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Therapeutic Soundscapes in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Fiction 

Martin Willis 
 
 
Elizabeth Gaskell would not be the first writer called to mind by Victorian scholars if 
asked to recommend reading on the topic of nature. Gaskell’s status is most often 
defined by her examination of nineteenth century urban industrialism. Her fictions 
highlight her facility with character rather than depictions of landscapes. George Eliot 
or Thomas Hardy would be much more commonly cited. Surprisingly, Gaskell’s 
fiction, and most especially her 1855 novel North and South and her 1864 novella 
Cousin Phillis record particular and consequential natural soundscapes. They have 
consequence because they are deliberately invested with therapeutic properties. Gaskell 
finds in natural sound the potential for physical and mental healing. In the earlier novel, 
the natural soundscapes of Helstone prefigure Margaret Hale’s forced relocation and 
subsequent erasure from the landscape, leading to her depression. The same 
soundscapes then open up the opportunity for psychic renewal. In the later novella, the 
natural soundscape of Hope Farm is a therapeutic environment under threat of 
destruction from fossil fuel infrastructures. In both the novel and novella Gaskell is 
determined to illuminate the positive benefits to health, especially to psychic health, 
that the sounds of nature offer to the attentive listener. Gaskell’s intervention into 
considerations of auditory power are important. By connecting natural sound with 
health and advocating for its role as a therapeutic, Gaskell makes a very early 
intervention in a debate that continues into the twenty-first century. That is, she 
proposes then examines the role that nature can play in human flourishing, or, put 
simply, whether being immersed in the natural world makes us feel better. There are 
further repercussions emerging from Gaskell’s experimenting with this idea. Her work 
also promotes responses to natural spaces that might be considered proto-
environmentalist in character. Although written before the emergence of 
environmentalism as that would be understood in the twenty-first century, Gaskell’s 
fictions reveal a nascent concern with the protection and preservation of the natural 
environment; a concern tied explicitly to the unique sonorous environments found only 
in nature. 
 Gaskell was not alone in finding health-giving properties in natural 
soundscapes. The naturalist Philip Gosse, best known as the writer of popular natural 
histories, also saw the sounds of nature as positive for both physical and mental health 
in his naturalist writing of the 1850s and 1860s, most especially in A Naturalist’s 
Rambles on the Devonshire Coast (1853) and The Romance of Natural History (1863). 
Similarly, Charles Kingsley’s varied writings across the same period, indeed through 
to the end of the 1860s, also intimated the distinct benefits to health and happiness that 
came from natural sound as part of a broader engagement with the natural world. This 
is expressed most clearly in his lecture “Great Cities and Their Influence for Good and 
Evil” (1857) and even more energetically in “The Air Mothers” (1870). Although not 
the subject of this article, Kingsley’s novel The Water-Babies, published in 1863, also 
reckons with the contrasting health benefits of urban and rural environments. Both 
Gosse and Kingsley provide important contexts for Gaskell’s engagement with natural 
soundscapes; illuminating the diverse arenas where natural sound became a subject of 
interest through the middle of the nineteenth century. 
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 Gaskell is also responding to wider political issues on land use, which takes her 
fiction beyond its common categorization, detailed by Patricia Ingham as “condition of 
England narratives” (viii) that deal predominantly with relations between urban 
employers and workers in the emerging era of industrial capitalism. Gaskell is also 
responding to the condition of other areas of national territory. Principally she is 
concerned by the extensive reconfiguration of landscapes by that most disruptive of 
fossil fuel infrastructures, the railway system. This is to the fore in Cousin Phillis, 
where rail infrastructure, vividly described by Michael Freeman in Railways and the 
Victorian Imagination as “the death of nature” (38), is her primary subject (see also 
Hardenberg 95). Additionally, Gaskell’s work contends – if more subtly – with the 
ongoing political and legal debates on the enclosure of Britain’s commons. Although 
often debating land within cityscapes, the argument over the provision of common land 
grew through the 1850s and 1860s as a result of the new Public Health Act of 1848. It 
is neither coincidental nor insignificant that it is on common land that the protagonist 
of North and South finds natural sound most affecting. 
 Although Gaskell continues to interest the scholarly community this is the first 
analysis of the role her fiction plays in advocating for natural soundscapes as 
therapeutic environments. Mark Celeste’s fine article on soundscapes in North and 
South shows the centrality of sound to the novel and in particular how Gaskell develops 
a pattern of sound that illuminates and reinforces her examination of social class. 
Kathryn Powell has recognized that railway engineering is key to Cousin Phillis and 
Clare Pettitt has argued, most successfully, that Phillis is employed as an “index of 
change” (471) as the science of engineering imposes itself on her rural life. It seems 
both pertinent and necessary, still, to reveal how one of the earliest interrogators of 
capitalist extractivism not only suggested answers to the political economy of relations 
between employer and worker but also fleshed out alternative modes of being in the 
world that provided opportunities for improvements to health. To that end, an analysis 
of how Gaskell contributed to a growing environmental awareness, even to a green 
politics, throughout the 1850s and 1860s, should provide an additional context for the 
growing number of studies situating the Victorians at the heart of environmental and 
extraction ecologies. 
 
