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Introduction

Oscar Wilde

Oscar Wilde was born in 1854 in Dublin, Ireland. He was
educated there and at Oxford University. At Oxford, as a
poet, he won the most important prize for poetry, and he
became a leader of the aesthetic movement. This move-
ment was an answer to the materialism of the nineteenth
century — an answer to the importance, for the Victorians,
of success and wealth, with very little interest in the arts
that appeal to the heart and soul: poetry, painting, good
writing, and so on. The aesthetes believed strongly in art
for the sake of art, not for its commercial value.

In this collection of short stories we laugh at the
ghost’s pride in his “performances” as art (The Canterville
Ghost, 1891) and at Herr Winckelkopf’s “I don’t work for
money. I live entirely for my art” (the art of explosive
inventions, in Lord Arthur Savile’s crime, 1891). But real
art was not a laughing matter for Oscar Wilde. Even his
short stories were constructed with great care as a form
of art.

The characters in the stories are mostly people in
“society”’, the wealthier people among whom Wilde spent
much of his time. These are also the characters in his
amusing plays, like Lady Windermere’s Fan (1892) and The
Importance of Being Earnest (1895). The plays seem light-
hearted, and they certainly make us laugh, but there is a
bite in them, an attack on a society with fixed ideas about
behaviour, about right and wrong and the proper position
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Introduction

of the classes. They attack hypocrisy, the pretence that
one is, or believes, something different from - usually
better than - one’s true character or beliefs. But the attack
is often amusing; Wilde even makes us laugh at the very
word “hypocrisy” while causing us to think about it:

I hope you have not been leading a double life, pre-
tending to be wicked and being reallv good all the
time. That would be hypocrisy.

(The Importance or Being Earnest)

Wilde spent the last years of his life living almost
unrecognised in Europe, and died in Paris in 1900.

Ghosts
Europe has its ghosts — of murderers like Sir Simon de
Canterville, of unnamed figures like “the grey lady” or
“the headless knight”, of people from history who have
died without forgiveness for their sins.

Some people love reading ghost stories, and there is
a long history of telling and listening to such stories.
Even children seem to enjoy hearing about “ghoulies and
ghosties and long-leggety beasties and things that go
bump in the night”.

As you will see in The Canterville Ghost, there seem to
be certain conditions of weather and temperature that are
common when ghosts are about.

High society

You will find a good many titles like “Lord” and “Lady”,
“Duke” and “Duchess” in these stories. Oscar Wilde
moved in such society before his time in prison. The sons
and daughters of people of the highest rank often had
titles of their own, usually one of the lesser titles of the
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