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			Oscar Wilde 

			Irish novelist, essayist, poet, playwright and short story writer

			
					Born in 1854 in Dublin.

					Died in 1900 in Paris.

					Notable works:	The Soul of Man under Socialism (1891), essay

	Salome (1893), play

	The Importance of Being Earnest (1895), play




			

			Oscar Wilde was an Irish-born writer who spent the majority of his life in London, and is the best representative of the literature of the fin de siècle in the English-speaking world. He was associated with the Decadent movement and with Aestheticism, and prized beauty above all else.

			Victorian society was shocked by his flamboyant dandyism and his non-conformism, and some of his more narrow-minded contemporaries reacted violently against his behaviour. In 1895, he was sentenced to two years’ hard labour in Reading Gaol for his sexual relationships with men. Having served his sentence, he went into exile in Paris, where he died forgotten and penniless in 1900. His most famous works are The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890-1891) and the play The Importance of Being Earnest (1895).

		


		
			The Canterville Ghost

			Wilde’s most famous story

			
					Genre: fantastic short story

					Reference edition: Wilde, O. (1997) The Canterville Ghost. London: Walker Books.

					1st edition: 1887

					Themes: ghosts, superstition, practical jokes, mystery, humour

			

			The Canterville Ghost was first published in 1887, and is undoubtedly Wilde’s most famous short story.

			Wilde plays with the norms of the fantastic short story and the Gothic novel (a genre from the 19th century featuring sentimental and morbid stories about ghosts, tragic destinies and mysterious castles), incorporating parodic elements into the two genres. Moreover, he uses the story as an opportunity to draw a satirical portrait (i.e. a critique presented using humour and parody) of the Americans and the British, both in terms of their way of life and their mindset.

		


		
			Summary

			Mr. Otis, an American minister, moves to England with his family, where he has bought an old house which belonged to the Cantervilles, an aristocratic family. Lord Canterville himself advised him not to buy the house, stating that it has been haunted by the ghost of his forefather, Sir Simon, since the 16th century. However, the American does not believe in ghosts and thinks that this story is nothing more than European superstition.

			His family, made up of the Otis couple and their children Washington, Virginia and the twins, move into the house. They are welcomed by the housekeeper, Mrs. Umney. In the library, they see a spot of blood that has been there since Sir Simon killed his wife three centuries earlier. Washington is unfazed by the stain and quickly erases it using modern products.

			The next day, the spot has reappeared. The family therefore begins to believe in the existence of the ghost, but without being frightened. That night, the ghost appears: Mr. Otis hears it pass before his bedroom and offers it something to oil its chains. Sir Simon, outraged, continues on his way, but immediately after that, the twins offend him by throwing a pillow in his face. The ghost hides in his secret nook, shocked and scandalised. To reassure himself, he reminds himself of his biggest success, the way he terrorised the Canterville family and their friends. He decides to take his revenge on the Otis family.

			For a while, Sir Simon just makes the spot of blood reappear, and otherwise stays out of the way. One night, he draws the attention of the family by letting a suit of armour fall while he is trying to put it on. The twins respond by attacking him with their blowguns. Sir Simon tries to frighten them with an evil laugh, but Mrs. Otis surprises him by suggesting he take a remedy against indigestion. As all these humiliations have left him ill, the ghost withdraws to his hideout and stays there for a time to gather his courage and restore his health.

			For his next attempt at intimidation, he decides to put on his most frightening costume and offer each member of the family a special treatment. However, when he is about to launch his attack, he meets a terrifying spectre, who frightens him out of his wits. He hides again and does not dare to come and have a closer look at this other ghost before morning. When he does so, he discovers that it was nothing but a puppet created by the twins to make fun of him.

			Weakened again by this new humiliation, the ghost stays in his hideout and does not even bother making the blood spot reappear. He still comes out from time to time, but tries to stay as discreet as possible. Nevertheless, he does not manage to avoid the practical jokes set up for him every night. After a last wandering that ends with an ambush prepared by the twins and Washington, he gives up on frightening the Americans forever.

			As they do not see Sir Simon anymore, the Otis family believes he has disappeared. When they are visited by Virginia’s suitor, the young Duke of Cheshire, whose family has already crossed paths with Sir Simon in the past, the ghost decides to target him. However, in the end he is too scared of the twins to do anything.

			A few days later, Virginia comes across the ghost by chance. She is touched by his distress and tries to comfort him. She lectures him about the murder of his wife and scolds him for having stolen her tubes of paint to recreate the spot of blood. Sir Simon then complains that his wife’s brothers punished him by starving him to death and that he has been forced to wander without rest for centuries. He tells Virginia, who is full of compassion, that according to a prophecy, the remedy to his state is tears and the love of a young woman.

			Virginia bravely accepts to pray for his rest and to help him as best she can. She follows Sir Simon, who leads her to a mysterious cave.

			Shortly afterwards, the family becomes aware that Virginia is missing and begins to worry. They look for her in the house and garden, and begin to suspect a group of gypsies they had allowed to set up camp in their park. Nevertheless, they fail to find her and decide to continue searching the next day.

			However, at midnight, when everyone is about to retire to their rooms, a terrible noise echoes through the house and Virginia appears behind a fallen panel. She is exhausted and carries a small jewellery box gifted by the ghost. She asks the family to follow her to the cave, to a room containing the body of Sir Simon, chained to the wall with a plate of food and a jug of water standing in front of him, just out of his reach.

			A few days later, the family gives Sir Simon a solemn burial in the small cemetery in the park.

			Mr. Otis wishes to return the jewels given to Virginia by the ghost to Lord Canterville, as they appear to be very valuable. Lord Canterville refuses, considering the great service Virginia did to his ancestor.

			We then discover that, much later, Virginia has married the Duke of Cheshire. After their honeymoon, they pay homage to Sir Simon by laying flowers on his tomb. The Duke asks the young woman what she had to do to free the ghost. She tells him that she would prefer to keep it a secret and her husband accepts, sure of the love of his wife.
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