North and South and Sound 
From the second chapter of North and South the connection between places of nature 
and health is set out plainly. Returning from London to rural Helstone, Margaret Hale 
regards her mother’s vaguely defined ill-health as the product of “an indoors life” (19) 
lacking the “dark full, dusky green” (18) of immersion in a natural landscape. Gaskell 
chooses to open the chapter with an epigraph from Felicia Hemans’ 1827 poem “The 
Spells of Home” that acts as an overture for this focus. That poem, which begins with 
“the soft green light in the woody glade,” (Gaskell, North and South 16) includes a 
stanza, not used by Gaskell, that depicts the soundscape of the glade, from the “sleepy 
ripple” of the stream to the “wind of morn” and the “bee’s deep murmur”. The 
soundscape provides a reinforcing sonority, making the power of the green space 
“stronger and deeper” (Hemans 433). From this starting point, Gaskell constructs a 
symbolic auditory pattern that links natural sound to psychic health in a dynamic co-
dependence that runs through the novel, tracing, indeed depicting, Margaret’s 
psychological breakdown and recovery. 
 Gaskell’s first example connects Margaret’s anxiety concerning the family’s 
enforced move from Helston to the northern city of Milton with the loss of sound on a 
final country walk: 
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Here there was no sound. The robin had gone away into the vast stillness 
of the night. Now and then, a cottage door in the distance was opened 
and shut, as if to admit the tired labourer to his home; but that sounded 
very far away. A stealthy, creeping, cranching sound among the crisp 
fallen leaves of the forest, beyond the garden, seemed almost close at 
hand. Margaret knew it was some poacher. (55) 

 
The soundscape of the country garden is denuded of its most natural sounds and reduced 
to those subsidiary human sounds which, although they constitute part of the richness 
of a natural soundscape, here remind Margaret of her solitude. Gaskell draws on her 
deep knowledge of the romantic poets to depict such sounds. Her use of onomatopoeia 
to delineate the movement of the poacher, and indeed her characterization of the 
poacher within the landscape, is particularly Wordsworthian in its mixing of natural 
and human-generated sounds to create a multivalent soundscape (Castell 23-24). 

By way of reinforcing the absence of natural sound, Gaskell draws a contrast 
with Henry Lennox’s walks around the “Temple gardens” (54) adjoining his law offices 
which put him in his “best moods” (55) despite the soundscape consisting of “the grant 
inarticulate mighty roar of tens of thousands of busy men” (54) in the centre of London. 
The absence of natural sound in Helstone, Gaskell implies through this contrasting 
soundscape, is not simply an absence of a form of environmental engagement that might 
improve health; it is, rather, anathema to the very maintenance of health. The danger 
for Margaret in losing the natural soundscape is that she might also lose her health. 
 Gaskell was writing in a context where the health-giving properties of natural 
spaces were continually under investigation. In Britain, as across other areas of Europe, 
there were long-standing traditions of seeking out the additional benefits to health from 
particular types of environment (Wood 11-24). The British Medical Association, 
founded in 1832, registered the second of its five guiding principles as the “increase of 
knowledge of the medical topography of England through statistical, meteorological, 
geological, and botanical inquiries.” (Jeaffreson 624) In practice this led to numerous 
investigations into what became known by the time Gaskell was writing North and 
South as the “hygienic resources” (Roden 370) of British landscapes. In the 1850s and 
1860s the “change of air” regime that had been popular for the promotion of better 
health from the early 1830s saw “rural relaxation” (Morris 49-50) become a central 
feature of physicians’ recommendations to patients requiring non-pharmacological 
treatments. T.C. Roden’s advocacy of the rural Welsh town of Llandudno (not far from 
the country estate of one of Gaskell’s friends) was typical. Writing in the British 
Medical Journal, Roden described Llandudno as ideally situated for rural retreat: 
 

Llandudno…stands on an arm of land about four miles in length, jutting 
out towards the West from the mainland of North Wales at Conway. 
This little peninsula is terminated by a huge limestone rock, seven miles 
in circumference and 750 feet in height […] About a couple of miles in 
front […] runs a chain of hills…while a beautiful semicircular sweep of 
the ground […] encloses the waters of Llandudno bay. It is chiefly this 
peculiar formation of the locality which impresses it with distinctive 
qualities, beneficial to particular classes of invalids. (370) 

 
Roden proceeds to describe the “delicious atmosphere”, the “purity and salubrity of the 
air” and the “beauties of the scenery” as particularly profitable for patients suffering 
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from a whole raft of different illnesses, both specific and general. In keeping with the 
general trend for change of air regimes it is the natural environment that offers the 
largest benefit to health – the countryside accessible from Llandudno rather than the 
town itself. As the opening description above suggests, the town is of very little 
consequence when set against the natural geological formations which provide 
atmospheric conditions conducive to health. 
 Philip Gosse’s A Naturalist’s Rambles on the Devonshire Coast, completed at 
the same moment Gaskell sent Charles Dickens “an outline” of North and South ahead 
of its run in Household Words (Uglow 344), is another example of a change of air 
narrative. Although a trained naturalist, and already the author of best-selling works of 
natural history, A Naturalist’s Rambles is framed as a narrative of recovery. The 
opening chapter begins as though it were a novel, with a dialogue between the author 
and his wife on the subject of Gosse’s poor health. “You are seriously ill” warns his 
wife, diagnosing too long spent “in the study” (1). Her advice is to “throw it all up and 
take a trip into the country” (1). This is reinforced by Gosse’s physician, who 
recommends, like Roden, that he “give up study and go out of town.” (2). Gosse’s 
“rustication” (2) sees A Naturalist’s Rambles return to the traditional genre topics of 
the natural history text. It is not long before the reader is being introduced to the rich 
variety of Devon’s animal and vegetable life. Its soundscape plays a central role in 
turning Gosse’s “dreary” (2) psychic health into “pleasure” (vi) through the active 
engagement with his natural environment: “The little birds hopping fearlessly about the 
hedge-tops and the trees overhead, the robin sweetly singing, the tiny gold-crest 
peeping into the crevices of the ivy, the yellow hammer and the chaffinch in their grey 
plumage twittering almost within reach of your hand!” (4). In this fine early example 
of the power of the soundscape to transform emotional wellbeing there are both explicit 
and implicit natural sounds. The keynotes are provided by the song of the robin, yellow 
hammer and chaffinch. There are also the lesser notes provided by the rustling of the 
hedges and the brushing of the tree branches as the little birds leap from one to the 
other, as well as the scrape of the ivy leaves on the wings of the gold-crests as they fly 
in to search for food. The enjoyment of the author’s immersion in the rich layers of 
sound is expressed in the final exclamation point, revealing his joyful surprise at the 
proximity of such expressive nature. 
 The relation of natural environments to health, and particularly the importance 
of the natural atmospheres and soundscapes, was a key feature of the medical culture 
at the mid-century. Vital to successful rehabilitation was immersion: the patient, 
whether ill in body or mind, had to situate themselves within the natural environment 
to benefit from its healing properties. The tragedy of Margaret’s social imprisonment 
in Milton is the loss of the natural environment that sustains her. Partly conscious of 
this, Margaret attempts to cope with the degradation of Milton by imagining herself in 
the landscapes and soundscapes of Helstone at key points of emotional stress: first when 
she learns that Bessy Higgins’s illness is terminal and then in the immediate aftermath 
of the violent riot during the workers’ strike. 
 The first imagined soundscape is a portrait of Margaret’s “home […] in a forest” 
(100): 
 

