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About the Author

Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde (16 October 1854 –  
30 November 1900) was born in Dublin, Ireland. His father 
was an eye-surgeon and his mother a writer. Oscar went to 
Oxford where he studied the classics and proved to be an 
outstanding scholar. Later he became famous as a playwright, 
short story writer and poet. 

Oscar Wilde’s earliest creative work was a poetic tribute 
to his sister Isola who died in 1866 at the age of nine:

“Tread lightly, she is near
Under the snow
Speak gently, she can hear
The daisies grow.”
His claim to fame rests primarily on his novel, The Picture 

of Dorian Gray, the play, The Importance of Being Earnest, and 
short stories, including, “The Happy Prince”.

Oscar Wilde became at one time the heart and soul of British 
society because of his wit, charm and good looks. He not just 
believed in, but lived the life of an aesthete—one who cultivates 
an unusually high sensitivity to beauty, in art or nature. He 
became a leading exponent of the philosophy of ‘aestheticism’ 
which celebrates ‘art for art’s sake’. According to this theory, 
the main purpose of art should be to create beauty and give 
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pleasure to all who read it or look at it. Art or literature should 
not aim at reforming or educating people. A work of art exists 
in its own right and does not have to correspond to reality. Thus 
Wilde gave more importance to the writer’s imagination than 
those who believed that writing should reflect social reality. In a 
lecture given in America, he said, “It is not an increased moral 
sense or moral supervision that your literature needs. Indeed 
one should never talk of a moral or immoral poem. Poems are 
either well written or badly written; that is all.”

Oscar Wilde used the English language to fine effect; he was 
indeed a master of words. To this day we enjoy his writings 
for the richness of his language and the sharpness of his wit. 
In fact his aphorisms are legendary and never fail to amuse, 
as can be seen from the following ones:

I always like to know everything about my new friends, and 
nothing about my old ones.

Every portrait that is painted with feeling is the portrait of the 
artist, not of the sitter.

Wilde’s personal and social life was destroyed because 
of a scandal. His affair with Lord Alfred Douglas saw him 
being dragged into public controversies. In May 1895 he was 
sentenced to two years hard labour in prison, for transgressing 
the laws of his time. On his release from prison Oscar Wilde 
moved to Paris, France; he was completely broken and 
bankrupt. There he died of cerebral meningitis in November 
1900 at the relatively young age of 46.
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Introduction

The Ghost of Canterville was Oscar Wilde’s first published story 
and it appeared in the magazine, The Court and Society Review, 
in February 1887. It was later published in a collection of short 
stories, Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime and other Stories in 1891. The 
story is a comic novella about an American family’s encounter 
with a family ghost in an old English country house. All the 
trappings of a traditional, haunted house are in place but the 
family who comes to live there belongs to a practical, modern 
way of life and the stage is set for interesting developments.

The story is set in the late nineteenth century. That was 
a time in which the power of Great Britain was at its zenith; 
Britain controlled one-fifth of the land in the world. The 
country was moving rapidly on the path of industrialization 
and welcomed advances in science and technology. At the 
same time it valued its history, culture and literature which 
had developed over nearly two thousand years. The English 
nobility possessed beautiful houses of fine architecture and 
rich furnishings. One such house forms the backdrop of the 
action of The Ghost of Canterville. America on the other hand, 
was the New World, for it was discovered and settled by the 
Europeans only in the seventeenth century. Although it was 
mainly Europeans who migrated to America, the culture of 
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America developed quite differently from that of Europe. It 
was based more on the practical necessities of life and less 
on historically inherited ways of life. This difference forms 
the context of the novella, The Ghost of Canterville. 

Oscar Wilde began with all the fixtures of a typical ghost 
story but turned it around into a comical farce by taking a 
modern view of the spooky happenings. It is the kind of story 
one would write if one wanted to make fun of hair-raising 
ghost stories. And yet, there are moments of pure sentiment 
that do not seem misplaced in the narrative. Wilde’s mastery 
over sentiment and comedy alike makes this book a perennial 
favourite.

Not surprisingly, the story has been made into films several 
times, and also into a BBC television drama and a modern 
day graphic novel. The ghost continues to fascinate and 
delight readers. 
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Chapter 1

When Mr Hiram B Otis, the American Minister1, bought 
Canterville Chase2, 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 honour3, 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 grandaunt, the Dowager4 Duchess 
of Bolton, was frightened into a fit5, 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 the rector6 of 
the parish, the Rev. Augustus Dampier, 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 sleep at night, 
in consequence of the mysterious noises that came from the 
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corridor and the library.”
“My Lord,” answered the Minister, “I will take the furniture 

and the ghost at a valuation7. I have come from a modern 
country, where we have everything that money can buy; and 
with all our spry8 young fellows painting the Old World9 red, 
and carrying off your best actors and prima-donnas10, I reckon 
that if there were such a thing as a ghost in 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 Canterville, smiling, 
“though it may have resisted the overtures of your enterprising 
impresarios11. 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 going to be suspended for 
the British aristocracy.”

“You are certainly very natural in America,” answered 
Lord Canterville, who did not quite understand Mr Otis’s last 
observation, “and if you don’t mind a ghost in the house, it 
is all right. Only you must remember I warned you.”

A few weeks after this, the purchase was concluded, and 
at the close of the season the Minister and his family went 
down to Canterville Chase. Mrs Otis, who, as Miss Lucretia 
R Tappan, of West 53rd Street, had been a celebrated  
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New York belle12, 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 impression that it is a form of 
European refinement, but Mrs Otis had never fallen into 
this error. She had a magnificent constitution13, and a really 
wonderful amount of animal spirits14. Indeed, in many respects, 
she was quite English, and was an excellent example of the 
fact that we have really everything in common with America 
nowadays, except, of course, language. Her eldest son, 
christened Washington by his parents in a moment of patriotism, 
which he never ceased to regret, was a fair-haired, rather good-
looking young man, who had qualified himself for American 
diplomacy by leading the German at the Newport Casino for 
three successive seasons, and even in London was well known 
as an excellent dancer. Gardenias15 and the peerage16 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 a wonderful Amazon17, and had once raced old Lord 
Bilton on her pony twice round the park, winning by a length 
and a half18, just in front of the Achilles19 statue, to the huge 
delight of the young Duke20 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 Virginia came the 
twins, who were usually called “The Star and Stripes21,” as 
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they were always getting swished22. They were delightful boys, 
and, with the exception of the worthy Minister, the only true 
republicans23 of the family.

As Canterville Chase is seven miles from Ascot, the nearest 
railway station, Mr Otis had telegraphed for a waggonette24 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 brooding over its own sweet voice, or saw, deep in 
the rustling fern, the burnished25 breast of the pheasant. Little 
squirrels peered at them from the beech-trees as they went by, 
and the rabbits scudded26 away through the brushwood and 
over the mossy knolls27, with their white tails in the air. As 
they entered the avenue of Canterville Chase, however, the 
sky became suddenly overcast with clouds, a curious stillness 
seemed to hold the atmosphere, a great flight of rooks28 passed 
silently over their heads, and, before they reached the house, 
some big drops of rain had fallen.

Standing on the steps to receive them was an old woman, 
neatly dressed in black silk, with a white cap and apron. 
This was Mrs Umney, the housekeeper, whom Mrs Otis, at 
Lady Canterville’s earnest request, had consented to keep in 
her former position. She made them each a low curtsey29 as 
they alighted, and said in a quaint30, old-fashioned manner, 
“I bid you welcome to Canterville Chase.” Following her, 
they passed through the fine Tudor31 hall into the library, a 
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