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The Canterville Ghost Full Summary

Introduction to Oscar Wilde’s Classic Tale

Oscar Wilde’s The Canterville Ghost is one of the most beloved short stories in English literature,
blending humor, satire, and genuine emotion. First published in 1887, the story follows an American
family who moves into a haunted English manor, only to find themselves completely unfazed by the
resident ghost.  This The Canterville Ghost full summary  will  walk you through the plot,  key
characters, and deeper meanings, making it easy to appreciate Wilde’s witty commentary on cultural
differences, tradition, and redemption.

Whether you are a student looking for a quick recap or a reader wanting to revisit the story, this
article provides a thorough, engaging breakdown of the narrative. We will explore each part of the
story, from the arrival of the Otis family to the ghost’s eventual peace, while naturally incorporating
the target phrase throughout.

The Otis Family Arrives at Canterville Chase

The story begins with the American Minister to England, Hiram B. Otis, purchasing Canterville Chase, a
stately manor in the English countryside. Despite warnings from Lord Canterville that the house is
haunted, Mr. Otis dismisses the idea, stating that Americans have no time for ghosts. His family—his
wife Lucretia, their eldest son Washington, daughter Virginia, and the mischievous twins—arrive and
immediately settle in.

From the first  night,  strange occurrences confirm the existence of  a ghost.  A bloodstain appears on
the floor near the fireplace,  disappearing each time it  is  cleaned with a modern stain remover.  This
sets the stage for a battle of wits between the Otis family and Sir Simon—the ghost who has haunted
the house for over three centuries. As we continue this The Canterville Ghost full summary, we
see how the family’s practical,  no-nonsense attitude clashes with the ghost’s theatrical haunting
methods.

Sir Simon’s Character and His Haunting Tactics

Sir Simon de Canterville is the ghost of a nobleman who murdered his wife in a fit of jealousy and was
locked in the house until his death. He is a classic Victorian ghost: rattling chains, making eerie noises,
and appearing in various terrifying forms. However, the Otis family refuses to be frightened. When Sir
Simon rattles his chains, Mr. Otis calmly offers him a bottle of lubricating oil.  When he appears with
clanking  armor,  the  twins  throw  pillows  at  him.  Each  attempt  to  scare  them  backfires,  leading  to
wounded  pride  and  comic  frustration.

Wilde  uses  this  conflict  to  satirize  both  American  practicality  and  British  tradition.  The  ghost,
accustomed to intimidating generations of Britons, is completely disarmed by the family’s lack of
superstition. This subversion of the Gothic horror genre is central to any The Canterville Ghost full
summary.

The Ghost’s Failed Attempts at Revenge

After being humiliated, Sir Simon tries more elaborate plots. He creates a fake ghost from old curtains,
but the twins see through it. He attempts to appear as the “Mourning Phantom” from a painting, only
to have the gardener mistake him for a scarecrow. His most dramatic failure occurs when he tries to
appear as the “Gigantic Headless Earl,” but the children attack him with water pistols and trip him
with a string.

These episodes highlight the cultural divide: the ghost represents old-world romance and tragedy,
while the Otises represent new-world rationality and commerce. The family even sells the ghost’s
bloodstain remover as a patent medicine—a wonderfully cynical touch. By this point in the The
Canterville  Ghost  full  summary,  the  ghost  is  reduced  to  a  pitiable  figure,  longing  for  rest  but
unable  to  haunt  effectively.

The Turning Point: Virginia’s Compassion

As the story progresses, the ghost grows weak and depressed. The twins torment him constantly. One
day, Virgina Otis, the gentle and thoughtful daughter, discovers the ghost sitting alone in the Tapestry
Chamber. Unlike her family, she shows him sympathy. Sir Simon confesses his sorrow and reveals his
only hope for peace: he must be forgiven and must show the way to the Garden of Death.

Virginia, guided by the ghost, agrees to help him. This moment elevates the story from farce to
genuine pathos. The ghost explains that he has not slept for three hundred years and can only find
rest if a pure-hearted person weeps for him and prays for his soul. Virginia’s courage and kindness
become the key to his redemption.

Virginia’s Journey and the Ghost’s Release

Without revealing too much,  Virginia follows Sir  Simon through a secret  passage to a secluded
chamber where she sees the skeletal remains of his past victim. She weeps for him and prays, and as
dawn breaks, the ghost fades away, finally at peace. When Virginia returns, she is faint but happy. Her
father  finds her  on the floor  of  the library,  and she later  marries  the Duke of  Cheshire,  a  nobleman
who had been courting her throughout the story.