There are great trees standing all about it […]. And yet, though every 
leaf may seem still, there is a continual rushing sound of movement all 
around – not close at hand. Then sometimes the turf is as soft and fine 
as velvet; and sometimes quite lush with the perpetual moisture of a 
little, hidden, tinkling brook near at hand. (100-1) 
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This mental recollection of the natural sound of Helstone has a positive impact on 
Margaret’s emotional health. She describes parts of the memory as “pleasant” but once 
complete it leads her to an exclamation of love: “Oh, Bessy, I loved the home we have 
left so dearly!” (100). A similar experience follows the circumscribed riot at Thornton’s 
mill. Exhausted from the anxiety produced by the threat of violence and already 
emotionally denuded by the growing seriousness of her mother’s illness, Margaret turns 
to a natural soundscape to improve her mental health: 

 
A little breeze was stirring in the hot air, and though there were no trees 
to show the playful tossing movement caused by the wind among the 
leaves, Margaret knew how, somewhere or another, by wayside, in 
copses, or in thick green woods, there was a pleasant, murmuring 
dancing sound, – a rushing and falling noise, the very thought of which 
was an echo of distant gladness in her heart.” (190) 

 
The similarity of this soundscape to the one she describes for Bessy Higgins tells the 
reader that this is also a memory of Helstone. The emotional response, the “gladness in 
her heart”, is equally a parallel for the love she expressed previously. Both soundscapes 
offer improvements in psychic health rather in bodily ailments. Margaret remains 
physically “unrefreshed” (190) but her emotional discomfort is eased. This relief is 
registered also through the rhythmic quality of Gaskell’s writing about sound, the flow 
of the words she employs to describe the wind’s sonorous qualities. The form of the 
writing embodies the ease that is manifest physically in Margaret; binding together 
Gaskell’s own close listening to natural soundscapes with the close listening that 
Margaret must have done in order to be able to bring forth such a vivid memory at a 
distance in both time and space. 
 The therapeutic value of the natural soundscape becomes clearer still when 
Margaret is given the opportunity to be physically present in the landscape once more. 
Her return to Helstone towards the end of the novel allows Gaskell to highlight the 
power of sound when an embodied listener is present in the moment of its first 
audibility. Upset by the changes to her former home by its new inhabitants, Margaret 
cannot even find solace in the “soft green influence” (381) of the rural community. 
However, natural sound breaks her melancholy: “as she returned across the common, 
the place was reinvented with the old enchanting atmosphere. The common sounds of 
life were more musical there than anywhere else in the whole world” (391). The natural 
sound Margaret hears is ephemeral, available only for that moment. Yet after hearing 
it she “had found her level” (391). It is, as Makis Solomos argues, “the act of listening” 
(96) which enables its therapeutic effect, and which creates long-lasting change. Jean-
Luc Nancy captures this aspect of sound in his conceptual work on listening: “the 
sonorous,” he claims, “appears and fades away into its permanence” (2). Although 
counter-intuitive, that a fading away might be the very opposite of its apparent 
disappearance, Nancy’s antonym grasps exactly what Gaskell describes. There is 
potential for a soundscape which exists only briefly, and exclusively within the context 
of a particular time and place, to have effect long after its audibility has ended. 
 Gosse’s natural history also plays with this notion of permanence and 
impermanence. Natural histories, especially of the pedagogic genre in which Gosse 
specialized, are in part instruction manuals, dependent upon the reader being able to 
repeat the collection and study of animals and flora described to them. The natural 
world depicted must therefore have some capacity for permanence, or at least longevity. 
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Yet in Gosse’s descriptions of the natural world between his lessons on, for example, 
the capture and dissection of sea anemones, he stresses the momentary and fleeting 
nature of soundscapes, focussing on the happy circumstance for the listener that comes 
from unique rather than repeatable experience. In such instances the pragmatic and 
deliberate language of the lesson is replaced by descriptions that are lyrical, even comic. 
In one example, Gosse encounters a squirrel hidden in a carpet of primroses on a steep 
seaside slope:  
 

