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MEET THE UNFORGETTABLE CAST OF OSCAR WILDE’S THE CANTERVILLE GHOST
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When Oscar Wilde penned The Canterville Ghost in 1887, he created far more than a simple ghost
story. He crafted a witty, satirical, and surprisingly tender tale that blends the supernatural with
social comedy. At the heart of this beloved novella lies a diverse and memorable ensemble of
characters whose interactions drive the plot and illuminate Wilde's sharp commentary on Anglo-
American relations, tradition, and the very nature of fear. Understanding the Oscar Wilde The
Canterville Ghost characters is essential to appreciating the story’s enduring charm. Each figure,
from the haunted spectre to the pragmatic American family, brings a unique voice and perspective
to a narrative that is as humorous as it is heartfelt.

In this article, we will explore every major and minor character in depth, examining their
motivations, relationships, and roles within the story. Whether you are a student looking for analysis,
a literature enthusiast, or simply curious about this classic tale, this comprehensive guide will
illuminate the rich tapestry of personalities Wilde so masterfully wove together.

Sir Simon de Canterville: The Tormented
Ghost

Without question, the most iconic figure among the Oscar Wilde The Canterville Ghost
characters is Sir Simon de Canterville. He is the ghost who has haunted Canterville Chase for three
centuries, yet he is utterly unprepared for the rational, unflappable American family who moves into
his ancestral home. Wilde presents Sir Simon as a tragicomic figure, a blend of melodramatic horror
and pathetic vulnerability.

Sir Simon’s backstory is crucial to understanding his character. He murdered his wife, Lady Eleanore,
in the 16th century because she was “very plain” and a poor housekeeper. As punishment, his wife’'s
brothers starved him to death. Since then, he has been cursed to roam the corridors, dragging his
chains and attempting to frighten the residents. However, by the time the Otis family arrives, Sir
Simon has become a creature of habit, meticulously following a routine of rattling chains, making
bloodstains reappear, and donning elaborate costumes like the Headless Earl or the Suicidal
German.

What makes Sir Simon so compelling is his evolution. Initially, he is affronted and frustrated by the
Otises’ refusal to be scared. Their indifference wounds his ghostly pride. The twins, especially,
torment him with practical jokes, while Mr. Otis offers him lubricant for his chains. This comedic
undermining forces Sir Simon to confront his own obsolescence. As the story progresses, his
character deepens. He becomes melancholic, lonely, and desperate for rest. His interaction with
Virginia Otis is the turning point. Through her compassion, Sir Simon reveals his vulnerability, his
desire for forgiveness, and his yearning for the peace of death. He is not merely a villain or a comic
figure, but a complex symbol of the old world grappling with the new.

Mr. Hiram B. Otis: The Pragmatic
American Minister

Mr. Otis, the American Minister to England, is the embodiment of modern, practical American values.
He represents everything that Sir Simon is not: rational, unimpressed by tradition, and firmly
grounded in the present. When offered the supposedly haunted Canterville Chase, he famously
declares, “lI come from a modern country, where we have everything that money can buy; and with
all our spry young fellows painting the Old World red, and carrying off your best actors and prima-
donnas, | reckon that if there were such a thing as a ghost in Europe, we’d have it at home in a very
short time in one of our public museums, or on the road as a show.”

Throughout the story, Mr. Otis remains unfazed. He suggests the ghost use a patent lubricant for his
chains and, upon seeing the bloodstain, immediately recommends Pinkerton’s Champion Stain
Remover. His responses are perfectly logical within his worldview, yet they are absurdly
inappropriate for a ghostly encounter. Mr. Otis is not a cruel man, but he is deeply practical. His
concern shifts from the ghost to property damage and the behavior of his children. He represents
the American spirit of enterprise and skepticism toward old-world superstitions. However, Wilde also
subtly shows the limitations of this pragmatism. Mr. Otis cannot understand the depth of the ghost’s
suffering until his daughter Virginia explains it. His character serves as a foil for Sir Simon,
highlighting the clash between progress and tradition.

Mrs. Lucretia R. Otis: The Stern Yet Kindly
Mother

Mrs. Otis is a beautiful, middle-aged woman with “a magnificent constitution” and “a really fine pair
of eyes.” She is described as being “a very average woman,” but in the context of the story, she is a
pillar of sensible motherhood. While her husband is the voice of pure logic, Mrs. Otis represents a
more emotional but still practical sensibility. She is not scared by the ghost; instead, she is annoyed
by the bloodstain on the library floor and concerned that the ghost is keeping her children awake.

Mrs. Otis’s most significant moment comes when she insists on having dinner prepared properly
despite the ghost’s antics. She also shows a maternal side when she worries about Virginia’s
disappearance. She is a stabilizing presence in the household, balancing her husband’s endless
rationalizations with common-sense care. While she does not have a transformative arc like Sir
Simon, her steady maternal presence is essential to the family dynamic. She represents the
American home front, unshakable and devoted to order, even in the face of the supernatural.

Virginia Otis: The Compassionate Heroine

Virginia Otis is arguably the most important of the Oscar Wilde The Canterville Ghost
characters. As the only female child in the Otis family, she is a delicate, ethereal figure, described
as a “little girl of fifteen.” She is sensitive and imaginative, possessing a depth of feeling that her
brothers lack. When the ghost is at his most pathetic, it is Virginia who sees beyond the frightening

exterior to the suffering soul within.

