
A Dark Nights Work : 

(all pages quoted from the Oxford Edition) 

1 –Recap on the idea of Dickens inserting the adjective DARK-the impressions that 
creates and whether there is more darkness in this tale than might at first meet the eye.  

Serialisation 

Episode Nos. 

1. 21 pages, Chapters 1-3 –sets the scene and characters-Hamley and its snobbery, 
Wilkins senior and junior and through the backstory, Gaskell provides some 
explanation for Edward’s behaviour. It tells of his marriage, the birth of his two 
children, the death of his wife and baby and the characters of Ralph Corbett, 
Dunster and Dixon. 

 But many men of five-and-twenty have not reflected so deeply as this young Mr Corbet 
already had. He had considered and almost matured his plan for life; had ascertained what 
objects he desired most to accomplish in the dim future, which is too many at his age only 
a shapeless mist; and had resolved on certain steady courses of action by which such 
objects were most likely to be secured.  A younger son, his family connections and family 
interest pre-arranged a legal career for him; and it was in accordance with his own tastes 
and talents.  All, however, which his father hoped for him was, that he might be able to 
make an income sufficient for a gentleman to live on.  Old Mr Corbet was hardly to be 
called ambitious, or, if he were, his ambition was limited to views for the eldest son.  But 
Ralph intended to be a distinguished lawyer, not so much for the vision of the woolsack, 
which I suppose dances before the imagination of every young lawyer, as for the grand 
intellectual exercise, and consequent power over mankind, that distinguished lawyers may 
always possess if they choose.  A seat in Parliament, statesmanship, and all the great 
scope for a powerful and active mind that lay on each side of such a career—these were 
the objects which Ralph Corbet set before himself…. Page 12 

The Murder Ground and proper behaviour are established from???????? 

There was a piece of ground surrounding the flower-garden, which was not shrubbery, nor 
wood, nor kitchen garden—only a grassy bit, out of which a group of old forest trees 
sprang.  Their roots were heaved above ground; their leaves fell in autumn so profusely 
that the turf was ragged and bare in spring; but, to make up for this, there never was such 
a place for snowdrops. 

The roots of these old trees were Ellinor’s favourite play-place; this space between these 
two was her doll’s kitchen, that its drawing-room, and so on.  Mr Corbet rather despised 
her contrivances for doll’s furniture, so she had not often brought him here; but Dixon 
delighted in them, and contrived and planned with the eagerness of six years old rather 
than forty.  To-night Ellinor went to this place, and there were all a new collection of 
ornaments for Miss Dolly’s sitting-room made out of fir-bobs, in the prettiest and most 
ingenious way.  She knew it was Dixon’s doing and rushed off in search of him to thank 
him. 

“What’s the matter with my pretty?” asked Dixon, as soon as the pleasant excitement of 
thanking and being thanked was over, and he had leisure to look at her tear-stained face. 

“Oh, I don’t know!  Never mind,” said she, reddening. 



Dixon was silent for a minute or two, while she tried to turn off his attention by her hurried 
prattle. 

“There’s no trouble afoot that I can mend?” asked he, in a minute or two. 

“Oh, no!  It’s really nothing—nothing at all,” said she.  “It’s only that Mr. Corbet went away 
without saying good-bye to me, that’s all.”  And she looked as if she should have liked to 
cry again. 

“That was not manners,” said Dixon, decisively. 

“But it was my fault,” replied Ellinor, pleading against the condemnation. 

Dixon looked at her pretty sharply from under his ragged bushy eyebrows. 

“He had been giving me a lecture, and saying I didn’t do what his sisters did—just as if I 
were to be always trying to be like somebody else—and I was cross and ran away.” 

“Then it was Missy who wouldn’t say good-bye.  That was not manners in Missy.” Pages 
20-12 

Corbett leaves. 

2. 11 pages, Chapter 4– Corbett returns and we see his views of Ellinor. 

3. 11 pages, Chapter 5 Ellinor’s reception at the assembly, the snobbery in Hamley 
which makes life difficult for Ralph and his ambition. 