In these thickets I was rather surprised and pleased to find the squirrel 
residing; one morning in March as I was quietly sitting on a stone, 
looking down from the brow of the promontory, on the sea that was 
beating in over the rocks below, out pops Squggy, and with a grunt and 
a flourish of his feathery tail over his back in he dashes again, then out 
to peep, and away to go again; I all the while holding my breath, in hopes 
to confirm his confidence. But no; he would not adventure again. (22)  

 
Gosse, like Gaskell, describes the pleasure that comes from this encounter with the 
natural world. Later he calls such moments “exhilarating” (68). They are also 
momentary embodied experiences that depend upon the interplay between listener and 
environment. Gosse’s own body is crucial to the moment. In this example it is a quiet 
centre of restrained energy as he holds his breath in the hope of extending the encounter 
with the squirrel. Gosse’s failure, in that respect, becomes part of the transitoriness, and 
hence uniqueness, of the experience. 
 A decade later, in The Romance of Natural History (1863), Gosse’s thinking 
has developed and evolved. Early in this new work, as he reflects on the poetic and 
scientific engagements with nature that have dominated his writing, he describes again 
the charm of encountering unique natural soundscapes: 
 

Much of all the charm lies in the circumstantials, the associations. It may 
be that there is something in the psychical, perhaps even in the physical 
condition of the observer, superinduced by the season itself, that makes 
him in spring more open to pleasurable emotions from the sights and 
sounds of nature. But much depends on association and contrast: novelty 
has much to do with it. Everything tells of happiness; and we cannot 
help sympathising with it. (7-8) 

 
Almost thinking aloud in this passage, Gosse begins by claiming that it is the various 
contexts that provides the “charm” of the soundscape (and landscape), a “fabric of 
relationships” (Solomos 107) or an “ecology” (Coates 639) which are essential to shift 
a sound into a scape of sounds. Gosse then attempts to see the soundscape as cyclical 
rather than unique, connected to the changing of the seasons. Perhaps that, he proposes, 
gives the soundscape its therapeutic value. However, he quickly rejects that hypothesis, 
returning to the centrality of “novelty” before concluding that experienced holistically 
such a soundscape produces a natural world imbued with “happiness” with which the 
human listener is in sympathy. 
 Although both Gaskell and Gosse claim that the therapeutic properties of sound 
can only be felt by the listener who is there to hear them, one who is either immersed 
in the soundscape or who can recall their immersion through memory, their capturing 
of the audible moment in textual form rather suggests otherwise. The recording of the 
soundscape in written form, “textual recording” (Castell et al, 5), whether in Gaskell’s 



Journal of Literature and Science 17 (2024)                                          Willis, “Therapeutic Soundscapes”: 62-77 

