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Dear All, 

 

George Gissing is a Victorian writer who is largely overshadowed by the more famous Bronte sisters, Dickens, 

Eliot and Hardy. So it was my pleasure to introduce the group to his work and to his best known novel "New 

Grub Street". I was concerned that some of us would be daunted by the length ( 500 pages) and the nineteenth 

century style and language but I shouldn't have worried- nearly everyone thoroughly enjoyed reading a classic 

for a change. In the limited time that we had to discuss the book, we  touched on the themes, characters,style 

etc. 

 

General comments and observations 

 

New Grub Street is a fascinating novel about the early days of modern literary publishing. Part satire, part 

drama, it could easily be transported, issues intact, from its 19th century to our 21st century. We found it 

seemed as relevant today as it was in the 19th century.We discussed the dilemma faced by artists- whether to 

remain idealistic but poor- or whether to focus on making money .There is still an expectation that a real artist 

must suffer and live in a garret. Making money from literature is still not easy . Most authors have to earn 

their living by other means. Very few make enough from the sales of their books without having to do other 

jobs. 

 

 New Grub Street starts in the fashion of Victorian popular fiction, but it quickly develops a near-modern 

narrative flow. There are two main characters. Jasper Milvain is a sort of writing anti-hero. He has morals but 

he makes sure that they don't get in the way of his financial success. And he's very open about it. Selfish and 

self-centred, yet he is honest about his ambitions. Some of us found him an engaging character. Others less so. 

His friend Edwin Reardon, on the other hand, is the dedicated artist set upon by his own poor choices. 

 

Milvain stands for practicality and the business-oriented approach to writing. One must be practical about 

one's literary pretensions or they will not support a literary life. Milvain very practically studies the business 

of writing. He attempts to learn what the reading public will pay for. 

But where Jasper Milvain is rising, Edwin Reardon has fallen on hard times. He married as soon as he was 

successful, and when success didn't last he began to quarrel with his wife. He begins to hate writing, and the 

more he hates writing the harder it is to write anything good. He begins to yearn for an honest job: set hours 

and a regular, if small, paycheck, as he had when he was starting out. But now he has a wife; that is not an 

option for him. 

 

  "I wish I could have done for ever with the hateful profession that so poisons men's minds." 

One of the things Gissing is writing about is the industrialization of literature. Literature is no longer an art. 

Even Reardon's friend Harold Biffen, who if anyone can be called a hero - it is him, wishes to move away from 

literature as an art. But this is because he sees art as an industry, a formula.  

 

While Milvain is the satiric core of New Grub Street, Edwin Reardon and his friend Harold Biffen model 

different sorts of dedicated artists. I'm not quite sure how serious Gissing was when he wrote: 

 

  "The chances are that you have neither understanding nor sympathy for men such as Edwin Reardon and 

Harold Biffen. They merely provoke you. They seem to you inert, flabby, weakly envious, foolishly obstinate, 

impiously mutinous, and many other things. You are made angrily contemptuous by their failure to get on; why 

don't they bestir themselves, push and bustle, welcome kicks so long as halfpence follow, make place in the 

world's eye--in short, take a leaf from the book of Mr Jasper Milvain?" 

This may be the only time he reverts to the Victorian style of speaking directly to the reader. It is interesting 

that this chapter reverts to the writing style we are more familiar with from the era, because in fact, this is a 

good description of our feeling for Reardon. Reardon is a whining child most of the time.We all lost sympathy 



with his plight because he is so negative about his life. We felt that Reardon was semi-autobiographical. 

Gissing himself revealed  in his diaries a very gloomy, pessimistic approach to life. Furthermore, Reardon 

showed no affection for his son-until he was dead. This did not endear him to us. 

 

But Biffen understands the choices he is making. Unlike Reardon, he is not passive. He knows what he wants 

to write, and despite its lack of likely commercial value he goes out and he finds a subject and he writes. He 

takes his part in this story on his own terms. His desperate fight to save his manuscript from the fire was very 

moving, made even more so when he takes his own life. We all liked Biffen and suffered with him. The most 

honourable characters were Biffen, Whelpdale and Doris Milvain. 

