
Canterville Ghost Summary By Oscar Wilde

Canterville Ghost Summary by Oscar Wilde

Oscar Wilde’s "The Canterville Ghost" is a delightful blend of comedy, satire, and
supernatural elements that explores themes of cultural clash, redemption, and the nature
of fear. Written in 1887, this novella tells the story of an American family who moves into a
haunted English mansion, Canterville Chase, and their unconventional interactions with the
resident ghost, Sir Simon. Wilde’s unique style and sharp wit shine through as he critiques
both American and British cultures while delivering a narrative that is both entertaining and
thought-provoking.



The Setting and Background

Wilde sets the stage in the picturesque English countryside, specifically at Canterville
Chase, an estate with a rich history and a notorious ghost. The mansion is steeped in
superstition, with tales of Sir Simon, the ghost, who has haunted the estate for centuries.
The ghost's presence is both a source of fear and fascination, and the locals regard him
with a mix of trepidation and respect.

The story begins with the Otis family, who are emblematic of the American
spirit—pragmatic, self-assured, and unflinching in the face of perceived danger. They
consist of:

1. Mr. Hiram B. Otis - The father, a wealthy American minister.
2. Mrs. Otis - His practical and straightforward wife.
3. Washington - Their son, who is skeptical and modern.
4. Virginia - The young daughter, who possesses a sense of innocence and empathy.
5. The twins - Mischievous and playful, they add a light-hearted dynamic to the family.

Upon their arrival, the Otis family is unfazed by the mansion's ghostly reputation and
enthusiastically engages with their new home, which sets the stage for the ensuing conflict
between the ghost and the family.

The Ghost: Sir Simon

Sir Simon is a tragic figure, cursed to haunt Canterville Chase after failing to fulfill his duties
as a husband. His backstory is rich and layered, providing depth to his character. Centuries
prior, Sir Simon was accused of murdering his wife, Lady Eleanor, after she discovered his
infidelity. As punishment, he was doomed to haunt the estate until he could find someone
who would truly fear him.

However, Sir Simon is anything but terrifying. Wilde portrays him as a rather incompetent
ghost, whose attempts to instill fear in the Otis family are met with indifference and
ridicule. This portrayal serves as a commentary on the nature of fear and the absurdity of
the supernatural.

The Otis Family's Arrival

When the Otis family arrives at Canterville Chase, they are quickly introduced to Sir Simon.
The first encounter occurs when the ghost attempts to scare them in a traditional manner,
complete with chains and eerie moans. However, the Otis family reacts with a mix of humor
and practicality:

- Mr. Otis offers Sir Simon lubricating oil for his chains.
- The twins prank the ghost by throwing pillows at him.
- Virginia expresses sympathy, showing a sense of compassion that the ghost has not
encountered in centuries.



This initial interaction sets the stage for the subsequent episodes of ghostly antics, which
are met with laughter rather than fear.

Comic Episodes and Cultural Commentary

Wilde's narrative is peppered with humorous episodes that highlight the cultural differences
between the British and Americans. The ghost’s attempts at instilling fear are met with
American practicality and humor:

1. The Haunted Bedroom: Sir Simon tries to frighten the family by appearing in the
bedroom, but Mrs. Otis merely complains about the creaking floorboards and suggests that
the house needs repairs.

2. The Ghost’s Dinner: The ghost attempts to make a grand appearance at dinner but is
met with indifference. The family continues to eat, and Mr. Otis jokingly offers him a seat at
the table.

3. The Ghostly Warning: Sir Simon warns the family about impending doom, but they simply
dismiss him, viewing his warnings as nonsense.

Through these episodes, Wilde critiques the romanticized notions of the supernatural that
were prevalent in Victorian England. The Otis family’s modern, rational worldview contrasts
sharply with the ghost's traditional expectations of fear and reverence.

