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Introduction

For readers who have ever felt the chill of a classic ghost story or the warmth of a heartwarming family tale, The 

Canterville Ghostsits at the intersection of both. Written by the brilliant Irish novelist Oscar Wilde in 1887, this

short story has captivated audiences for over a century. It is a clever blend of humor, satire, and genuine emotion

that invites readers to question the nature of fear, tradition, and cultural differences. If you’re looking for a thorough

understanding of the narrative, its characters, and its enduring legacy, this article offers a detailed, engaging, and

SEO �friendly guide that covers every aspect of the story—delivering the canterville ghost full summary and beyond.

The Origin of “The Canterville Ghost”

Oscar Wilde, famed for his wit and flamboyance, began writing “The Canterville Ghost” while traveling on a ship 

between New York and London. The story was first published in the American magazine Harper’s Monthly in 1887, 

and later included in Wilde’s collection Wilde: A Compendium of His Works(1893). The tale is a parody of the

Victorian fascination with supernatural folklore, but it also serves as a subtle critique of the rigid social mores that

dominated the era.

Wilde’s inspiration came from his own observations of American society during his visits to the United States. He

noted the differences between American pragmatism and British romanticism, and he used the ghost narrative to

showcase these cultural clashes. The story’s setting—a stately English manor—provides a backdrop for exploring

the tensions between old-world aristocracy and new-world practicality.

Plot Overview: The Canterville Ghost Full Summary

1. Arrival of the Otis Family

The story opens with the Otis family—a quintessential American household—arriving at the grand yet somewhat

decaying Canterville Chase in England. The family, led by Mr. Otis, his wife Mrs. Otis, and their three children, is

excited to purchase the manor, believing it will provide a comfortable home and a symbol of their newfound status.

Their arrival is marked by a series of comical mishaps that highlight their lack of familiarity with English customs: a

broken carriage, a misplaced hat, and a bewildered dog that refuses to cooperate.

The Otis family’s arrival also introduces the central conflict: the presence of a ghost haunting the manor. The ghost

is Sir Simon, a former owner of Canterville Chase who died in 1745. He is described as a lanky, translucent figure

in a tattered suit, forever bound to the house to atone for the wrongs he committed during his life.

2. The Ghost’s Backstory

Sir Simon’s tragic tale is revealed through a series of flashbacks. He was a nobleman who, during the English Civil

War, betrayed his own people by selling a strategic bridge to the opposing forces. His betrayal led to the loss of

countless lives, and he was executed by the very people he had deceived. In the afterlife, he is doomed to wander

Canterville Chase forever, unable to find peace.

Wilde uses this backstory to highlight the theme of guilt and redemption. Sir Simon’s haunting is not merely a

supernatural curse—it is a moral punishment that forces him to confront his past misdeeds. The ghost’s endless



attempts to scare the Otis family serve as a mechanism for him to atone, though he remains oblivious to the true

nature of the family’s fearlessness.

3. The Ghost’s Attempts at Haunting

Sir Simon’s first attempts at scaring the Otis family are classic: a rattling bed, a creaking staircase, and a phantom

hand that slams a door. The family, however, remains unfazed. Mrs. Otis calmly opens the door, Mr. Otis calmly

walks through the creaking hallway, and the children laugh at the ghost’s theatrics. Their indifference is a source of

frustration for Sir Simon, who becomes increasingly desperate.

Wilde’s humor shines in this section. The ghost’s attempts are exaggerated, almost theatrical, yet the family’s

reaction is grounded in realism. The contrast between the ghost’s fear and the family’s practicality creates a

comedic rhythm that keeps the reader engaged.

4. The Ghost’s Transformation

When the ghost finally realizes that the Otis family will not be frightened, he attempts to change his tactics. He tries

to appear more ominous, even resorting to a dramatic, wailing scream. Yet the family’s reaction remains the same—

they laugh and shrug it off as another family mishap.

The turning point occurs when the ghost’s actions inadvertently lead to a life �saving event. While the ghost attempts

to scare a child, he inadvertently prevents a fire from spreading, thereby saving the family’s home. This act of

heroism forces the ghost to confront the possibility that his presence may not be as malevolent as he believed.