4. 11 pages Chapter 6 starts with … ‘One or two of their conversations had reference 
to their future married life in London; and she then perceived, although it did not jar 
against her, that her lover had not forgotten his ambition in his love.  He tried to 
inoculate her with something of his own craving for success in life; but it was all in 
vain: she nestled to him, and told him she did not care to be the Lord Chancellor’s 
wife—wigs and wool-sacks were not in her line; only if he wished it, she would wish 

it’….and ends with MURDER!!!!! 

5. 21 pages Chapter 7  Herbert Livingstone visit and the hint to Ralph of the Dark 
Deed. Comparisons invited between suitability as suitors of Ralph and Herbert. 

6. 15 pages Chapter 9 Ralph uses hint of disgrace as an excuse to break off 
engagement.  

7. 15 pages Chapters  10 and 11  death of father, loss of money and move to East 
Chester. 

8. 20 pages Chapter 12  Rome, mention of a possible romance between Canon 
Livingstone (now promoted professionally –advanced status like Ralph) and Miss 
Forbes, news of Dixon, tension and need for swift return.  

9. 30 pages Chapters 13-16. Elinor’s problematic journey, the trial, possibility of 
commuting sentence, Ellinor’s visit to Ralph and eventual marriage to Canon L.   

Questions 

2 … about the structure of the serialisation and the balance of psychological tension. Is 

this arrangement, in fact, is the story itself, front heavy? ECG was accused of that in Mary 
Barton and North and South? 



3 Why add the chapter on Rome which so closely mirrors her own visit in 1857 after the 
publication of The Life of Charlotte Bronte? 

4 Gaskell biographers such as Jenny Uglow have drawn comparisons between Ellinor’s 
life and Gaskell’s at this point-what are your views about the storm clouds gathering and 
Gaskell’s possible fear of lost reputation? 

5 I have added some new passages for close study, all from Chapter 3 (some above and 
some below).  

What impression does Gaskell create from these depictions? 

How does her juxtaposing of these descriptions affect our interpretation of characters and 
events? 

Mr Dunster, the new clerk, was a quiet, respectable-looking man; you could not call 

him a gentleman in manner, and yet no one could say he was vulgar.  He had not much 
varying expression on his face, but a permanent one of thoughtful consideration of the 
subject in hand, whatever it might be, that would have fitted as well with the profession of 
medicine as with that of law, and was quite the right look for either.  Occasionally a bright 
flash of sudden intelligence lightened up his deep-sunk eyes, but even this was quickly 
extinguished as by some inward repression, and the habitually reflective, subdued 
expression returned to the face.  As soon as he came into his situation, he first began 
quietly to arrange the papers, and next the business of which they were the outer sign, into 
more methodical order than they had been in since old Mr Wilkins’s death.  Punctual to a 
moment himself, he looked his displeased surprise when the inferior clerks came tumbling 
in half an hour after the time in the morning; and his look was more effective than many 
men’s words; henceforward the subordinates were within five minutes of the appointed 
hour for opening the office; but still he was always there before them.  Mr Wilkins himself 
winced under his new clerk’s order and punctuality; Mr Dunster’s raised eyebrow and 
contraction of the lips at some woeful confusion in the business of the office, chafed Mr 
Wilkins more, far more than any open expression of opinion would have done; for that he 
could have met, and explained away as he fancied.  A secret respectful dislike grew up in 
his bosom against Mr Dunster.  He esteemed him, he valued him, and he could not bear 
him.  Year after year Mr Wilkins had become more under the influence of his feelings, and 
less under the command of his reason.  He rather cherished than repressed his nervous 
repugnance to the harsh measured tones of Mr Dunster’s voice; the latter spoke with a 
provincial twang which grated on his employer’s sensitive ear.  He was annoyed at a 
certain green coat which his new clerk brought with him, and he watched its increasing 
shabbiness with a sort of childish pleasure.  But by-and-by Mr Wilkins found out that, from 
some perversity of taste, Mr Dunster always had his coats, Sunday and working-day, 
made of this obnoxious colour; and this knowledge did not diminish his secret 
irritation.  The worst of all, perhaps, was, that Mr Dunster was really invaluable in many 
ways; “a perfect treasure,” as Mr Wilkins used to term him in speaking of him after dinner; 
but, for all that, he came to hate his “perfect treasure,” as he gradually felt that Dunster 
had become so indispensable to the business that his chief could not do without him. 

