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Lesson plan 

Lexis and the city: naming in 
North and South 

Luke McBratney 

The big 
picture 

Use the article by Jonny Patrick (pp. 22–25) as a tool to respond to the complexities 
of Gaskell’s presentation of the city and her use of names in North and South. 

Learning 
objectives 

To analyse the ways in which the city is presented, including Gaskell’s use of naming 
(AO2). 

To appreciate how our understanding of literary contexts can shape our response to 
the text (AO3). 

To make connections between the presentation of the city and the use of names in 
North and South and another novel of the mid Victorian period (AO4). 

To appreciate critical perspectives on the text. Some students may also be able to 
evaluate or apply critical views (AO5). 

Starter 
activity  

1 North and South (1855) was serialised in the weekly journal Household Words 
directly after another industrial novel, Hard Times (1854) by Charles Dickens. 

Analyse the ways in which the main factory owner from each novel is presented in 
the following images. Include comments on aspects such as the character’s facial 
expression, clothing and the setting. 

Mr Bounderby from Hard Times 

http://www.lang.nagoya-u.ac.jp/~matsuoka/GIF-CD-HT-H.jpg 

Mr Thornton from North and South 

http://s3.foreveryoungadult.com.s3.amazonaws.com/_uploads/images/31005/north_and_south_header__span.jpg 

http://media.theatlasphere.com/images-columns/keefner-north-and-south-hale-thornton.jpg 

and/or 

2 Consider the names chosen. What connotations do the names Bounderby and 
Thornton have? From their names alone, what impressions do you form of each 
character? 

Extension: consider the connotations of the following names of other characters 
from the industrial cities in the novels: 

From Hard Times: Mr Gradgrind (the school owner) and Mr. M'Choakumchild (a 
teacher). From North and South: Mr Slickson; Mr Hamper (both factory owners) 
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http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/dickens/hardtimes/pva121.html is a useful 
resource on the name Gradgrind. 

Lesson 
activities 

1 Naming the city 

Read the article by Jonny Patrick entitled ‘“Milton is not the place for cowards”: the 
city in North and South’, pp. 22–25. 

Group 1 

Re-read the first part of the article closely (until the subheading ‘Milton and Milton’ on 
p. 23). Explain the different potential meanings of the name Milton. Include 
comments on how a mill crushes and grinds. Which meaning of mill or Milton do you 
find the most illuminating and how can you apply this to your own reading of the 
novel? 

Group 2 

Re-read the second part of the article closely (beginning with the subheading ‘Milton 
and Milton’ on p. 23). Explain Jonny Patrick’s ideas about the city and gender.  
Include comments on the name Mrs Hale and the ideas about Milton being a ‘male-
town’. In what ways can you apply any of the ideas to a wider reading of the novel? 

2 Critical approaches 

Re-read the two paragraphs following the subheading ‘What is a mill?’, p. 23. 

According to Jonny Patrick, how might ‘Mill-town’ be read as ‘a synecdochic 
representation of nineteenth-century industrial capitalism itself’? (Synecdoche is the 
literary device whereby a part of something is taken to represent the whole; referring 
to the workers as ‘hands’ is a good example of this.) Use examples from the essay 
and others from across the novel as a whole. 

To what extent do you feel that Gaskell’s presentation of industrialism is even-
handed? Use examples from the essay and others from across the novel as a whole. 

Extension: Compare Gaskell’s presentation of Milton to that of Coketown by Dickens 
in Hard Times.   

Plenary   Discussion: in what ways is it helpful to read the novel allegorically? To what extent 
do you feel that it is more helpful to consider the novel as a realist industrial novel?  
Which generic categories do you think the novel might fit into, and which do you feel 
are most helpful to your readings of the text. When responding to each question, 
choose examples from the text to justify your views; feel free to quote from or refer to 
the article. 

Homework 
task/ prep  

In light of Jonny Patrick’s article, re-read the descriptions of Bounderby (from Hard 
Times) and Thornton (from North and South). The relevant passages are reprinted at 
the end of this lesson plan. 

Bounderby: the opening of Chapter 4 (Mr Bounderby) until the paragraph ending 
‘Mrs Gradgrind’. 

Thornton: Chapter 10 (‘Wrought Iron and Gold’), paragraph 3. 
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Analyse each section closely.  In what ways is each character presented in this 
section of the novel? If you read each character as a representation of industrialism, 
how is industrialism presented through that character? In what ways might we argue 
that Gaskell is responding to unfavourable representations of the industrial city and of 
industrialists in earlier writings such as Hard Times? 