The climax is a beautiful blend of fairy-tale resolution and Wildean wit. The The Canterville Ghost
full summary would be incomplete without noting that the ghost’s skeleton is later found in a hidden
room, and the family buries him with respect. A blooming rosebush marks his grave—a symbol of
forgiveness and transformation.

Key Themes in the Story

Cultural Clash: The contrast between American pragmatism and British reverence for history
and tradition is the story’s comedic backbone.



Redemption and Forgiveness: The ghost’s salvation comes through Virginia’s innocent
compassion, suggesting that love can overcome even centuries of guilt.
Satire of Gothic Novels: Wilde parodies the classic haunted-house trope by making the ghost
the victim rather than the villain.
Class and Modernity: The Otis family’s commercial attitudes—like trying to sell the bloodstain
remover—mock both American capitalism and British snobbery.

Character Analysis for Deeper Understanding

To fully appreciate this story, let’s examine the main figures:

Sir Simon de Canterville

He is  tragic,  vain,  and  surprisingly  vulnerable.  His  elaborate  attempts  at  terror  reveal  a  being
desperate to maintain his identity as a fearsome specter. Yet when confronted with kindness, he
becomes genuinely pathetic, longing for peace. His arc from comic villain to sympathetic soul is the
emotional core of any The Canterville Ghost full summary.

Virginia Otis

Virginia is the moral center—sensible yet caring. She is the only family member who treats the ghost
as a person rather than a nuisance. Her willingness to face the unknown and her act of mercy bring
about the resolution. She ultimately represents the possibility for cross-cultural understanding and
spiritual depth.

Hiram B. Otis

The  American  minister  is  the  epitome of  rationalism.  He  offers  the  ghost  oil,  ignores  warnings,  and
treats the haunting like a business problem. His character provides much of the humor and sets up
the satirical tone.

The Twins

The twins are pure mischief. They relish tormenting Sir Simon, creating obstacles and traps. They
embody the youthful irreverence that breaks the spell of the past.

Literary Style and Humor

Oscar  Wilde’s  writing  is  filled  with  epigrams,  paradoxes,  and  dry  wit.  For  example,  when  Mr.  Otis
refuses to believe in ghosts, Wilde says he “was a man of strong nerves and a great believer in the
practical.” The story moves between farcical scenes—like the ghost slipping on a banana peel—and
moments of lyrical tenderness. This tonal shift is part of its charm.

The story also includes references to the supernatural as a metaphor for history itself. The ghost is an
anachronism, unable to cope with a world that no longer believes in him. This makes the The
Canterville Ghost full summary not just a story about a ghost, but about the passage of time and
the need for empathy.
Why This Story Remains Popular

Since its publication, The Canterville Ghost has been adapted into films, plays, and TV shows. Its blend
of humor and heart appeals to all ages. The story’s concise length makes it a perfect introduction to
Wilde’s work. Additionally, its themes of cultural misunderstanding and forgiveness are timeless.

Students often encounter this story in literature classes, and a reliable The Canterville Ghost full
summary helps them analyze its structure and meaning. The story’s popularity also stems from its
unique twist—it’s one of the few haunted-house tales where the ghost is the one in need of saving.

Detailed Plot Summary (Chapter by Chapter)

For clarity, here is a sequential breakdown of the narrative:

Chapter 1: The Otis family buys Canterville Chase despite warnings. They arrive and discover1.
the bloodstain.
Chapter 2: Sir Simon makes his first appearances. The family mocks him and gives him oil for2.
his chains.
Chapter 3: The ghost tries more elaborate costumes and schemes, all failing humiliatingly.3.
Chapter 4: Sir Simon becomes depressed and sick. Virginia finds him and learns his story.4.
Chapter 5: Virginia helps the ghost find peace. She disappears for a while and returns with a5.
changed demeanor.
Chapter 6: The ghost’s skeleton is discovered and buried. Virginia receives a casket of jewels6.
from the ghost as thanks. She later marries the Duke. The rosebush blooms each year.

Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of Wilde’s Ghost Story

Oscar  Wilde’s  The  Canterville  Ghost  full  summary  reveals  a  deceptively  simple  story  that
manages to be hilarious, touching, and thought-provoking. It challenges our expectations of horror
while celebrating the power of compassion. The ghost’s eventual peace comes not from fear, but from
love—a message that resonates across cultures and generations.

Whether you are reading it for the first time or revisiting it, this story reminds us that even the most
stubborn traditions can yield to a kind heart. For those seeking a complete overview, this article has
covered  the  plot,  characters,  themes,  and  significance,  all  while  naturally  incorporating  the  key
phrase.  Now  you  can  enjoy  the  full  experience  of  one  of  Wilde’s  finest  comic  masterpieces.