 

Gissing excels at portraying" lower middle class" poverty. Whilst Reardon and his wife Amy see themselves as 

poor-  they still have a servant. Eventually Reardon lives in a very modest way (selling his books and 

furniture to make ends meet). But it his friend Biffen who struggles to even have enough to eat.  Biffen 

accepts that he cannot afford to keep a wife. Reardon would have earnt enough to support a wife with lower 

expectations than Amy. If he had married a seamstress or working girl who did not expect luxuries, he would 

have been under less pressure and may have been able to write more successfully. 

 

Class and social standing were terribly important. Alfred Yule bullies his poor wife because he considers her to 

be beneath him. Moving from one class, either up or down, was very problematic. It is slightly easier today but 

class snobbery is still alive and well and kicking in England and in most cultures. Celebrities like David and 

Victoria Beckham  are very rich but are still perceived as "working class" celebs. 

 

We observed that marriage was mainly a financial transaction in the 19th century. Jaspar Milvain rejects 

Marian Yule as soon as her inheritance is unforthcoming but he extricates himself from his engagement in a 

very cunning way. He persuades her that her first duty is  not to him but to support her father who is growing 

increasingly blind..  

 

However, Gissing's female characters generally have spirit and a degree of independence. Three of them are 

working women and are not entirely without control of their lives. It is Marian who keeps her family from the 

workhouse and has been paid for years for her writing, even though her literary essays were published under 

her father's name. 

 

Amy Reardon married Edwin believing that he would become a successful and famous novelist. Most of us 

empathised with her difficult situation, especially once she had a child, but we believed that she should have 

been prepared to live in humbler surroundings.She is the female equivalent of Milvain- very ambitious- and we 

agreed that they were very well suited. They eventually marry  after Reardon's death and live in "bliss"- 

mainly because Amy has inherited money from her uncle. 

 

We remembered that there was no social security to fall back on and to be an artist usually required some 

family money or additional income. We could make the same comment about needing financial help to get 

started today. Nothing has changed very much. Bestselling writers tend to follow a commercial formula. It is 

only a small proportion of writers who make a good living from writing "literary " novels. Publishers promote a 

handful of novels in special offers in bookshops and many excellent novels are overlooked and missed by the 

reading public. Gissing made very little money from his work in his lifetime.He is now an accepted writer of 

merit but  I discovered it was still extremely hard to find any of his novels on the shelves of major bookshops 

in London. 

 

The growth of free public libraries towards the end of the 19th century enabled many working class writers to 

succeed and many people to be able to read widely without the expense of buying books. We noted that Reardon 

should have made more use of a library- as Marian and Milvain did- and he might have got more writing done 

than he did at home.  

 



We also loved the evocative scenes in the British Museum library- eg the suppressed cough in the reading room 

and the hushed atmosphere - and. 

 

"The readers who sat here at those radiating lines of desks, what were they but hapless flies caught in a huge 

web, its nucleus the great circle of the catalogue?" 

 

Marian reflects on the profession she has chosen. Is she wasting her time when so much has been written 

before? 

 

"She kept asking herself what was the use and purpose of such a life as she was condemned to lead. When 

already there was more good literature in the world than any mortal could cope with in his lifetime, she was 

exhausting herself in the manufacture of printed stuff which no-one even pretended to be more than a 

commodity for the day's market." 

 

 New Grub Street focused on the themes of materialism versus art , the impact of money, sex and class on 

social status and the literary scene of the day. Jasper Milvain succeeds and wins through because of his more 

determined materialistic approach . Edwin Reardon becomes a victim of his own idealism and of his 

self-inflicted literary snobbery. 

 

Literary snobbery still exists. I have been told that literature in Germany is quite elitist. Literary events are 

very middle class ( in Britain too).Although in Britain we don't tend to organise the events in such an  elitist, 

academic, formal way. There is generally more interaction between the audience and the author. The 

advantage of reading groups is that we share our views very openly .I think Gissing would have loved to have 

been a fly on the wall and to hear what we had to say in the 21st century about New Grub Street. I'm sure that 

he would have been delighted that a group of independent women in Berlin had gathered together to discuss 

his book. He was such an advocate of women's rights. 

 

But would he have been shocked that so little had changed in the literary world ? Will novels still be read in a 

book-format in the 23rd century? It seems unlikely.   

 

If you enjoyed George Gissing then you would also enjoy any novels by Elizabeth Gaskell- especially North and 

South and Wives and Daughters. 

 

 

A very happy Christmas and New Year  

 

Good reading ! 

 

Jan 


