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INTRODUCTION

Published in 1887, The Canterville Ghost is O.
Wilde’s earliest attempt at fiction.

The story combines many aspects of the writer’s
personality which will reappear in his later works.
Wilde had a prodigious talent for story-telling,
unbeatable wit and ironic humour which blend
with elegance of expression. Fine examples of
these traits can be found throughout this book.
But the story hints at other distinguishing features
of Wilde’s works: his preoccupation with the
problem of evil and consequent feelings of guilt
which require a long expiation, his compassion for
human suffering and his craving for a world of
beauty and innocence.

The story is set in a century-old English castle
which is purchased by an American family, the
Otis, who upon their arrival at Canterville Chase,
learn that the castle is haunted by the ghost of Sir
Simon de Canterville.

A great deal of humour is provided by the rever-
sal of a stock situation - instead of scaring people
it is the ghost that gets frightened and persecuted -
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and by the attitudes of the matter-of-fact members
of the Otis family who dismiss the belief in the ex-
istence of ghosts as nonsense typical of a backward
old world. But in their turn they are blind to their
own superstitions such as their belief in the supe-
riority of American culture or the infallibility of all
that can be bought with money. Through the
Americans Wilde makes fun of the snobbery of the
English aristocracy and at the same time he
ridicules the Americans and their businesslike and
puritanical approach to life.

In the end it is innocent little Virginia Otis that
recognizes how much she owes the ghost when
she says: ‘He made me see what Life is, and what
Death signifies, and why Love is stronger than

both.’
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The Canterville Ghost
A Hylo-Idealistic Romance

I

WHEN Mr. Hiram B. Otis, the American Minis-
ter, bought Canterville Chase, every one told him
he was doing a very foolish thing, as there was no
doubt at all that the place was haunted. Indeed,
Lord Canterville himself, who was a man of the
most punctilious honour, had felt it his duty to
mention the fact to Mr. Otis when they came to
discuss terms.

“We have not cared to live in the place ourselves,’
said Lord Canterville, ‘since my grand-aunt, the
Dowager Duchess of Bolton, was frightened into
a fit, from which she never really recovered, by
two skeleton hands being placed on her shoulders
as she was dressing for dinner, and I feel bound to
tell you, Mr. Otis, that the ghost has been seen by
several living members of my family, as well as by

haunted = visited by ghosts — Dowager Duchess = wid-
ow of a Duke - frightened into a fit = terribly shocked
- bound = obliged - ghost = phantom
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the rector of the parish, the Rev. Augustus Dampi-
er, who is a Fellow of King’s College, Cambridge.
After the unfortunate accident to the Duchess,
none of our younger servants would stay with us,
and Lady Canterville often got very little slcep at
night, in consequence of the mysterious noises
that came from the corridor and the library.’

‘My Lord,” answered the Minister, ‘I will take
the furniture and the ghost at a valuation. I come
from a modern country, where we have cvery-
thing that money can buy; and with all our spry
young fellows painting the Old World red, and
carrying off your best actors and prima-donnas, I
reckon that if there were such a thing as a ghostin
Europe, we’d have it at home in a very short time
in one of our public museums, or on the road as a
show.’

‘I fear that the ghost exists,” said Lord Canter-
ville, smiling, ‘though it may have resisted the
overtures of your enterprising impresarios. It has
been well known for three centuries, since 1584 in
fact, and always makes its appearance before the
death of any member of our family.’

‘Well, so does the family doctor for that matter,
Lord Canterville. But there is no such thing, sir, as
a ghost, and I guess the laws of Nature are not go-
ing to be suspended for the British aristocracy.’

‘You are certainly very natural in America,” an-
swered Lord Canterville, who did not quite un-
derstand Mr. Otis’s last observation, ‘and if you

Fellow of... College = member of University institution
- spry = active — reckon = think
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don’t mind a ghost in the house, it is all right. On-
ly you must remember I warned you.’

A few weeks after this, the purchase was con-
cluded, and at the close of the season the Minister
and his family went down to Canterville Chase.
Mrs. Otis, who, as Miss Lucretia R. Tappen, of
West 53rd Street, had been a celebrated New York
belle, was now a very handsome, middle-aged
woman, with fine eyes, and a superb profile. Many
American ladies on leaving their native land adopt
an appearance of chronic ill-health, under the im-
pression that it is a form of European refinement,
but Mrs. Otis had never fallen into this error. She
had a magnificent constitution, and a really won-
derful amount of animal spirits. Indeed, in many
respects, she was quite English, and was an excel-
lent example of the fact that we have really every-
thing in common with America nowadays, except,
of course, language. Her eldest son, christened
Washington by his parents in a moment of patrio-
tism, which he never ceased to regret, was a fair-
haired, rather good-looking young man, who had
quallfled himself for American diplomacy by lead-
ing the German at the Newport Casino for three
successive seasons, and even in London was well
known as an excellent dancer. Gardenias and the
peerage were his only weaknesses. Otherwise he
was extremely sensible. Miss Virginia E. Otis was
a little girl of fifteen, lithe and lovely as a fawn, and
with a fine freedom in her large blue eyes. She was

purchase = act of buying — ceased = stopped - peer-
age = aristocracy - lithe = graceful
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a wonderful amazon, and had once raced old Lord
Bilton on her pony twice round the park, winning
by alength and a half, just in front of the Achilles
statue, to the huge delight of the young Duke of
Cheshire, who proposed for her on the spot, and
was sent back to Eton that very night by his
guardians, in floods of tears. After Vlrgmla came
the twans, who were usually called “The Stars and
Stripes,” as they were always getting swished.

They were delightful boys, and with the excep-
tion of the worthy Minister the only true republi-
cans of the family.

As Canterville Chase is seven miles from Ascot,
the nearest railway station, Mr. Otis had
telegraphed for a waggonette to meet them, and
they started on their drive in high spirits. It was a
lovely July evening, and the air was delicate with
the scent of the pinewoods. Now and then they
heard a wood pigeon broeding over its own sweet
voice, or saw, deep in the rustling fern, the bur-
nished breast of the pheasant. Little squirrels
peered at them from the beech-trees as they went
by, and the rabbits scudded away through the
brushwood and over the mossy knolls, with their
white tails in the air. As they entered the avenue of
Canterville Chase, however, the sky became sud-
denly overcast with clouds, a curious stillness
seemed to hold the atmosphere, a great flight of
rooks passed silently over their heads, and, before

proposed for her = asked her to marry him ~ The Stars
and Stripes = the American flag - worthy = excellent —
scent = perfume — mossy knolls = green low hills
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