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A Study of Elizabeth Gaskell’s A Dark Night's Work(1):
On Mr. Wilkins, a Professional Man,
Who Led a Life of Defeat

NAKAMURA, Shoko

A Dark Night’s Work was published in early 1863 in a literary magazine, All
the Year Round. Gaskell’s letters suggest that she began the story in 1858 and
finished more than half of it by March 1859, that it remained unfinished for about
three years, when she sent it incomplete to Charles Dickens, the editor of the
periodical, in early 1862, and that the rest of the story was written in the autumn
of 1862. It means that it took Gaskell about four years to complete the story.
Most critics agree with this assumption. However, there is some doubt about the
time when the author actually wrote the novella. Other elements, such as the
structure of the story, the names of the characters, place names, plot develop-
ment, and, above all, the theme itself contradict this suggestion. They provide
evidence that the author wrote most of the story beginning with Chapter 3 dur-
ing and after 1860. Furthermore, the evidence implies that the story is more
closely connected with the works written in the last stage of her life than with
her stories published around 1858. This novella possesses its own peculiar
charm when compared with other works published in her latter years.

A Dark Night's Work is a kind of crime fiction. An accident happens as fol-
lows. Mr. Milkins, an attorney, hits his partner, Dunster, irritated by him. The
blow kills Dunster. However, Dunster’s death was really an accident, as the
author emphasizes. Mr. Wilkins, his daughter Ellinor, who unfortunately wit-
nesses the accident, and his loyal servent Dixon work together to hide the body
in a quickly dug grave in Mr. Wilkins’ garden. After great affliction Mr. Wilkins
dies of apoplexy one year later. Seventeen years pass. When the body is found
during a railroad construction project, the servant Dixon is arrested. Because he
dose not defend himself in court to guard the honour of his dead master, he is
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sentenced to death. However, Ellinor saves his life because she secretly meets
her former lover, who is now a judge, and tells him the truth.

The first half of the story explains how Mr. Wilkins may have been driven
to giving a blow to Dunster. His job as an attorney is to manage the conveyance
of property among the landed gentry. He is always exposed to humiliation and
contempt by the gentry, who are his employers, though he is richer than they
are. He imitates the way of life and amusements of the gentry in order to escape
humiliation. He is financially ruined because of his extravagance. Only Dunster
notices the situation and tries to comment on that matter. However, Mr. Wilkins
is always irritated by the junior partner’s interference.

Thus, Mr. Wilkins’ life had been destroyed long before Dunster’s accidental
death. Without the accident, Mr. Wilkins’ life was already one of defeat. The
author is sympathetic with his tragic life, and Mr. Wilkins is neither socially nor
legally punished. The low social position of the attorney is regarded as the main
cause of his crime. Mr. Wilkins could not overcome the social prejudice. Howev-
er, Mr. Gibson, one of the heroes in Wives and Daughters, the author’s last novel,
will eventually overcome it through professional pride.

(To be continued)