 
© JLS 2024.   Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND 

Downloaded from <http://www.literatureandscience.org/> 

68 

novel or in Gosse’s natural history, does achieve some form of permanent record of 
natural sound. There remains a gap between the embodied experience and its record, a 
gap that Gaskell acknowledges through the different emotional responses of Margaret 
to sound that she hears and sound that she only recalls, between immersive listening 
and remote sonic reconstruction. Yet the textual record of a soundscape still has a 
certain power. In Gosse’s natural histories the recording of unique natural soundscapes 
were designed as a call to the reader to become involved in the field studies undertaken 
by naturalists across Britain, to experience for themselves the pleasure of being 
immersed in the natural world (Abberley 100). For Gaskell, it offered an opportunity 
to comment specifically on urban industrial health. Although continually regretful of 
accepting Dickens’ characterization of her novel, and the retitling that followed (Uglow 
367-8), the use of the contrasting urban North to the rural South does accurately capture 
Gaskell’s soundscape politics. 
 Gaskell’s clever politicizing of sound begins quietly. When Margaret describes 
for Bessy Higgins the sounds of her former home, she recalls the sound of the wind 
among the trees, forever moving the leaves and branches, and thereby creating a kind 
of bass note – a sound that is “all around” (101) – to the fuller soundscape of Helstone’s 
forested land. Bessy’s response to this is striking: “I think the sound yo’ speak of among 
the trees, going on for ever and ever, would send me dazed; it’s that made my head ache 
so in the mill” (101). It is hard to read this as anything other than a rejection of the 
therapeutic value of natural sound. After all this is the same sound which Margaret 
clings to as a salve for her mental anguish. Yet Gaskell had a clear plan. The strange 
parallel drawn by Bessy illuminates the absence of an appropriate typography, perhaps 
equally well defined as an audiography, in which to place the sound of trees. Bessy 
cannot place the sound appropriately because she has never heard it. She has never 
heard it because there is no opportunity within the urban environment to do so nor any 
opportunity for the industrial working class to experience it elsewhere. Subtly, Gaskell 
introduces one of the fracture lines in textual recordings of sound; the reliance upon a 
shared history of access to natural soundscapes that are often based on economic 
opportunity. 
 Gaskell was influenced by the politics of the Christian socialist movement in 
her construction of such sound inequality. Interested by Christian socialism from as 
early as 1848 (Uglow 225), Gaskell found common cause with one of its most active 
members, Charles Kingsley. He had praised her representation in Mary Barton (1848) 
of the conditions of urban working-class populations, which he also sought to improve 
through various forms of advocacy and intervention. In his lectures, Kingsley set out 
his belief in the influence of environment, arguing that poor health (and, for him, poor 
moral behaviour) emerged directly from the “physical state” (“Great Cities”, 188) of 
the environmental conditions of urban life. In “Great Cities and their Influence for Good 
and Evil”, for example, Kingsley promoted a pastoral philosophy where the natural 
world played a central role in producing health and happiness. The regenerative effects 
of “scrambling over hedge and ditch, without a thought […] save what was put there 
by the grass and the butterflies, and the green trees and the blue sky” (207) were 
profound, Kingsley argued, especially upon physical health. This was equally true for 
psychic health. Nothing was better than “the soothing and purifying influences of those 
common natural sights and sounds which God has given as a heritage” (219). 
Kingsley’s politics led him to a vision of the ideal future city as a depopulated place 
used only for work, while its former inhabitants enjoy, in the remainder of their time, 
the natural environments to which they have relocated. As he argues in another lecture, 
“The Tree of Knowledge”, an understanding of the importance of nature to health 
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comes directly from enjoying the “sunshine, and flowers, and green grass, and the song 
of the birds” (186). 
 Kingsley’s visionary reconstitution of Britain’s industrial capitalism provides 
context for a better understanding of Bessy Higgins’ response to Margaret’s depiction 
of the Helstone soundscape. Gaskell depicts Bessy as one of Kingsley’s urban children, 
“exposed to contaminating influences” (Kingsley, “Great Cities” 201), who has never 
had the opportunity to immerse themselves in the natural world. For the sound of the 
trees she can only substitute the sound of the manufactory. Intriguingly the same 
slippage between natural sound and urban noise occurs also in very different socio-
economic conditions. In the midst of the Milton worker’s strike, as tensions grow 
between the manufacturers, Thornton hosts a lavish dinner party. Margaret’s father, 
unfamiliar with the industrial parts of the city, asks Thornton’s mother whether she 
does not find “the noise […] annoying” (159). Thornton’s sister is the first to answer, 
agreeing that “the noise is perfectly deafening” (160). Thornton’s mother, however, 
takes a different view: “I have heard noise that was called music far more deafening. 
The engine-room is at the street-end of the factory; we hardly hear it, except in summer 
weather, when all the windows are open; and as for the continual murmur of the work-
people, it disturbs me no more than the humming of a hive of bees.” (160) Where Bessy 
Higgins heard natural sound as urban noise, Mrs. Thornton hears the reverse. It is their 
relative positions within urban capitalism that determines their distinct perspectives. 
Whereas Bessy Higgins’ economic precarity has removed her opportunities to 
experience the pleasure of the natural soundscape, Mrs. Thornton believes that her 
pleasure derives from the urban noise. As she says, “If I think of it at all, I connect it 
with my son, and feel how all belongs to him” (160). Gaskell is soon to prove that she 
is mistaken. The “music” that Mrs. Thornton hears in the industrial machine is artificial 
and impermanent. Capitalist economics is about to destroy her son’s wealth, just as it 
destroyed Bessy Higgins; he is lucky to escape with his life. 
 Jennifer MacLure has argued that Gaskell’s depiction of industrial capital in 
North and South draws attention to the closeness between physical bodies while 
creating bodies that elicit sympathy. These sympathetic bodies are almost inevitably 
broken and dying bodies, victims of the “necroeconomic system” (Maclure 343) that 
industrial capitalism practiced in the mid-nineteenth century. It is through sympathy 
that the system can be resisted, and in part reconstituted, leading to improvements to 
the public health of industrial cities (MacLure 350-1). Gaskell’s natural soundscapes 
reinforce the idea of sympathetic alignment by extending it to the relation between 
listener and natural sound. At the same time as promoting recuperative health through 
immersion in natural soundscapes Gaskell also reveals that they have a permanence not 
often found in the self-destructive economy of industrial capitalism. 
 Feeling the full impact of necroeconomics – the death of her mother, father, 
Boucher and Bessy Higgins – Margaret’s health is only restored by the restorative 
power of a soundscape that is enduring. Gaskell’s word for this is “perpetual”. Margaret 
describes Helstone’s soundscapes as perpetual more than once. In her final visit she 
understands for the first time that the perpetual renewals of nature are in sympathy with 
her own psychic health, which will also “change perpetually” (391) through the course 
of her life. Towards the novel’s conclusion, Margaret is finally freed from her 
depression by extended immersion in the soundscape of the seashore, a soundscape 
evoked within a fuller sensorium that is also visual and tactile: “She used to sit for long 
hours upon the beach, gazing intently on the waves as they chafed with perpetual 
motion against the pebbly shore, – or she looked out upon the more distant heave, and 
sparkle against the sky […]. She was soothed without knowing how or why” (404). 
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Gaskell regards this as a spiritual moment, finding God in nature, as Gosse would have 
claimed. But it is nature’s permanence, and Margaret’s ability to immerse herself in it, 
which provide the therapy Margaret requires. 
 Accessibility is crucial here. It has played a key role since the novel’s beginning, 
when Margaret’s access to Helstone’s natural beauty was cut off. It was also vital in 
understanding the position of Bessy Higgins, whose access to natural spaces was 
withheld by the circumstances of her position within industrial capitalism. It is also 
important in Margaret’s memories of Helstone and her eventual return: both of which 
rely upon the common land to provide accessible natural spaces to be enjoyed. It is in 
the mouth of Bessy Higgins that common land is most powerfully presented: “Now on 
these commons I reckon there is but little noise?” (101), she guesses, to which Margaret 
responds with an image of idyllic pastoral pleasure, exemplified by “here and there a 
lark high in the air” (101). As Gaskell was writing the debates over the enclosure of 
common land were continuing apace, and it is to these that Gaskell directs attention 
when she specifically points to the therapeutic properties of “these commons”. 
Contemporary writers on the subject claimed that “almost half a million acres” of 
common land had been enclosed in England between 1845 and 1870 (Fawcett 190). 
Lost to common use was “beautiful wild scenery” and “many rare plants and insects” 
(Fawcett 186) wrote the Member of Parliament Henry Fawcett. As the first blind British 
MP it is likely that Fawcett experienced the sounds of common land with heightened 
intensity. He recognized that common land offered space for “health-giving recreation” 
(Fawcett 192) that far exceeded that available through managed areas such as parks 
because they provided “natural scenery” (192) rather than artificially constructed green 
space. Others agreed. Common land promoted “general health” (Maidlow 4) and should 
be accessible to everyone. 
 Gaskell’s first depiction of the Helstone soundscape had subtly introduced the 
question of common land and its accessibility. Margaret’s recognition of the poacher 
as the creator of the “stealthy, creeping, cranching sound” is not simply a detail that 
provides local atmosphere. Poachers, as Kirsti Bohata argues, were figures whose 
trespass onto private land often questioned the legality (if not morality) of the 
ownership of Britain’s natural resources. The figure of the poacher, as represented in 
fictions contemporary with North and South, was often drawn to symbolize struggles 
over common land and enclosed space. It is to common land that Gaskell’s last 
depiction of the Helstone soundscape also turns; this time to make explicit the 
importance of common space to Margaret’s historic connection with the natural sounds 
of her former home. Distressed by the changes wrought on the rectory where she spent 
her childhood Margaret is resigned to leaving Helstone discomfited. Not even the “soft 
green influence” of the gardens could “charm away the shock and the pain in Margaret’s 
heart” (381). However her walk over the nearby common land marks a change: “But as 
she returned across the common, the place was reinvented with the old enchanting 
atmosphere. The common sounds of life were more musical here than anywhere else in 
the world, the light more golden, the life more tranquil and full of dreamy delight” 
(391). It is the enduring soundscape of the common land (and Gaskell chooses to repeat 
the word “common” in the description of sound) that saves Margaret’s psychic health. 
The endless renewal of the commons, its perpetuity, confirms for her that there is the 
possibility of regaining the health that she has lost. It is the key moment in her recovery. 
It is also the ultimate moment in Gaskell’s politics of sound. In it she concludes that the 
natural soundscape is therapeutic and, by extension, in need of protection – perhaps 
even more so than before in the face of the growing power of industrial capitalism. In 
the early 1860s she returns to this theme in Cousin Phillis. In that novella she 
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investigates natural soundscapes once again. To this fiction, however, she brings greater 
jeopardy – the erasure of the soundscape by fossil fuel infrastructures. 
 
