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B efore b eg in n in g  t h i s  paper i t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  to  p o in t ou t t h a t  we 
a re  "am ateu rs"  in  th e  f i e l d  o f f a n t a s t i c  l i t e r a t u r e .  Our re s e a rc h  
s tu d ie s  have no t been fo cu sed  on t h i s  a re a  and a re  q u i t e  d iv e r s e .  But 
h o r ro r  and ray s te ry  s t o r i e s  have found in  us th e  most a v id  r e a d e r s ,  who 
nev er in te n d  to  read  a n o th e r ,  . . . b u t  alw ays do. I t  has been a  most 
p r o f i t a b l e  e n c o u n te r : th e  i n t e r e s t  r e s u l t s  in  one o f th e  packages of 
E n g lish  p h ilo lo g y  such as we a re  faced  w ith  a t  p r e s e n t , in  w hich we 
a re  a llow ed  to  mix, as i t  w ere, b u s in e s s  w ith  p le a s u re .

What we mean to  say  i s  th a t  p io n e e r in g  r e s u l t s  o f o r ig in a l  
r e s e a rc h  must n o t be ex p ec ted  o f u s . But we w ant to  o f f e r  a few 
o p in io n s  on a sub .ject w hich i n t e r e s t s  u s ,  one to  w hich we d e d íc a te  
o u rs e lv e s  as a hobby. T h is paper can  p erhaps se rv e  as a c o u n te rp o in t 
to  more p e rc e p t iv e  s tu d i e s ,  w hich a re  th e  r e s u l t  o f  y e a rs  o f work in  
t h i s  a r e a .

I t  i s  q u i t e  by chance t h a t  we have chosen  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  them e. 
Our d e e p -s e a te d  i n t e r e s t  in  f a n t a s t i c  l i t e r a t u r e  was b ro u g h t ab o u t by 
an e n c o u n te r  w ith  th e  novel by M argare t O lip h a n t some tim e ago; i t s  
q u a l i t y  a s  we s h a l l  l a t e r  s e e , and th e  r e l a t i v e  o b s c u r i ty  o f i t s  
a u th o r  made us d e c id e  to  ta k e  a c lo s e r  ex am in a tio n  o f  t h i s  s h o r t  work.

The f i r s t  th in g  to  be no ted  i s  th a t  M argaret O lip h an t was born  in  
1828 in  W ally fo rd , M id lo th ia n , in  S c o tla n d . P o in t in g  ou t h e r B r i t i s h  
o r ig in  would be a p l a t i t u d e  u n le s s  we sough t to  l i n k  i t  w ith  one o f 
th e  most w id esp read  s u p e r s t i t i o n s  th ro u g h o u t a l l  s o c i e t i e s ,  but w hich 
in  B r i t a in  has a s p e c ia l  r o o t : th e  b e l i e f  in  g h o s ts .  We a re  not goi.ng 
a s  f a r  as to  a s s e r t  t h a t  th e  fo u r  g h o s t s t o r i e s  th a t  Mrs. O lip h an t 
w ro te  belong  to  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n .  But i f  we remember th a t  th e  au th o r  
w ro te  in  th e  m id -V ic to r ia n  e r a ,  when f a n t a s t i c  l i t e r a t u r e  was as i t s  
h e ig h t ,  th e n  h e r g h o s t s t o r i e s  seem to  be s i t u a t e d  in  a more a c c u ra te  
p e rs p e c t iv e .

