
1 At the beginning of Chapter X, what are your thoughts and feelings about Ralph’s letter and 
Ellinor’s reply? What does it show of each character? Extracts below: 

“DEAREST ELLINOR, for dearest you are, and I think will ever be, my judgment has consented to a 
step which is giving me great pain, greater than you will readily believe.  I am convinced that it is 
better that we should part; for circumstances have occurred since we formed our engagement which, 
although I am unaware of their exact nature, I can see weigh heavily upon you, and have materially 
affected your father’s behaviour.  Nay, I think, after to-night, I may almost say have entirely altered 
his feelings towards me.  What these circumstances are I am ignorant, any further than that I know 
from your own admission, that they may lead to some future disgrace.  Now, it may be my fault, it 
may be in my temperament, to be anxious, above all things earthly, to obtain and possess a high 
reputation.  I can only say that it is so, and leave you to blame me for my weakness as much as you 
like.  But anything that might come in between me and this object would, I own, be ill tolerated by 
me; the very dread of such an obstacle intervening would paralyse me.  I should become irritable, 
and, deep as my affection is, and always must be, towards you, I could not promise you a happy, 
peaceful life.  I should be perpetually haunted by the idea of what might happen in the way of 
discovery and shame.  I am the more convinced of this from my observation of your father’s altered 
character—an alteration which I trace back to the time when I conjecture that the secret affairs took 
place to which you have alluded.  In short, it is for your sake, my dear Ellinor, even more than for 
my own, that I feel compelled to affix a final meaning to the words which your father addressed to 
me last night, when he desired me to leave his house for ever.  God bless you, my Ellinor, for the last 
time my Ellinor.  Try to forget as soon as you can the unfortunate tie which has bound you for a time 
to one so unsuitable—I believe I ought to say so unworthy of you—as—RALPH CORBET.” 

 “It is all right—quite right.  I ought to have thought of it all last August.  I do not think you will 
forget me easily, but I entreat you never at any future time to blame yourself.  I hope you will be 
happy and successful.  I suppose I must never write to you again: but I shall always pray for 
you.  Papa was very sorry last night for having spoken angrily to you.  You must forgive him—there 
is great need for forgiveness in this world.—ELLINOR.” 

2 None knew how strong was the instinct of self-preservation, it may almost be called, which impelled 
Ellinor to shake off, at any cost of present pain, the incubus of a terrible remembrance.  She wanted 
to go into an unhaunted dwelling in a free, unknown country—she felt as if it was her only chance of 
sanity.  

Gaskell uses a strange and powerful vocabulary here. Why might she talk of an ‘incubus’ and ‘an 
unhaunted dwelling’, words and phrases which link the work to Gothic and Horror fiction? What is 
the spectre here? How does this extract make the link between Gaskell’s title and Dickens’? 

3 Ellinor bent forward, and saw, just emerging from the shadow of the trees on to the full afternoon 
sunlit pavement, Mr. Corbet and another gentleman; the former changed, worn, aged, though with 
still the same fine intellectual face… 

What point is Gaskell trying to make here about a) Ellinor and b) Corbett? 

4 Below is an extract from Meta Gaskell’s letter to Charles Eliot Norton about Elizabeth’s holiday in 
Rome in 1857-after The Life of Charlotte Bronte had been published.  It was not unusual for Gaskell to 
use descriptions of her own travels in her shorter fiction, but what might the significance of that 
Roman holiday have to this particular work and Ellinor’s own situation?  

Meta Gaskell to Sara Norton 1910 



We reached Rome late at night on February 23, 1857 and drove through the dark strange streets to 
the Casa Cabrale, where the Storys were living, who had so kindly invited us…next morning it was 
all brilliant sunshine and colour and wild gaiety. We were taken down by the Storys to a balcony in the 
Corso, from which we were to see the great day of the carnival – Shrove Tuesday. The narrow street was 
filled with a boisterous crowd of Romans, half mad with excitement at the confetti-throwing and horse-racing. 
Suddenly against this turbulent background there stood out the figure of a young man just below the balcony. 
Smiling up at my mother, whom he knew he was to see there, and whom he easily distinguished from the 
others. 

 It is fifty-three years since that day and even now I can vividly recall the sweet welcoming expression on the 
radiant face. When brought onto the balcony he and my mother greeted one another with little expectation that 
until her death they were to be most true and intimate Friends for during the 7 weeks we were in Rome we 
saw him constantly. He came to the famous breakfasts at the C.C where Manning and Aubrey de Vere were 
nearly always to be found. Every time he came he brought a beautiful bouquet of flowers. He constantly 
joined us on our sightseeing… 

Irene Wiltshire,  Letters of Mrs. Gaskell’s Daughters- HEB , 2012 

Jenny Uglow also tells of how the boiler of the ship transporting them to Rome broke which meant they had to change 
vessels.  

5 –This novel has many features in common with Mary Barton, can you think of how Gaskell has used similar 
motifs and ideas but with slightly changed circumstances? 

6 Married judge though he was, he was not sure if she had not more charms for him still in her sorrow 
and her shabbiness than the handsome stately wife in the next room, whose looks had not been of the 
pleasantest when he left her a few minutes before.  He sighed a little regretfully as Ellinor went 
away.  He had obtained the position he had struggled for, and sacrificed for; but now he could not 
help wishing that the slaughtered creature laid on the shrine of his ambition were alive again. 

There are a number of questions to be answered from the above extract: 

a) Who is Ralph referring to here - Ellinor or his own younger self? Might Gaskell mean both? 
b) What else/who else has been sacrificed to ambition? 
c) Does this last section, pages 160-162 at the end of the novel, change our views of Ralph? 

 

7 The ending of ADNW has also been criticised as a ‘sudden and illogical closure’ What are your 
views on Gaskell’s ending?  

8-Which title do you prefer, Gaskell’s or Dickens’ and why? 