Cousin Phillis and the Railway 
Cousin Phillis is a first-person narrative written from the perspective of Paul, a clerk 
learning his trade under an engineer. He is embarking on his career by surveying land 
through which a new railway branch line will be cut. This work places him in the 
vicinity of the unsubtly named Hope Farm, where a female cousin of his father now 
lives with her husband and their daughter, Phillis. While the apparent focus of the 
novella is Paul’s relationship with the family, the inevitable collision between the 
railway line and the rural landscape around the farm consumes the subtext. As she did 
in North and South, Gaskell drew upon her own experience, this time of the expansion 
of rail infrastructure and its effects upon rural soundscapes. The village where she had 
grown up, Knutsford, had seen a rail line cut through it in the later 1850s and the new 
railway station had opened in the early Summer of 1862, just prior to Gaskell beginning 
to write Cousin Phillis (Uglow 542). 
 The soundscapes of Hope Farm and the adjacent natural spaces are once again 
depicted as therapeutic – particularly to Paul, whose working life generates forms of 
psychic and physical stress. Already feeling a sense of “desolation” (6) in being away 
from home for the first time as young adult, Paul’s first year working with the railway 
company is one of increasing isolation and social restriction, exemplified by the 
stultifying church he attends, situated “up a dark narrow entry” (7) and best exemplified 
through the ‘droning hymns” (7) sung by the congregation. Paul’s only pleasures come 
from the natural landscapes he encounters as the railway company survey the path for 
the new line. Paul writes of his “enjoyment”, explaining that it is “because of the 
country we traversed (which was very wild and pretty)” (7). At this point Paul has little 
sense of the railway line’s likely destruction of the natural world, nor the necessity of 
that destruction for those seeking to profit from rail infrastructure. As he notes, he had 
“no thought for the shareholders’ interests” (9). He was, instead, fascinated by some of 
the problems the natural world posed for railway engineering, exemplified by “the bogs, 
all over wild myrtle and soft moss, and shaking ground over which we had to carry our 
line [which] […] was puzzling our engineers” (9). Hope Farm itself provides Paul with 
a further period of immersion in nature, which he is drawn to without understanding 
why. His description of the farm, including of its soundscape, reveals the longevity of 
the positive impression it makes on his wellbeing: 
 

The court was so full of flowers that they crept out upon the low-covered 
wall and horse-mount, and were even to be found self-sown upon the 
turf that bordered the path to the back of the house. I fancied that my 
Sunday coat was scented for days afterwards by the bushes of sweetbriar 
and the fraxinella that perfumed the air. From time to time cousin 
Holman put her hand into a covered basket at her feet, and threw 
handfuls of corn down for the pigeons that cooed and fluttered in the air 
around. (17) 

 
Deep summer peace brooded over the place; the warm golden air was 
filled with the murmur of insects near at hand, the more distant sound of 
voices out in the fields, the clear faraway rumble of carts over the stone-
paved lanes miles away. The heat was too great for the birds to be 
singing; only now and then one might hear the wood pigeons in the trees 
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beyond the Ashfield. The cattle stood knee-deep in the pond, flicking 
their tales about to keep off the flies. (99) 

