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Commodities in Mid-Nineteenth Century Britain: A Glance
at the Exhibits of the Great Exhibition of 1851

Kimio SHIGETOMI

“The Great Exhibition”, Thomas Richards mentions, “fostered what can be
called a transparency of exchange: though it was not set up to sell things, it let
things sell themselves.The Commodity Culture of England: Advertising and
Spectacle, 1851-1918tanford, 1990, p. 38) This article tries to investigate
some characteristics of commodity world of mid-nineteenth century Britain, by
giving a glance to the exhibits of the 1851 Exhibition.

| sum up such characteristics in seven points. First four relate to the state of
British industry and commerce and its superiority to other countries. Firstly, a
number of exhibits of various raw materials symbolized one of chief purposes
of this Exhibition: unity of manufacture, commerce, and science. Mineral wealth,
especially, was a base on which British manufacture was to be prosper. Sec-
ondly, steam engines with different mechanisms were exhibited. Entrepreneurs
and engineers may have exerted maximum effort to draw potentiality of this
engine. The class of agricultural machines and tools, thirdly, was one of the
most important in the Exhibition. Displaying space for this class in the Crystal
Palace was the largest, and extant prospectuses of the exhibitors were outstand-
ingly detailed in many cases. Fourthly, variety of the exhibits was most con-
spicuous in the metalware class. High level of precise manufacturing technique
was reflected in many exhibits.

Next three points differ from the above mentioned, for these concern juxta-
position of contradicting principles. First of such examples was a juxtaposition
of man-made and machine-made principle, or that of organic economy and
inorganic one. Quite different productive method still coexisted. In class X,
secondly, we are quite lost at the sight of the exhibits headed the title “philo-
sophical instrument”, which included heterogeneous items, for example, phar-
maceutical apparatus and musical instruments. Another juxtaposition is that of
contradicting attitude to ideal industrial future. (The matter is discussed in J. A.
Auerbach,The Great Exhibition of 1851: A Nation on Displ&dew Haven,

1999, chap. 4) Which must be the aim of the manufacturing activity, artificial
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refinement or mass-production of standard quality?

The Great Exhibition of 1851 was an epitome of commodity world of mid-
nineteenth century Britain, which also reflected diverse, sometimes contradict-
ing interests then held.

The Rhetoric of “Femininity”: Elizabeth Gaskell's
The Life of Charlotte Brost

Chieko ICHIKAWA

Elizabeth Gaskell'The Life of Charlotte Brontgossesses fictional and au-
tobiographical elements. By describing Charlotte as an exemplary woman of
the Victorian period, Gaskell aims at justifying Charlotte’s writing. Further-
more, Gaskell, a woman writer too, projects herself into her biography’s hero-
ine and seeks to justify her own literary ambitions.

Reconstructing episodes displaying Mr. Bronte's eccentric deeds, Branwell's
moral corruption and women as victims of patriarchy, Gaskell weaves her tragic
life of Charlotte. Moreover, through the strategic use of quotations from
Charlotte’s own words in which her femininity is shown, Gaskell denies that
heroines’ claims for women'’s rights in Charlotte’s novels written under the
pseudonym of Currer Bell are in fact Charlotte’s. In this way, a contrast is shown
between the Charlotte who cannot be emancipated from moral standards ap-
plied to women in her private life and the Charlotte who raises the woman’s
issues through her works.

Gaskell's purpose is to show that it is both her obligations as a woman and as
a writer which give significance to Charlotte’s life. She further claims that Char-
lotte suffers mental deprivation when the harmony between her two obligations
is lost due to her losing the opportunity to write. Representation of Charlotte’s
“femininity” does not veil the fact that Charlotte was an author, but justifies it.
Thus, “femininity” should be considered as rhetoric for honouring the female
authorship. At the same time, it means that Gaskell, who projects herself into
her heroine’s suffering, is also trying to justify her own literary ambitions. There-



