems to me that you have felt the ground thoroughly
firm under your feet, and have strided on with a force and purpose that MUST now give you
pleasure.
You will not, I hope, allow that non-lucid interval of dissatisfaction with yourself (and
me?) which beset you for a minute or two once upon a time, to linger in the shape of any
disagreeable association with Household Words. I shall still look forward to the large sides of
paper, and shall soon feel disappointed if they don’t begin to reappear. (Dickens to Gaskell,
January 1855)
10. I am afraid he [Dickens] is making some arrangement whereby they can take my story; as Mr
Dickens happen s to be extremely unpopular just now, - (owing to the well-grounded feeling of
dislike to the publicity he has given to his domestic affairs,) & I think they would be glad to
announce my name on the list of contributors. And I would much rather they did not. (Gaskell to
Charles Eliot Norton, March, 1859)
11. I beg to decline your proposal of writing for a new weekly periodical. I am not in the habit of
writing for periodicals, except occasionally (as a personal mark of respect & regard for Mr
Dickens) in Household Words … But half a dozen papers in H.W. are all I ever wrote for any
periodical as I dislike & disapprove of such writing for myself as a general thing. (Gaskell to an
unknown correspondent, December 1862)
12. That I hold the advantages of the mode of publication to outweigh its disadvantages may be
easily believed of one who revived it in the Pickwick Papers after long disuse, and has pursued it
ever since. (Dickens, Postscript to Our Mutual Friend, 1865)
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