 
These two examples, taken from early and late in Paul’s narrative, shows how Gaskell 
immerses her narrator in a multi-sensory environment that provides images, sounds and 
smells that offer mental relief from both the town and from Paul’s work on the railway. 
It is, as his mother’s cousin states, a “healthy change” (99). The soundscape is also, as 
is commonly the case in nature writing of the period, imagined as a place that is largely 
peaceful, even silent. It is, however, as Wilko Graf von Hardenberg has argued, “a 
silence made up of sounds” (Hardenberg 93). 
 Despite the peace and the quiet, Paul’s engagement with Hope Farm is 
disruptive, and consequentially so. The farm’s owner, and patriarch of the family, the 
Reverend Holman, offers an early indicator of the potential for destruction that Paul 
brings to the farm. During an early visit, Paul encounters the rural tradition of psalm 
singing at the close of a day’s work in the field. Although Paul is clearly moved by the 
sonorous experience, admitting that had he attempted to sing himself “my throat would 
have been choked up by the feeling of the unaccustomed scene” (20), it is Holman who 
observes that “you railway gentlemen don’t wind up the day with singing” (21). In this 
highly referential scene, Gaskell draws on the collision between sound and silence to 
foreshadow the future conflict between the natural environment and the railway. There 
is a sense of inevitably, therefore, when Paul introduces the chief engineer, Holdsworth, 
to the farm and his family.  
 Holdsworth, who has fallen ill during the destruction of another landscape to 
facilitate the building of a new railway line, is invited to recuperate at Hope Farm, 
which Holman describes as “better than physic” (51). This spells the beginning of the 
end of Hope Farm as a place of therapeutic value. Paul, who brings a certain contagion 
to the farm from his railway work, does so without significant virulence. He is too 
junior in his trade to have power. Holdsworth is a very different matter. When Paul 
recognizes that he “had lost his place, and that Holdsworth had taken it” (62) the 
contagion of the railway very quickly takes hold. Phillis, whom Gaskell uses to 
represent the farm’s health, falls into a deep depression when Holdsworth leaves to 
build another railway in Canada. This turns to serious illness from which she never 
recovers. Continuing in its highly symbolic mode, the narrative charts the progress of 
Phillis’ illness alongside the erasure of the natural soundscape of the farm: 
 

I believe that all the neighbours hung about the place daily till they could 
learn from some out-comer how Phillis Holman was. But they knew 
better than to come up to the house, for the August weather was so hot 
that every door and window was kept constantly open, and the least 
sound outside penetrated all through. I am sure the cocks and hens had 
a sad time of it, for Betty drove them all into an empty barn, and kept 
them fastened in the dark for several days…At length came a sleep that 
was the crisis, and from which she wakened up with a faint new life. 
(126)   

 
“Faint” (127) is used again to describe Phillis. It is of course a word that describes the 
volume of a sound. It concludes the pattern of sound that Gaskell creates to build her 
argument on the erasure of nature. It is an argument that extends the perspective offered 
in North and South. In the earlier text the natural world was considered resilient and 
enduring. While it played a vital role in diminishing the worst effects of industrial 
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capitalism, it was not at risk of comprehensive destruction as much as denial of access. 
In Cousin Phillis, however, the risk of complete erasure is real and existential. The 
representatives of the railway – infrastructure supporting the extension of industrial 
capitalism – destroy Phillis, erasing the natural world and its soundscapes. Unlike her 
earlier novel, Gaskell offers no positive conclusion. Phillis may survive her psychic 
breakdown but she is forever altered. The novella comes to an end with a final request 
to leave Hope Farm for an extended visit to Paul’s parents in Birmingham: the journey 
from the rural home to the industrial city now a desire rather than the forced migration 
it was for Margaret Hale. 
 The forthright environmental politics of Cousin Phillis marks a period where a 
more robust environmentalism was also growing, leading to the confrontational politics 
of Thirlmere in the 1870s which historians regard as one of the key moments of an 
emerging environmental consciousness in Britain (see Ritvo). This is a consciousness 
shared by many Victorian writers (Parham 8-9). Gaskell shared it with her fellow 
Christian socialists. Charles Kingsley, for example, added to his attacks on the perils of 
industrial capitalism found in the new cities criticism of companies who were 
destroying natural resources. In his essay “The Air Mothers”, for example, written in 
the later 1860s, Kingsley uses sound to articulate his anger at the erasure of nature. The 
essay itself is an esoteric one, which begins with the sound of the global winds, which 
are mothers to the many seeds which it helps to distribute: “blow fiercer, slow air-
mothers, and shake us from our prisons of dead wood, that we may fly and spin away” 
(131) Kingsley writes. There is, in the image of natural cycles, a sense of endurance. 
The seeds claim that they “will take good care of ourselves henceforth” (131). 
However, Kingsley laments their foolishness, their failure to understand the dangers 
they face from fossil fuel power: “They never think, bold fools, of what is coming to 
bring them low […] the trains which will roar and rattle over them, as they lie buried 
in the gravel of the way, till they are ground and rotted into powder, and dug up and 
flung upon the fire” (131). Such sharply pessimistic views of nature’s future, its 
destruction heralded by the “rattle and roar” of the train, speak much more urgently to 
issues of protection. Kingsley’s essay points towards protective action, asking whether 
the air mothers will “live again”, and just as quickly concluding “yes, they must live 
again” (132). Importantly, he connects the health of the natural world to human 
survival: “For is not our life like their life? Do we not come and go as they?” (133) 
Gaskell’s Cousin Phillis provokes the same questions, having shown through its 
soundscapes the slow erasure of Phillis, whose singing in the fields had been so “rich”, 
but which turns “sharp, discordant” (104) and then, finally, “gentle, quiet and sad” 
(128-9). 
 
