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‘Sexy, spooky, stylish . .

THE LITTLE STRANGER

The Little Stranger is a captivating novel by Sarah Waters that intertwines elements of gothic
fiction and psychological drama, set in the post-World War II era in rural England. First published in
2009, the book has garnered critical acclaim for its intricate storytelling, rich characterizations, and
atmospheric setting. Through the lens of a haunted house narrative, Waters explores themes of
class, gender, and the lingering effects of war on society. This article delves into the myriad aspects
of "The Little Stranger," analyzing its plot, characters, themes, and its place within Sarah Waters'
body of work.



Plot Summary

The story of "The Little Stranger" unfolds in the decaying grandeur of Hundreds Hall, an old
mansion that has seen better days. The narrative is primarily told through the eyes of Dr. Faraday, a
country doctor who becomes involved with the Ayres family, the remaining inhabitants of the house.
The family consists of:

- Catherine Ayres: The young daughter who is struggling with her own identity and the expectations
placed upon her.

- Roderick Ayres: The war veteran son, who is physically and mentally scarred from his experiences.
- Mrs. Ayres: The matriarch, who clings to the remnants of her former life and the social status that
comes with it.

As Dr. Faraday becomes increasingly entwined with the Ayres family, strange occurrences begin to
unfold within the walls of Hundreds Hall. The atmosphere of the house becomes increasingly
oppressive, marked by a series of unsettling events that seem to suggest a supernatural presence.
The tension builds as the narrative unfolds, leading to a climax that questions the very nature of
reality and the impact of the past on the present.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Little Stranger" are richly developed and serve as conduits for the novel's
themes. Each character embodies different aspects of post-war England, reflecting the social and
economic changes that were occurring during that time.

Dr. Faraday

Dr. Faraday is the protagonist and narrator of the story. His well-meaning demeanor masks a
complex inner life, characterized by a deep-seated obsession with Hundreds Hall and its inhabitants.
As a working-class man who has risen through the ranks to become a doctor, he embodies the class
tensions of the post-war period. His fascination with the Ayres family reveals his own insecurities
and desires for social acceptance.

Catherine Ayres

Catherine represents the struggles faced by women in a changing social landscape. She is torn
between the expectations of her family and her own aspirations. As the story progresses, her
character evolves from a passive figure to one that embodies resistance against the oppressive
atmosphere of Hundreds Hall.

Roderick Ayres



Roderick, the war veteran, is a poignant representation of the psychological scars left by World War
II. His physical disabilities and mental trauma reflect the broader societal issues of returning
soldiers and their reintegration into civilian life. His interactions with Dr. Faraday highlight the
themes of power and vulnerability.

Mrs. Ayres

Mrs. Ayres is a tragic figure, clinging to the remnants of her former life. Her character embodies the
themes of nostalgia and loss, as she struggles to maintain her family's legacy in the face of societal
decline. Her attachment to the house and its history adds depth to the novel's exploration of memory
and the passage of time.

Themes

"The Little Stranger" is rich in themes that resonate deeply within the context of its setting. Some of
the most prominent themes include:

Class and Social Change

The novel vividly illustrates the class divide in post-war England. The Ayres family represents the
declining gentry, while Dr. Faraday embodies the rising middle class. Their interactions serve to
highlight the shifting social dynamics, with the old order giving way to new societal structures.

Gender and Identity

Waters explores the complexities of gender roles through the characters of Catherine and Mrs.
Ayres. The constraints placed upon women during this period are evident in their struggles for
autonomy and self-definition. Catherine's journey towards independence is a central arc in the
narrative, reflecting the broader feminist movements of the time.

Memory and the Past

The theme of memory is intricately woven throughout the narrative. Hundreds Hall itself becomes a
character, laden with the memories of its former glory and the ghosts of its inhabitants. The
characters' relationships with the house symbolize their own struggles with the past and the ways in
which it shapes their identities.