So what i s  a  g h o s t?  W h ils t S p an ish  re f e re n c e  books pay l i t t l e  
a t t e n t i o n  to  th e  s u b je c t  (E sp asa , D ic c io n a r io  de l a  Real Academ ia de 
la  L engua)■ th e  E n cy c lo p aed ia  B r i ta n n ic a  g iv e s  a v e ry  d e ta i l e d  ex - 
p la n a t io n :  "Soul o r s p e c t r e  o f a dead p e r s o n ,u s u a l ly  b e lie v e d  to  
in h a b i t  th e  n e th e rw o rld  and to  be ca p a b le  o f r e tu rn in g  in  some forin to  
th e  w orld  o f th e  l i v i n g . "  A f te r  e x p la in in g  th e  p o s s ib le  form s in  w hich 
a g h o s t may app ea r and the  b a s ic  id e a s  beh ind  th e  b e l i e f s ,  i t  goes on 
to  say : "A p la c e  th a t  i s  hau n ted  i s  th o u g h t to  be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  
haunt.ing s p i r i t  w ith  some s tro n g  em otion o f th e  p a s t  - re m o rse , f e a r  o r
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th e  t e r r o r  o f a v io l e n t  d e a th ."  Anyway, th e  B r i t i s h  lan d scap e  i s  
a b u n d a n tly  p o p u la te d  by such in h a b i t a n t s ,  and S c o tla n d  in  p a r t i c u l a r  
i s  a  lan d  where g h o s ts  have found a m a rv e llo u s  re fu g e . I t  i s  no t 
n e c e s s a ry  to  l i v e  th e r e  long b e fo re  you h e a r about. G lamis C a s t le ,  
F o r f a r s h i r e ,  w hích b e lo n g s to  th e  E arl o f S tra th ra o re  and p o s s ib ly  i s  
th e  p la c e  • w ith  th e  b ig g e s t  number o f s p e c t r e s  p e r sq u a re  m etre  th an  
anywhere in  th e  c o u n try ; o r o f th e  g h o s t reg im en t o f H ig h lan d e rs  w hich 
march around  th e  o u t s k i r t s  o f K i l l i k r a n k ie ; o r  th e  drummer o f  C o rtachy  
C a s t le ,  w hich announces l i k e  a banshee th e  d e a th s  o f th e  c la n  members, 
in  t h i s  ca se  th e  O g ilv ie s ;  o r th e  la d y  in  g re e n  o f C ra th e s  C a s t le ,  
n e a r A berdeen, who alw ays c ro s s e s  th e  same room and p ic k s  up a c h i ld  
from th e  f i r e .

T h is  l i s t  co u ld  be ex ten d ed  w ith  hundreds o f s t o r i e s ,  n o t to  
m ention  in  England th e  ro y a l g h o s ts  o f Edward V and Anne Boleyn in  th e  
Tower o f London, E liz a b e th  I in  W indsor C a s t le  o f George I I  in  Ken- 
s in g to n ; o r th e  hum bler g h o s ts  o f a c y c l i s t  in  E ssex  or th o se  who 
p o p ú la te  th e  r e c to r y  in  B o rley , N orthw est London.

I t  i s  no t s t r a n g e  th a t  th e  w r i t e r s  in  th e  E n g lish  language have 
been drawn to  th e  s u b je c t :  th e s e  l i t e r a t u r e s  c o n ta in  s t o r i e s  o f 
numerous g h o s ts  whose v a r i e ty  ex te n d s  from th e  most i l l u s t r i o u s  o f 
J u l iu s  C aesar o r H a m le t 's  f a t h e r  to  th e  C a n te r v i l l e  g h o s t .  But up 
u n t i l  1764 (a  rough d a te )  th e y  w ere n o th in g  more th a n  s p o ra d ic  r a id s  
on th e  rea lm  o f th e  f a n t a s t i c ;  th e y  to o k  th e  body and fa c e  o f a new 
l i t e r a r y  wave w ith  the p u b l ic a t io n  o f The C a s t le  o f O tra n to . by Horace 
W alpole , th e  so u rce  o f th e  G oth ic  n o v e l. T h is  i s  th e  most d i r e c t  
a n c e s to r  o f th e  V ic to r ia n  g h o s t s t o r y ,  and on many o c c a s io n s  t h e i r  
r e l a t i o n s h ip  has n o t been acknow ledged ( 1 ) .  The leg ac y  o f th e  G othic 
novel to  th e  19th  c e n tu ry  g h o s t s t o r i e s  c o n s is te d  fu n d a m e n ta lly  o f "un 
r e p e r to r io  de m o tiv o s , de am b ien tes y de e f e c to s ,  so b re  todo  c r u e l e s ,  
m acabros y p a v o ro so s" , a c c o rd in g  to  I t a l o  C alv in o  (2 ) .  I t  i s  a genre  
of l i t e r a t u r e  w hich com bines th e  in v e n t iv e n e s s  o f th e  a u th o r  w ith  
p o p u la r f o lk lo r e  and m yths, b u t t h a t  i s ,  how ever, s u b je c t  to  s t r i c t .  
c o n v e n tio n s  th a t  w i l l  mark th e  l a t e r  n a r r a t i v e .

