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Arnold Bennett's The Old Wives' Tale is a captivating novel published in 1908 that delves into the lives
of two sisters, Constance and Priscilla, who are shaped by their experiences in the industrial town of
Bursley in the Potteries region of England. Bennett, a prominent British author, expertly weaves
themes of love, loss, and the passage of time into this narrative, reflecting the societal changes of the
early 20th century. This article will explore the plot, characters, themes, and the historical context of

The Old Wives' Tale, providing a comprehensive understanding of this literary work.

Plot Overview

The story spans several decades, beginning in the late 19th century and extending into the early 20th

century. It follows the lives of Constance and Priscilla, two sisters who grow up in a modest shop



owned by their parents. The narrative intricately details their divergent paths as they navigate love,

marriage, and personal aspirations.

Early Life and Family Dynamics

The novel opens with a vivid portrayal of the sisters' upbringing in Bursley, a typical industrial town.
Their parents, Mr. and Mrs. Poyser, run a small shop, which becomes a focal point in their lives. The

family dynamic is characterized by:

1. Economic Struggles: The Poyser family faces financial challenges, reflecting the working-class
struggles of the time.

2. Sisterly Bond: Constance and Priscilla share a deep bond, yet their differing personalities
foreshadow their future choices.

3. Community Influence: The local community plays a significant role in shaping their values and

beliefs.

Constance's Journey

Constance, the elder sister, is portrayed as more ambitious and socially aware. Her aspirations lead

her to marry a successful businessman, Gerald Scales, in hopes of improving her social standing.

- Marriage and Disillusionment: Constance's marriage initially appears to be a success, but she soon
grapples with the compromises she must make. Her journey explores:
- The challenges of maintaining individuality within marriage.

- The societal expectations placed on women.

- Personal Growth: As Constance experiences the highs and lows of her marriage, she evolves from a

naive girl into a more self-aware woman, ultimately seeking fulfilment beyond her domestic role.



Priscilla's Path

In contrast, Priscilla is more grounded and practical. She remains in Bursley, embracing her role in the

family shop and forming her own identity.

- Unconventional Choices: Priscilla's refusal to conform to societal norms highlights her independence:
- She chooses not to marry, focusing instead on her career and personal interests.

- Her life choices challenge traditional expectations of women during the era.

- Sisterly Support: Despite their divergent paths, Priscilla remains a steadfast supporter of Constance,

showcasing the importance of familial bonds.

Themes Explored in The Old Wives' Tale

Arnold Bennett's The Old Wives' Tale is rich with themes that resonate throughout the narrative. Some

of the prominent themes include:

Time and Change

The passage of time significantly influences the characters' lives, reflecting the broader changes in

society.

- Historical Context: The novel captures the transition from the Victorian era to the modern age,
showcasing the evolving roles of women and the impact of industrialization.
- Nostalgia: Bennett evokes a sense of nostalgia for simpler times, contrasting it with the complexities

of modern life.



Gender Roles and Feminism

The novel serves as a commentary on the roles of women in early 20th-century society.
- Women's Independence: Through Priscilla's character, Bennett explores the notion of female
independence and the struggle against societal expectations.

- Marriage and Autonomy: Constance's experiences highlight the compromises women often make in

marriage, raising questions about autonomy and personal fulfillment.

Social Class and Ambition

The social dynamics of Bursley play a crucial role in the characters' lives, influencing their ambitions

and relationships.

- Class Distinctions: Bennett examines the class system and its impact on the characters' aspirations
and interactions.
- Materialism vs. Fulfillment: The pursuit of wealth and social status often leads to disillusionment,

prompting characters to seek deeper meanings in their lives.

Character Analysis

Bennett's characters are intricately crafted, each representing various facets of society.

Constance Poyser

- Ambitious: Constance's desire for a better life drives her decisions, yet it also leads to her inner

conflict.



- Complexity: Her character embodies the tension between societal expectations and personal

aspirations.

Priscilla Poyser

- Independent: Priscilla's choices reflect a rejection of traditional gender roles, making her a
progressive figure for her time.

- Supportive: Her unwavering support for Constance highlights the importance of sisterhood.

Gerald Scales

- Ambitious Businessman: Gerald represents the materialistic values of the era, ultimately revealing the
emptiness of his pursuits.
- Foil to Constance: His character serves as a contrast to Constance's evolving sense of self,

emphasizing the theme of personal growth.

Historical Context and Relevance

Understanding the historical context in which The Old Wives' Tale was written enriches the reading

experience.

The Industrial Revolution

- Societal Changes: The novel is set against the backdrop of the Industrial Revolution, which
transformed Bursley and other towns in England.

- Impact on Women: The era saw women beginning to enter the workforce, challenging traditional



gender roles.

Literary Significance

- Realism: Bennett is often associated with literary realism, capturing the intricacies of everyday life
with authenticity.
- Influence on Modern Literature: His exploration of character psychology and social issues paved the

way for future writers.

Conclusion

Arnold Bennett's The Old Wives' Tale remains a significant work in the canon of British literature.
Through the lives of Constance and Priscilla, Bennett explores timeless themes of ambition, identity,
and the complexities of human relationships. The novel's rich character development and social
commentary continue to resonate with readers today, making it a poignant reflection of the struggles
and triumphs faced by women in a changing world. As we analyze this literary masterpiece, we gain
insights into the historical context of the early 20th century while also reflecting on the enduring

challenges of personal fulfillment and societal expectations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Old Wives' Tale' by Arnold Bennett?

The main theme of 'The Old Wives' Tale' revolves around the contrasting lives of two sisters,

Constance and Sophia, exploring themes of love, duty, and the passage of time.



Who are the central characters in 'The Old Wives' Tale'?

The central characters are Constance and Sophia Baines, two sisters whose lives take different paths,

representing different values and choices in life.

How does Arnold Bennett depict the setting of the novel?

Bennett vividly depicts the setting of the potteries in England, using detailed descriptions to create a

sense of place and to reflect the industrial changes of the time.

What narrative techniques does Bennett use in 'The Old Wives' Tale'?

Bennett employs a mix of omniscient narration and detailed character studies, allowing readers to

delve deeply into the thoughts and emotions of the characters.

How does 'The Old Wives' Tale' address the concept of time?

The novel examines the passage of time through the lives of its characters, illustrating how choices

and circumstances shape their destinies over the years.

What role does marriage play in 'The Old Wives' Tale'?

Marriage is a central focus, highlighting different aspects such as romantic love, societal expectations,

and personal fulfillment, particularly in the lives of Constance and Sophia.

How is the title 'The Old Wives' Tale' significant to the story's

content?

The title suggests an exploration of traditional stories and wisdom passed down through generations,

paralleling the experiences of the two sisters as they navigate their lives.

What literary influences can be seen in Bennett's writing in this novel?

Bennett's writing reflects influences from naturalism and realism, emphasizing detailed character

development and social commentary on the lives of ordinary people.



Why is 'The Old Wives' Tale' considered a classic of English literature?

It is considered a classic due to its rich character exploration, vivid setting, and its insightful

commentary on the human condition, making it relevant across generations.
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