Conclusion: Soundscapes for Health 
Across the decade from the early 1850s to the early 1860s, bounded by beginning work 
on North and South and finishing Cousin Phillis, Gaskell’s representation of natural 
sound evolves considerably. Her soundscapes begin as places of therapeutic value 
which improve the health of the human bodies she represents in her fiction. They 
function as one element within a wider multi-sensory landscape within which the body 
(and with it, the mind) can become fully immersed. Soundscapes can be recollected, 
and this provides one way of accessing their therapeutic value. However, such 
recollections are limited, as though the medicine is watered down by distance, both in 
time and space. More potent health-giving properties are obtained by being in the 
soundscape. At the same time, the power of the real soundscape over the recollected 
soundscape illuminates Gaskell’s concern with access to natural places. In North and 
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South particularly the unavailability of natural soundscapes becomes an element of her 
political representation of industrial capitalism’s destructive economies. By the end of 
the decade, however, Gaskell regards the ongoing existence of the soundscape as even 
more worthy of comment than access to it. Her thinking has become more 
environmental. In Cousin Phillis it is the erasure of natural spaces that she presents. 
Nobody can have access to spaces that have been destroyed. Inflected through Christian 
socialism and inspired by best-selling natural histories (see Coriale) Gaskell develops 
an awareness of the necessity of protecting natural environments and the unique sounds 
they offer. As she so starkly reminds readers at the conclusion of Cousin Phillis, the 
health of future generations is the territory over which competing visions of Britain’s 
land are battling. 
 In his article on sound in North and South Mark Celeste reframes Raymond 
Williams’ phrase “green language” (which Williams employed to depict writing with 
“a confidence in nature” as a “principle of creation” (184)) as “green music” (28) to 
draw attention to the musicality of Gaskell’s working classes, particularly their 
humanity and creativity. This is a useful concept, although it would be just as valid to 
regard Gaskell as producing green sound through her soundscapes: sound that promotes 
an increased recognition of the role of nature for human flourishing and an invitation 
to recognize the importance of protecting natural spaces. Green sound also has a 
political valency, as did “green language” for Williams. It captures those soundscapes 
that reveal the competing priorities of industrial capitalism and rural preservation while 
asking questions of their significance, of how they “transform humans’ relations to and 
perceptions of the natural world.” (Miller 2). 
 As Gaskell’s soundscapes become more obviously environmentalist (in a 
political sense) they also shift conceptually. The green sound of North and South and 
Cousin Phillis appear first to be very specifically located. The therapeutic value of 
soundscapes are tied to the value of the natural environments of Helstone and Hope 
Farm. It is to those circumscribed places that characters return when improvements to 
health are desired. As the environmental and political meaning of natural soundscapes 
becomes more fully understood within each fiction, however, the specific soundscape 
also comes to stand for soundscapes, and landscapes, more generally. The uniqueness 
of the soundscape, of which Gosse wrote so passionately, gives way to Gaskell’s 
broader notion of change combined with endurance, which suggests a perpetual 
soundscape rather than a particular one. Gaskell’s move from what Makis Solomos 
calls the localized sonic “umwelt” to the whole environment or “umgebung” (102) 
follows Carlyle, whose 1828 translation of umgebung to the English word environment 
is often regarded as the first example of the word being used in the sense we would now 
regards as one of its key features: as a word standing aslant to industrial or mechanized 
to depict spaces that are “complex, relative, interwoven” (Jessop 717).  
 There is a different Gaskell emerging from attention to her fiction’s 
soundscapes. Gaskell has been considered largely as a commentator either on urban 
industrialization or its opposite, a recidivist provincialism (for example, in the various 
stories that make up Cranford (1851-3)). Rarely is she understood as a writer with an 
environmentalist politics whose vision of natural spaces as therapeutic because of their 
aesthetic value is richly original at a point where the quality of air so dominated 
narratives of rural health. Mark M. Smith, in his recent sensory history manifesto, 
argues that literary studies has a lot to offer a history of the senses (75). It would 
certainly be welcome to see Gaskell taking a place within a sound studies history. It is 
also the case that sound studies has a lot to offer literary scholarship. Undertaking a 
sonic reading of North and South and Cousin Phillis unearths a great deal that has gone 
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unnoticed and unheard since the earliest reviews of the first novel. In 1855, for example, 
Émile Montégut, writing for the influential Revue des Deux Mondes (Review of Two 
Worlds), argued, as did many others, that “all the interest of the novel lies in these 
scenes of life in industrial towns” (Easson 362). Helstone, he claimed, offered only a 
reactionary politics that did nothing to clip the wings of a rampant industrialism. 
Montégut is deaf to Gaskell’s soundscapes, depending instead on a detailed close 
reading of the novel’s approach to industrial capitalism. It has been the aim of this 
article to show how “close listening” (Picker 6) can also add value to literary study, 
especially in uncovering more of the engagement with the environment and with 
emerging environmentalism that contemporary scholarship is beginning to reveal in 
Victorian writing. Attending to soundscapes provides a fresh access point to the 
aesthetics of that writing, as a complement to the very close attention paid to both the 
language and the visual culture of the period. It is certainly worth listening to Victorian 
fiction. It sounds can tell us more than we imagine. 
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