The f i r s t  in h e re n t  e h a r a c t e r i s t i c  i s  th e  sen se  of t e r r o r :  in  the  
G oth ic  n o v e l, th e  t e r r y f y in g  m a te r ia l  f r ig h te n s  us because  i t  i s  on ly  
a r e f l e c t i o n  o f our own im a g in a tio n  w hich p r o j e c t s  on to  th e  m onste rs  
th e  f e a r s  th a t  have alw ays p re o c c u p ie d  u s : mad monks, vam pires or 
g h o s ts ,  th e  form i s  o f l i t t l e  im p o rtan ce , and w i l l  change as tim e goes 
b y .

On th e  th e  o t.her hand , th e  main f e a tu r e  o f  The C a s tle  o f O tra n to  
has been s u c c e s s f u l ly  re p e a te d  in  a l l  su b seq u en t f a n t a s t i c  l i t e r a t u r e ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  by E.A. Poe: th e  haun ted  c a s t l e  t h a t  can end up b e in g  a 
house o r sim p ly  a doorway in  th e  p resen!, c a s e . Anyway, th e  th in g  which 
m a t te r s  i s  th e  I d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f th e  p la c e  w ith  i t s  g h o s t ly  in h a b i ta n t  
w hich i s  u n i te d  to  i t  fo r  a p a r t i c u l a r  re a s o n , unknown to  th e  re a d e r  
a t  f i r s t .  T h is i s  l in k e d  to  th e  id e a  o f th e  a b i l i t y  o f th e  lan d scap e  
and w ea ther to  r e f le c t .  f e e l i n g s .  T h is te c h n iq u e , so h a p p ily  used by 
th e  ro m an tic s  p re su p p o ses  a s e p a r a t io n  of th e  everyday  w orld  from th a t  
where th in g s  th a t  a re  a t  l e a s t  u n usua l happen, in  th e  m id st o f 
s i n i s t e r ,  th r e a te n in g  la n d sc a p e s  o r la s h in g  s t o r m s . . .
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A ll th i s  has been f r e q u e n tly  r e f e r r e d  to  as " th e  sublim e" by 
s e v e ra l l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  (3 ) .  When. " th e  sub lim e", g e n e ra l ly  se p a ra te d  
from the  r e a d e r 's  su rro u n d in g s , in s p ir e s  a c e r t a in  sense o f danger, 
th e  t e r r o r  which i t  produces i s  p le a s a n t because the  read e r f e e l s  
s a f e .  As tim e went on V ic to r ia n  w r i te r s  began to  make changes though 
the  fe e l in g  of an unatoned wrong o f te n  accom panies s u p e rn a tu ra l beings 
in h a b itin g  such p la c e s .

Yet we have to  make ours th e  words of Adolfo Bioy C asares , when 
he w ro te: "A teniéndonos a Europa y América, podemos d e c ir :  como género 
más o menos d e f in id o , la  l i t e r a t u r a  f a n t á s t i c a  ap arece  en e l  s ig lo  
XIX y en e l  idioma i n g l é s . "(4 ) I t a lo  C alvino o f f e r s  a w ider de- 
f i n i t i o n ;  fo r  him th e  g h o st s to ry  i s  one of th e  most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
P roducts of the W estern w orld in  th e  19th cen tu ry : i t  began in  Ger- 
many, where Romanticism was as much an in f lu e n t i a l  p receden! as the  
G othic novel was in  England. Among th e  most famous au th o rs  o f th e  time 
were Chamisso and E.T.A . Hofmann. The in fluencie  of th e  l a t t e r  is  
e v id e n t in  R ussian  ghost s t o r i e s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  in  th o se  by Gogol and in  
the French , above a l l  th o se  by N odier, B alzac , G a u tie r , and G erard de 
N erval. In  Spain and I t a l y ,  however, th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l is  a ie s s  s ig -  
n i f i c a n t  g en re , d e s p i te  such famous a u th o rs  as Becquer (5 ) .