Supernatural vs. Psychological



The ambiguous nature of the supernatural elements in the story raises questions about the
boundaries between reality and psychological disturbance. The events in the house can be
interpreted as either haunting manifestations or as reflections of the characters' inner turmoil. This
ambiguity adds a layer of complexity to the narrative, inviting readers to engage with the text on
multiple levels.

Style and Structure

Sarah Waters' writing style in "The Little Stranger" is characterized by its lush descriptions and
immersive atmosphere. The novel employs a first-person narrative, allowing readers to experience
the events through Dr. Faraday’s perspective. This choice adds a layer of intimacy while also raising
questions about reliability, as Faraday's motivations and perceptions influence the reader's
understanding of the events.

The structure of the novel is meticulously crafted, with a gradual build-up of tension that culminates
in a dramatic climax. Waters expertly balances character development with plot progression,
ensuring that readers remain engaged throughout the narrative.

Reception and Impact

Upon its release, "The Little Stranger" received widespread acclaim from critics and readers alike. It
was nominated for several prestigious awards, including the Booker Prize, and won the Southbank
Sky Arts Award for Literature. Critics praised Waters for her ability to blend gothic elements with
sharp social commentary, cementing her reputation as a masterful storyteller.

The novel's exploration of class, gender, and the psychological effects of war resonated with
contemporary audiences, making it a relevant work in today's literary landscape. Its haunting
atmosphere and complex characters continue to captivate readers, ensuring its place within the
canon of modern gothic literature.

Conclusion

In "The Little Stranger," Sarah Waters has crafted a haunting tale that transcends the boundaries of
traditional gothic fiction. Through its rich characterizations, intricate themes, and immersive setting,
the novel invites readers to reflect on the complexities of the human experience. As the characters
navigate their intertwined fates within the decaying walls of Hundreds Hall, they embody the
broader societal changes of post-war England, making the story as relevant today as it was upon its
publication. Waters' ability to blend psychological depth with gothic elements solidifies "The Little
Stranger" as a significant contribution to contemporary literature, showcasing her talents as a
storyteller and her keen insight into the human condition.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Little Stranger' by Sarah
Waters?

The central theme of 'The Little Stranger' revolves around class difference, social change post-World
War II, and the haunting of the past, both literally and metaphorically.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Little Stranger'?

The protagonist of 'The Little Stranger' is Dr. Faraday, a country doctor who becomes entangled
with the Ayres family and their crumbling estate, Hundreds Hall.

How does 'The Little Stranger' explore the concept of class?

The novel explores class through the dynamics between the declining Ayres family, who represent
the old aristocracy, and Dr. Faraday, who represents the emerging middle class, highlighting
tensions and shifts in post-war British society.

What genre does 'The Little Stranger' belong to?

'The Little Stranger' is primarily categorized as a gothic horror novel, incorporating elements of
psychological thriller and historical fiction.

What role does the setting play in 'The Little Stranger'?

The setting of Hundreds Hall, with its decaying grandeur, serves as a character in itself, symbolizing
the decline of the British aristocracy and creating an eerie atmosphere that enhances the novel's
gothic elements.

Does 'The Little Stranger' include supernatural elements?

Yes, 'The Little Stranger' includes supernatural elements, as it suggests the presence of a ghostly
force haunting Hundreds Hall, though the true nature of this haunting is left ambiguous.

What is the significance of the title 'The Little Stranger'?

The title 'The Little Stranger' refers to the mysterious presence in Hundreds Hall, which is both a
literal entity and a metaphor for the invasive forces of change and the unknown in the lives of the
characters.

How does Sarah Waters use unreliable narration in 'The Little
Stranger'?

Waters employs unreliable narration through Dr. Faraday's perspective, which raises questions
about his sanity and motives, compelling readers to question the truth of the events unfolding in the
story.



What impact has 'The Little Stranger' had on modern gothic
literature?

'The Little Stranger' has been influential in modern gothic literature by reviving traditional gothic
themes while integrating contemporary social issues, earning critical acclaim and a strong
readership since its publication.
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