5. The Resolution

In the final act, Sir Simon’s remorse culminates in a heartfelt apology to the Otis family. He confesses his sins and

acknowledges that his attempts at haunting were misguided. The family, in turn, offers forgiveness and a chance at

redemption. The ghost’s spirit is released, and Canterville Chase is no longer haunted. The story ends with a sense

of closure, leaving readers to contemplate the themes of forgiveness, cultural understanding, and the power of

human kindness.

Character Analysis

Sir Simon, the Canterville Ghost

Sir Simon is a complex figure. Initially portrayed as a malevolent specter, he gradually evolves into a tragic,

remorseful character. His journey from vengeance to redemption is the emotional core of the story. Wilde’s use of

irony in Sir Simon’s attempts at terror—especially his dramatic gestures that backfire—creates a layered character

that is both frightening and pitiable.

Mr. and Mrs. Otis

Mr. Otis embodies the quintessential American pragmatist. He is practical, rational, and unflappable. Mrs. Otis, on

the other hand, is warm, caring, and deeply empathetic. Together, they represent a balanced American worldview

that is both grounded and compassionate.

The Otis Children

The children—especially the youngest, who is often portrayed as the most innocent—are essential to the story’s

humor and emotional depth. Their reactions to the ghost’s antics provide comic relief while also highlighting their

resilience and curiosity.

Supporting Characters



Other characters such as the housekeeper, the butler, and the local villagers add richness to the narrative. They

serve as foils to the Otis family, underscoring the differences between old and new, tradition and progress.

Key Themes and Motifs

Humor and Satire

Wilde’s signature wit permeates the story. He uses the ghost’s failed attempts at terror to satirize the Victorian

obsession with the supernatural. The comedic elements make the narrative accessible to a wide audience, allowing

readers to reflect on the absurdity of fear.

Cultural Clash

The story juxtaposes American practicality with British romanticism. The Otis family’s rational approach to the

supernatural contrasts sharply with the ghost’s dramatic theatrics. This clash serves as a vehicle for exploring

broader themes of cultural understanding.

Redemption and Forgiveness

Sir Simon’s arc is a study in redemption. His eventual confession and the Otis family’s forgiveness illustrate the

transformative power of compassion. The story suggests that even the most haunted individuals can find peace

through understanding and empathy.

Legacy of the Past

Canterville Chase itself becomes a symbol of the past’s lingering influence. The house, with its creaky floors and

hidden secrets, represents the weight of history. The story examines how the past can haunt the present, yet also

how it can be reconciled.

Literary Significance and Legacy

Oscar Wilde’s Mastery of Short Story Form

Wilde’s ability to craft a compelling narrative within a short format is evident in “The Canterville Ghost.” His use of

vivid imagery, witty dialogue, and moral complexity elevates the story beyond simple entertainment.

Impact on the Gothic Genre

While the story is rooted in gothic tradition, it subverts many tropes. Wilde turns the ghost from a source of dread

into a figure of humor and empathy. This inversion has influenced subsequent writers who seek to blend horror with

satire.

Adaptations and Cultural Resonance

Since its publication, “The Canterville Ghost” has inspired countless adaptations across media, including film,

television, radio, and theater. Its timeless themes continue to resonate, proving the story’s enduring relevance.

Adaptations and Popular Culture

Film Versions

•  1944 – A classic Hollywood adaptation starring John /Wayne and Jane /Woods, which brought the story to a 

wider audience.

•  2004 – A modern retelling featuring Kevin /Spacey as Sir Simon, blending contemporary humor with the 

original plot.



Television and Radio

•  BBC’s Masterpiece Theatre presented a faithful adaptation in 1985.

•  BBC Radio 4’s dramatized version in 1997 offered a richly narrated experience.

Stage Adaptations

•  Wilde’s own play adaptation, Canterville: A Ghostly Comedy, premiered in 1890.

•  Modern theater productions often emphasize the story’s comedic elements, appealing to contemporary 

audiences.

Influence on Other Works

Wilde’s clever use of satire has inspired authors such as H. /P. /Lovecraft and Neil Gaiman to explore the intersection 

of horror and humor. The ghost’s transformation into a sympathetic figure can be seen in works like Coraline and 

The Graveyard Book.

How to Read and Enjoy “The Canterville Ghost”

1. Pay Attention to Tone

Wilde’s tone shifts between playful satire and
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