The Transformation of Sir Simon

As the story progresses, Sir Simon undergoes a significant transformation. Initially
portrayed as a menacing specter, he eventually reveals his vulnerabilities and desires. His
frustrations mount as his efforts to scare the family continually fail. This culminates in a
moment of self-reflection and despair.

Virginia Otis, the youngest daughter, becomes a pivotal character in Sir Simon's
redemption. She shows kindness and compassion towards the ghost, something he has not
experienced in centuries. Virginia’s empathy leads her to understand Sir Simon’s plight,
and she ultimately helps him find peace. This interaction highlights the novella's theme of
redemption and the power of forgiveness.

The Climactic Resolution

The climax of the story occurs when Virginia agrees to help Sir Simon find redemption. She
learns that he can be freed from his ghostly existence if he can find someone who will weep
for him. Moved by his tragic story, Virginia sheds tears for Sir Simon, thus breaking his
curse.

The act of shedding tears symbolizes not just pity but also the recognition of shared



humanity. Wilde emphasizes how compassion can bridge the gap between the living and
the dead, ultimately leading to healing.

Conclusion: Themes and Legacy

"The Canterville Ghost" is more than just a ghost story; it is a commentary on cultural
differences, the nature of fear, and the transformative power of compassion. Wilde's wit
and humor shine throughout the novella, making it an engaging read that resonates with
audiences across generations.

Key themes include:

- Cultural Clash: The clash between American pragmatism and British romanticism is
central to the narrative. Wilde illustrates how cultural backgrounds shape perceptions of
fear and the supernatural.

- Redemption and Forgiveness: Sir Simon's journey from a feared specter to a redeemed
soul underscores the importance of empathy and understanding in overcoming personal
demons.

- The Absurdity of Fear: Wilde challenges the traditional notions of fear associated with
ghosts, portraying them instead as tragic figures that deserve compassion.

In summary, Oscar Wilde’s "The Canterville Ghost" is a masterful blend of humor, social
commentary, and supernatural elements. Through the interactions of the Otis family and Sir
Simon, Wilde invites readers to explore deeper themes of empathy and the human
condition, making this novella a timeless classic.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of 'The Canterville Ghost' by
Oscar Wilde?
The story revolves around an American family, the Otises, who move into the haunted
Canterville Chase in England, only to confront the ghost of Sir Simon. Instead of being
frightened, the Otises treat the ghost with humor and pragmatism, leading to comedic
situations.

Who is the ghost in 'The Canterville Ghost'?
The ghost is Sir Simon, a nobleman who has been haunting Canterville Chase for centuries
due to a curse placed upon him for his past misdeeds, particularly the death of his wife.

What themes are explored in 'The Canterville Ghost'?
Key themes include the clash of cultures, the nature of fear and bravery, the importance of



family, and the idea of redemption. The story juxtaposes American pragmatism with British
tradition.

How do the Otises handle the ghost's hauntings?
The Otises respond to the ghost's attempts to frighten them with practical solutions, such
as offering him cleaning supplies and even ignoring his spooky antics, which undermines
his ghostly authority.

What is the significance of the character Virginia Otis?
Virginia Otis plays a crucial role as she ultimately empathizes with Sir Simon and helps him
find peace by assisting him in seeking redemption, showcasing themes of compassion and
understanding.

What literary style is used in 'The Canterville Ghost'?
Oscar Wilde employs a mix of satire and humor in a fairy tale-like narrative style,
incorporating vivid descriptions and witty dialogue that highlight the absurdity of the
ghost's situation.

What message does Wilde convey about fear in 'The
Canterville Ghost'?
Wilde suggests that fear is often irrational and can be overcome through understanding and
compassion, as demonstrated by the Otises' reactions to Sir Simon.

How does 'The Canterville Ghost' reflect American and
British cultural differences?
The story contrasts the American family's straightforward, practical approach to life and
death with the British aristocratic traditions surrounding ghosts, highlighting the humorous
misunderstandings that arise from these cultural differences.
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