The clients re-echoed Mr Wilkins’s words, and spoke of Mr Dunster as invaluable to his 
master; a thorough treasure, the very saving of the business.  They had not been better 
attended to, not even in old Mr Wilkins’s days; such a clear head, such a knowledge of 
law, such a steady, upright fellow, always at his post.  The grating voice, the drawling 
accent, the bottle-green coat, were nothing to them; far less noticed, in fact, than Wilkins’s 
expensive habits, the money he paid for his wine and horses, and the nonsense of 



claiming kin with the Welsh Wilkinses, and setting up his brougham to drive about ---shire 
lanes, and be knocked to pieces over the rough round paving-stones thereof. Pages 17-18 

Ellinor and the Servants 

All these remarks did not come near Ellinor to trouble her life.  To her, her dear father was 
the first of human beings; so sweet, so good, so kind, so charming in conversation, so full 
of accomplishment and information!  To her healthy, happy mind every one turned their 
bright side.  She loved Miss Monro—all the servants—especially Dixon, the 
coachman.  He had been her father’s playfellow as a boy, and, with all his respect and 
admiration for his master, the freedom of intercourse that had been established between 
them then had never been quite lost.  Dixon was a fine, stalwart old fellow, and was as 
harmonious in his ways with his master as Mr Dunster was discordant; accordingly he was 
a great favourite, and could say many a thing which might have been taken as impertinent 
from another servant. 

He was Ellinor’s great confidant about many of her little plans and projects; things that she 
dared not speak of to Mr Corbet, who, after her father and Dixon, was her next best 
friend.  This intimacy with Dixon displeased Mr. Corbet.  He once or twice insinuated that 
he did not think it was well to talk so familiarly as Ellinor did with a servant—one out of a 
completely different class—such as Dixon.  Ellinor did not easily take hints; everyone had 
spoken plain out to her hitherto; so Mr. Corbet had to say his meaning plain out at 
last.  Then, for the first time, he saw her angry; but she was too young, too childish, to 
have words at will to express her feelings; she only could say broken beginnings of 
sentences, such as “What a shame!  Good, dear Dixon, who is as loyal and true and kind 
as any nobleman.  I like him far better than you, Mr Corbet, and I shall talk to him.”  And 
then she burst into tears and ran away, and would not come to wish Mr Corbet good-bye, 
though she knew she should not see him again for a long time, as he was returning the 
next day to his father’s house, from whence he would go to Cambridge. 

He was annoyed at this result of the good advice he had thought himself bound to give to 
a motherless girl, who had no one to instruct her in the proprieties in which his own sisters 
were brought up; he left Hamley both sorry and displeased.  As for Ellinor, when she found 
out the next day that he really was gone—gone without even coming to Ford Bank again to 
see if she were not penitent for her angry words—gone without saying or hearing a word of 
good-bye—she shut herself up in her room, and cried more bitterly than ever, because 
anger against herself was mixed with her regret for his loss.  Luckily, her father was dining 
out, or he would have inquired what was the matter with his darling; and she would have 
had to try to explain what could not be explained.  As it was, she sat with her back to the 
light during the schoolroom tea, and afterwards, when Miss Monro had settled down to her 
study of the Spanish language, Ellinor stole out into the garden, meaning to have a fresh 
cry over her own naughtiness and Mr. Corbet’s departure; but the August evening was still 
and calm, and put her passionate grief to shame, hushing her up, as it were, with the other 
young creatures, who were being soothed to rest by the serene time of day, and the 
subdued light of the twilight sky. Page 19 

 

6 All Gaskell’s novels commend Christian virtues and censure those who succumb to 

temptation-pride, materialism, vanity and selfishness etc.. How does that idea work 

in ADNW?  P. 66-67 

7 Are we able to place this tale in a generic category or does it defy categorisation? 

How would you categorise it? 



8 ADNW has been described as a finely-observed psychological drama about choices 

and the effects they have on peoples’ lives; yet it has been critically overlooked and 

opinion remains divided about whether it is successful or even enjoyable. What are 

your views?  

 