Her character is the story’s moral center. She does not mock Sir Simon or try to exorcise him with
modern contraptions. Instead, she listens to his story. She learns of his long years of torment and his
yearning for peace. She agrees to help him by weeping for him, praying for him, and accompanying
him through the dark portal to the Garden of Death. This willingness to show compassion—to treat a
ghost as a fellow human being in need—is what ultimately redeems Sir Simon and allows him to find
rest.

Virginia’s journey is a classic hero’s journey of empathy. She leaves the safety of her home, enters
the unknown, and returns transformed, carrying a box of jewels as a reward. But more importantly,
she returns with a deeper understanding of life and death. Her final words to her husband, the Duke
of Cheshire, about the nature of life and love, elevate her character from a simple girl to a wise
young woman. She is the bridge between the old world and the new, showing that compassion
transcends time and cultural differences.

The Twins: The Stars and Stripes of
Mischief

The Otis twins—whose names are not individually given in the text but are consistently referred to
as “the twins”—are a whirlwind of youthful energy and irreverence. They are the primary
antagonists to Sir Simon in the comedic sense. While the ghost expects to inspire terror, the twins
greet him with laughter and practical jokes. They stuff pillows with peashooters, create a fake ghost
out of a sheet, and even spread butter on the staircase to trip him.

The twins represent the most extreme form of American modernity: playful, disrespectful of
authority, and utterly without fear. They are the “stars and stripes” of the household, as Wilde puts
it, because they are loud, bold, and patriotic. Their antics are a source of great humor, but they also
serve to underline the ghost’s powerlessness. Sir Simon, who once terrified an entire county, cannot
even frighten two children. The twins are the embodiment of Wilde's satire on the American
spirit—energetic, resourceful, and completely unimpressed by aristocratic tradition. Despite their
mischief, they are not malicious. They are simply children who see a ghost as a playmate to be
outwitted rather than feared.

The Duke of Cheshire: The Romantic
Admirer

The Duke of Cheshire is a minor but significant character among the Oscar Wilde The Canterville
Ghost characters. He is a young, handsome British aristocrat who is deeply in love with Virginia
Otis. He appears early in the story and is often present at Canterville Chase, awkwardly attempting
to court Virginia while dealing with the family’s eccentricities. His character represents the
traditional British nobility, yet he is also willing to embrace change. He is not mocked as severely as
the ghost or the other aristocrats; instead, Wilde portrays him sympathetically as a genuinely good
young man.

His presence allows Wilde to explore the theme of marriage between the old and new worlds. The
Duke ultimately marries Virginia at the end of the story, symbolizing a union between British
tradition (the Duke) and American vitality (Virginia). This union is presented as ideal, suggesting that
the future lies not in clinging to the past (Sir Simon) or rejecting it entirely (the Otis parents), but in
a respectful, loving partnership that honors both heritage and progress.

Mrs. Umney: The Superstitious
Housekeeper

Mrs. Umney is the elderly housekeeper at Canterville Chase who appears only in the opening
chapter. She is the voice of old-world superstition and fear. She warns the Otis family about the
ghost with dramatic tales of his previous terrors. Her character is a foil to the practical Otis family.
She is horrified by the bloodstain and speaks in hushed tones of the ghost’s power. When Mr. Otis
casually suggests cleaning the stain with Pinkerton’s Champion Stain Remover, Mrs. Umney faints.

Mrs. Umney embodies the traditional attitude toward ghosts—reverent, fearful, and steeped in
legend. Her dramatic exit from the story, after she is revived and declares she will not sleep in the
house, marks the passing of the torch from the old, superstitious world to the modern, skeptical one.
She is a brief but effective character who sets the stage for the cultural collision that defines the
tale.

Minor but Memorable Figures

Several other characters appear briefly but contribute to the story’s texture. The Rector of the
parish is a kind but ineffectual figure who tries to offer spiritual comfort to the family but is baffled
by their lack of fear. Lord Canterville, the current living owner of the estate, appears only at the
beginning and end. He is a polite, aristocratic gentleman who sells the house to Mr. Otis. He
represents the old nobility, detached and somewhat amused by the American invasion. Lady
Eleanore de Canterville, Sir Simon’s murdered wife, is never seen alive but is a looming presence.
Her portrait still hangs in the house, and the bloody stain on the library floor is a constant reminder
of the crime. She is the ghost’s burden, the sin he must atone for.

Analyzing the Character Dynamics

The genius of Oscar Wilde in The Canterville Ghost lies in how these Oscar Wilde The Canterville
Ghost characters interact with each other. The central conflict is not between good and evil, but
between two worldviews. The Otis family brings rationalism, democracy, and a can-do attitude. Sir
Simon brings tradition, guilt, and a longing for meaning. The humor arises from the clash of these
perspectives, but the story’s heart is in the reconciliation, which only Virginia can achieve.

Each character also serves a thematic purpose. Mr. Otis exemplifies American pragmatism, but it is
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insufficient without compassion. The twins show the vitality of youth, but their mischief is fruitless makes the story resonate more than a century later.
without empathy. Sir Simon represents the burden of the past, unable to move forward until

someone forgives him. Virginia embodies the integration of these qualities: brave like her father, CO”C'USion: Why These Cha a Cte S Sti ”

gentle like her mother, yet uniquely empathetic.
Wilde also uses the characters to satirize both American and English stereotypes. The Americans are Ca pt|vate
not merely practical, they are also sometimes rude and disrespectful. The English are not merely

refined, they are also trapped by their history. Yet Wilde is never cruel; his satire is gentle, and his  From the pompous spectre Sir Simon to the mischievous twins, every character in Wilde
characters remain lovable, even the ghost who once committed murder. This humanism is what
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