This n o tw ith s ta n d in g , the  e x te n s iv e  re fe re n c e  to  V ic to r ia n  
E n g lish  l i t e r a t u r e  is  in e v i ta b le  s in ce  i t  is  w idely  co n sid ered  th a t  
" th e  V ic to r ia n  age is  the  e ra  of th e  w e l l - to ld  t a l e ,  th e  m ystery 
s to ry ,  the  d e te c t iv e  novel" (6 ) . Oueen V ic to r ia  re ig n ed  from 1837 
u n t i l  1901. I t  was a long epoch which has been so tho ro u g h ly  s tu d ie d  
th a t  i t  would be a Waste o f time to  a ttem p t to  d e sc r ib e  i t  in  f u l l  
d e t a i l . So, a b r i e f  o u t l in e  w i l l  have to  s u f f ic e .

On the one hand, the  V ic to r ia n  e ra  i s  ty p i f i e d  by a long perio d  
of p o l i t i c a l  s t a b i l i t y  which allow ed th e  S c ien ces , th e  economy and the  
a r t s  to  develop ahd a ls o  was th e  b e s t p e rio d  fo r  th e  b o u rg e o is ie . But 
on th e  o th e r hand, as i t  can be expec ted  being a tim e of t r a n s i t i o n  
th e re  were many c o n t r a d ic t io n s . The u t i l i t a r i a n  a r t  based on the  
n e o c la s s ic  id eas  of th e  18th cen tu ry  and the  s t o r i e s  of th e  su p e r­
n a tu ra l  became of age at the  same tim e. The ghost s to ry ,  a ty p ic a l ly  
V ic to r ia n  p ro d u c t, i s  a p a r t i c u l a r  k ind  of those  s t o r i e s ,  and we s h a l l  
now d is c u ss  i t .

The success of f a n t a s t i c  s t o r i e s  in  such a s p e c i f ie  tim e as the 
19th cen tu ry  i s  s im i la r ly  ex p la in ed  by a l l  the  c r i t i c s :  t h e i r  theme is  
in  c e r t a in  a sp e c ts  s im ila r  to  th a t  of p h ilo so p h ic a l s p e c u la tio n , th a t 
i s  to  say , acco rd ing  to  I t a lo  C alv ino : "La re la c ió n  e n tre  la  r e a l id a d  
del mundo que habitam os y conocemos a tr a v é s  de l a  percepc ión  y la  
r e a l id a d  del pensam iento que h a b ita  en n o so tro s  y nos d i .r ig e " (7 ) .  In 
th i s  way, V ic to r ia n  w r i te r s  b e n e f i te d  g r e a t ly  from th e  conven tions of 
the  G othic novel to  co n tin u é  in  the e x p lo ra tio n  of human n a tu re  and 
e v i l , which grew in  im portance a t  a tim e when th e re  was such a w ide- 
sp read  in t e r e s t  in  u n d e rs t anding them.

The G othic novel had become ve ry  u n fa sh io n a b le , not so much 
because the  p u b lic  were t i r e d  of te r r o r  but more because of the 
tech n iq u es  which had been around fo r  a long tim e . The V ic to r ia n  h o rro r 
s to ry  needed a change -nam ely tS  r e l a t e  more to  evervday l i f e .
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The key to  th i s  was to  be found in  som ething r a th e r  sim p le . From 
our p o iiit of view i t  was found in  th e  c o n tr a s t  between th e  c h a ra c te r s :  
c h a ra c te r s ,  c re d ib le  fo r  th e  re a d e r  because they  a re  l ik e  o rd in a ry
p e o p le , 
H elsing  
Mortimer 
f r ig h te n in g
su rro u n d in g s ,

m onsters (D r. Van 
in e x p lic a b le  (C ol. 

s t o r i e s  a re  more

we.re co n fro n ted  e i t h e r  w ith  in c re d ib le  
in  D racu la) or w ith  the  s u p e rn a tu ra l or 

in  The Open D oor). V ic to r ia n  ghost
s in ce  by p la c in g  f a n t a s t i c  even ts  
make th e  read e r f e e l  th e  need to  take  a look over 

shou lder now and ag a in .
The s u p e rn a tu ra l has u s u a l ly  been tak en  from f ig u re s  from 