Assessment  The homework task could be written up as an assessed essay, using the generic 
marking grid for your exam board. 

Differentiation 
opportunities 

Groups could be differentiated by ability. More or less support could be given. For 
example, some teacher-led examples of close reading might be worked through in 
class first, or some critical terms useful to the task — such as point of view, realism, 
repetition and so on — might be introduced.  The passages could be set separately, 
with most of the comparison work being done with the help of the teacher in class. 

Further extension activity/follow-up task: to what extent do you agree with the 
following view of Thornton? Justify your response with a range of examples from the 
text. 

‘He is the epitome of industrialism’s finest virtues and worst excesses’ (Louis 
Cazamian) 

Mr Bounderby 
NOT being Mrs. Grundy, who was Mr. Bounderby? 

Why, Mr. Bounderby was as near being Mr. Gradgrind’s bosom friend, as a man perfectly devoid 
of sentiment can approach that spiritual relationship towards another man perfectly devoid of 
sentiment.  So near was Mr. Bounderby — or, if the reader should prefer it, so far off. 

He was a rich man:  banker, merchant, manufacturer, and what not. A big, loud man, with a stare, 
and a metallic laugh. A man made out of a coarse material, which seemed to have been stretched 
to make so much of him.  A man with a great puffed head and forehead, swelled veins in his 
temples, and such a strained skin to his face that it seemed to hold his eyes open, and lift his 
eyebrows up.  A man with a pervading appearance on him of being inflated like a balloon, and 
ready to start.  A man who could never sufficiently vaunt himself a self-made man.  A man who 
was always proclaiming, through that brassy speaking-trumpet of a voice of his, his old ignorance 
and his old poverty.  A man who was the Bully of humility. 

A year or two younger than his eminently practical friend, Mr. Bounderby looked older; his seven 
or eight and forty might have had the seven or eight added to it again, without surprising anybody. 
He had not much hair.  One might have fancied he had talked it off; and that what was left, all 
standing up in disorder, was in that condition from being constantly blown about by his windy 
boastfulness. 

In the formal drawing-room of Stone Lodge, standing on the hearthrug, warming himself before the 
fire, Mr. Bounderby delivered some observations to Mrs. Gradgrind on the circumstance of its 
being his birthday.  He stood before the fire, partly because it was a cool spring afternoon, though 
the sun shone; partly because the shade of Stone Lodge was always haunted by the ghost of 
damp mortar; partly because he thus took up a commanding position, from which to subdue Mrs. 
Gradgrind. 
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Mr Thornton 
Mr. Thornton and Mr. Hale were both absorbed in the continuation of some subject which had 
been started at their last meeting. Margaret was recalled to a sense of the present by some trivial, 
low-spoken remark of her mother’s; and on suddenly looking up from her work, her eye was 
caught by the difference of outward appearance between her father and Mr. Thornton, as 
betokening such distinctly opposite natures. Her father was of slight figure, which made him 
appear taller than he really was, when not contrasted, as at this time, with the tall, massive frame 
of another. The lines in her father’s face were soft and waving, with a frequent undulating kind of 
trembling movement passing over them, showing every fluctuating emotion; the eyelids were large 
and arched, giving to the eyes a peculiar languid beauty which was almost feminine. The brows 
were finely arched, but were, by the very size of the dreamy lids, raised to a considerable distance 
from the eyes. Now, in Mr. Thornton’s face the straight brows fell low over the clear, deep-set 
earnest eyes, which, without being unpleasantly sharp, seemed intent enough to penetrate into 
the very heart and core of what he was looking at. The lines in the face were few but firm, as if 
they were carved in marble, and lay principally about the lips, which were slightly compressed 
over a set of teeth so faultless and beautiful as to give the effect of sudden sunlight when the rare 
bright smile, coming in an instant and shining out of the eyes, changed the whole look from the 
severe and resolved expression of a man ready to do and dare everything, to the keen honest 
enjoyment of the moment, which is seldom shown so fearlessly and instantaneously except by 
children. Margaret liked this smile; it was the first thing she had admired in this new friend of her 
father’s; and the opposition of character, shown in all these details of appearance she had just 
been noticing, seemed to explain the attraction they evidently felt towards each other. 
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