f o lk lo re  and from p o pu la r m yths. These po ssess  a Symbolic n a tu re  which 
a r i s e s  from th e  f a c t  th a t  th ey  belong to  th e  a n c e s t r a l  su b stra tu m  of 
th e  d i f f e r e n t  c u l tu r e s .  T h e .b e lie f  in  g h o sts  was a more than  r e l i a b l e  
ground fo r  the  developm ent of such a ty p ic a l  p roduct o f V ic to r ia n  
f a n t a s t i c  l i t e r a t u r e  as th e  ghost s to ry .  The best. a u th o rs  used to  
p lace  the  re a d e r  in  su rro u n d in g s s im ila r  to  h is  own. The haunted  p lace  
ceases to  be a c a s t l e  bu t in s te a d , i t  i s  a l i b r a r y ,
a n tiq u e  shop or a r u r a l  p ro p e r ty  such as Brentwood,
The Open Door is  p la c e d . From here  on, s e v e ra l mechanisms were used . 
These were a c c u ra te ly  d e sc r ib ed  by M.R. Jam es: th e  a b i l i t y  to  c re a te  
an atm osphere " in  crescendo" w here, a lth o u g h  a t  f i r s t  e v e ry th in g  was 
q u ie t  and p e a c e fu l , " e l  elem ento s i n i e s t r o  asome prim ero una o r e ja ,  a l 
p r in c ip io  de modo d is c r e to ,  luego con mayor i n s i s t e n c ia ,  h a s ta  que por 
f i n  se haga dueño de la  e scen a . A veces no es inoportuno  d e ja r  una 
re n d i ja  por la  que se pueda f i l t r a r  una e x p lic a c ió n  n a tu r a l"  (8 ) .

Another ty p ic a l  elem ent which can be is o la te d  i s  what could  be 
c a l le d  THE PURPOSE. Ghosts a re  anim ated by unconcluded b u sin e ss  in  the  
l iv in g  W orld, which may inv o lv e  revenge, p en ite n c e  or th e  d e s i re  to  
see ju s t i c e  done, The idea  of j u s t i c e  im plied  here  i s  no t n e c e s s a r i ly  
connect.ed w ith  d iv in e  j u s t i c e  and even le s s  w ith
Another alm ost in d isp e n sa b le  f a c to r  in  a good ghost 
c h a ra c te r  I t a lo  C alvino c a l le d  " in c ré d u lo  p o s i t i v i s t a " .  Perhaps is  the  
g h o s t, among a l l  the  c h a ra c te rs  in  th e  chamber of h o r r o r s ,  th e  b e s t 
symbol o f a l l  th a t  whose e x is te n c e  i s  doubted . The World of g h o sts  
p re se rv e s  a re s id u e  of th o se  a n c ie n t f e a r s  which a re  not easy  to  shake 
o f f ;  but som ething c e r t a in  i s  th a t  nobody appears very  d isposed  to  
a cc e p tin g  th a t  g h o sts  e x i s t .  W ithout t h i s  p o in t o f d e p a rtu re  
w r i te r  can h a rd ly  make us f r ig h te n e d : the  most t e r r i f y in g  tnóme 
th e  c o n firm a tio n  of a fo rebod ing  th a t  we had not wanted to  accep t 
p re v io u s ly . The ro le  of th e  " in c ré d u lo  p o s i t i v i s t a "  i s  to  g iv e  us the 
r a t io n a l  e x p la n a tio n  we a re  long ing  to  h e a r , though l a t e r  on, he must 
bow w ith  us to  th e  ev idence  we a re  no t a b le  to  e x p la in . N e v e r th e le s s , 
as L ouis Vax p o in ted  out w ith  such p e rc e p tio n : "Un fantasm a e s tá  tan  
hecho de i miedo que in s p i r a  como de la  s i l u e t a  que expone a la  m irada 
(9 ) .  I t s  e x is te n c e  must not have been very  independent from the  mind 
of th e  t e r r i f í e d  w itn e s se s  o f i t s  p re sen ce , when an o th e r o f the con- 
v e n tio n s  o f th i s  genre is  th a t  a p p a r i t io n s  always show them selves at 

h o u rs , p la c e s  and, som etim es, even c e r t a in  p e rio d s  of the

everyday 
h is

an a rc h iv e , an 
where th e  p lo t  of

human ju s t i c e .  
s to ry  i s  th e

the
is

c e r ta in  
yeai .

A ll th e se  element.s can be id e n t i f ie d  to  a g r e a te r  or 1e s se  r
e x te n t in  th e  m ajor works of th e  g en re . T his i s  an o th e r aspect which
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must be g iven  due prom inence: th e  p o pu la r su ccess  o f f a n t a s t i c  l i t e r a -  
tu r e  in  g en e ra l and of g h o st s t o r i e s  in  p a r t i c u l a r  has b rough t about 
the  r i s e  o f a group of w r i t e r s  d e d ic a te d  e x c lu s iv e ly  to  i t  (1 0 ) .

The f i r s t .  of them i s  Joseph S heridan  Le Fanu, born of an I r i s h  
P r o te s ta n t  fam ily , a man who was s ic k ly  and to r tu r e d ,  and th e  f i r s t  
p ro fe s s io n a l w r i te r  o f h o rro r  s t o r i e s ,  as he w rote p r a c t i c a l l y  no th ing  
e l s e .  His work i s  a m ix tu re  of popu la r I r i s h  im ag in a tio n  w ith  a g i f t  
fo r  p o e try  which gave r i s e  to  g h o st s t o r i e s  (b e s id e s  o th e r  themes 
such as vam p ires), l i k e  The Ghost and th e  Bo n e s e t t e r ■ Let us a ls o  
m ention Edgar A lian  Poe, th e  m aster and most famous of al 1; we have 
a lre a d y  m entioned M.R. Jam es, a Dean of K in g 's  C o lleg e , Cambridge, who 
has th e  r i g h t f u l  fame, n o t on ly  as an e ru d i te  man b u t a ls o  as th e  
au th o r o f e x c e l le n t  g h o st s t o r i e s ;  f i n a l l y ,  we have A rthur Machen, who 
con tinued  th e  t r a d i t i o n  w o n d erfu lly  in to  th e  20 th  c en tu ry .

O ther famous. w r i te r s  in  the  E n g lish  language had th e i r  f l i r t a -  
t io n s  w ith  f a n t a s t i c  l i t e r a t u r e .  We must tu rn  ag a in  to  I t a lo  C alv ino , 
who observed  th a t  B r i ta in  produced a k ind  of r e f in e d  n a r r a to r  who 
enjoyed d is g u is in g  h im se lf  as a p o pu la r s to ry  w r i te r  by u s in g  th i s  
d is g u is e  w ith  ease  and p ro fe s s io n a l d e te rm in a tio n  (1 1 ) . He ñames H.G. 
W ells, Rudyard K ip ling  and W alter S c o tt as examples o f t h i s  t.ype of 
w r i t e r ,  bu t th e  b e s t a re ,  no doubt, R obert Louis Stevenson and Henry 
Jam es, h is  c lo s e s t  f r ie n d .  This l a t t e r  in  p a r t i c u l a r  w rote numerous 
s t o r i e s  about g h o s ts , o f whose e x is te n c e  he was as convinced as h is  
b ro th e r  W illiam  was. A few of th e se  s t o r i e s ,  l i k e  The Turn of the  
Screw a re  co n sid e red  to  be p a ra d ig m a tic , and Sjj; Edmund Orme, The 
G hostly  R en ta l o r Maud-Evelyn a re  very  w ell known. S im ila r ly  The 
C a n te rv i l le  Ghost by Oscar Wilde and th e  b r i l l i a n t  The Signal-M an by 
Dickens a re  two examples of au th o rs  whose work is  no t focused  c h ie f ly  
on the  f a n t a s t i c  theme and pu t an end to  th i s  b r i e f  bu t a t  a l l  
ex h au s tiv e  l i s t .

M argaret O liphan t belongs to  th i s  l a s t  c a te g o ry . Her in c u rs io n s  
in to  th e  realm  of th e  su p e rn a tu ra l do not com prise th e  bu lk  of her 
w orks, which a re  s e t  in  very  d if fe re n t . c o u rse s . We have a lre a d y  
m entioned th a t  she was born in  S co tlan d  in  1828 in to  a P re s b y te r ia n  
fam ily . Her mother was re s p o n s ib le  fo r  her e d u c a tio n , in  an atm osphere 
r a r i f i e d  by th e  r e s u l t in g  problem s of an a lc o h o l ic  b ro th e r  who as tim e 
went on, she was o b lig ed  to  su p p o rt. At the  age o f te n , M argaret and 
her p a re n ts  moved to  L iverpoo l and th e re  she t r i e d  to  develop  her 
a p t i tu d e  fo r  p a in t in g . She was no t o v e r - s u c c e s s f u l . However, a t  the 
age of tw enty-one she p u b lish ed  her f i r s t  novel: P assages in  th e  L ife  
of Mis s  M argaret Mai t l a n d , whose success  decided  her c a re e r  as a 
w r i t e r .

In  1852 she m arried  her co u s in , Frank O lip h a n t, an a r t i s t  and 
s ta in e d -g la s s  designen . T he ir b r i e f  m arriage  (seven  y e a rs )  l e f t  her 
much sadness and s ix  c h i ld re n ,  of whom on ly  two su rv ived  h e r . Her 
p i t i f u l  economic s i tu a t io n  d e te r io r a te d  f u r th e r  when her b ro th e r  
Frank lo s t  h is  job  and moved in  w ith  M argaret w ith  h is  th re e  
c h ild re n . Mrs. O liphan t suppo rted  them a l l .  Throughout her l i f e  she 
jou rneyed  a c ro ss  Europe and reached  as f a r  as Je ru sa lem , though she 
was based in  Edinburgh where she worked a ss id u o u s ly  on Blackwood' s 
Magazine and became a sym path iser o f th e  s u f r a g e t t e s .  She s u f fe re d
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f re q u e n t bou ts of d e p re ss io n  in  a l i f e  f i l l e d  w ith  such p a in fu l 
in c id e n ts ;  she d ied  in  Windsor in  June 1897, when she was s ix ty -n in e  
y ea rs  o íd .

Mrs. O liphant. was o b lig ed  to  w rite  v e ry  q u ic k ly  to  meet Che c o s ts  
of her fam ily , who r e l i e d  on her as th e i r  on ly  source of income. This 
made her a .p r o l i f i c  w r i t e r ,  and a lthough  some of her works were very  
good, many were of a lower s ta n d a rd . A ccording to  her c r i t i c s ,  th i s  is  
th e  r e s u l t  o f th e  speed w ith  which she w ro te ; t h i s  undoubtedly  caused 
d e tr im en t no t o n ly  to  th e  q u a l i ty  of her works b u t a ls o  to  her r e -  
p u ta t io n  as a w r i t e r .  H is to r ie s  of E n g lish  l i t e r a t u r e  fo r  th e  most 
p a r t  c la s s  her among th e  minor a u th o rs . So E steban  P u já is  m entions 
her in  a s e c t io n  headed O tras E s c r i to ras  (1 2 ) , and Hazel Mews in  her 
work F r a i l  V e s se ls : Woman' s Role in  Women's No v é is  from Fanny Burney 
to  George El i o t  (13) under th e  heading of The L esser Women N o v e lis ts ■ 
By th e  way, one of th e  reaso n s put forw ard by Mews fo r  V ic to r ia n  women 
beg inn ing  to  w r ite  f i l l e d  Mrs. O lip h a n t 's  case  ve ry  n e a t ly :  "Some of 
them of cou rse  w rote from economic n e c e s s i ty , to  p rov ide  fo r  f a th e r l e s s  
c h ild re n  or a i l in g  p a re n ts  or a s ic k  husband" (1 4 ) .

The l i s t  of minor women w r i te r s  i s  u s u a l ly  th e  same, c o n s is t in g  
of Mrs. H a ll, C h a r lo t te  Mary Yonge, Mrs. C ra ik , E lle n  Wood, Mary 
E liz a b e th  Braddon and Rhoda B roughton. These a re  w’h a t Hazel Mews c a l i s  
average w r i t e r s ,  who made a very  s o l id  c o n tib u tio n  to  the  novel by 
p ic tu r in g  fam ily  and neighbourhood l i f e  in  V ic to r ia n  England. I t  i s  
w ith  M argaret O lip h an t however th a t  th e  s im i la r i ty  to  George E l io t  
s tan d s  ou t m ost. Her d e s c r ip t io n s  of sm all towns in  S co tland  a re  her 
most famous n o v é is : C h ro n ic le s  of C a ll in g fo rd  p u b lish ed  anonymously 
between 1863-66 in  sk e tch es  in  Blackwood' s Mag az in e ; Miss Mar- 
jo r ieb an k s  (1866) and The P erpe tu a l  C ú ra te ■ These d e s c r ip t io n s  
in e lu d e  a p e n e tr a tin g  s to ry  about r e l ig io u s  d is s e n tio n  and how a young 
m in is te r  fa c e s  h is  narrow-m inded co n g reg a tio n  in  S a lem 's Chap e l 
(1863). In  both  cases  Mrs. O lip h an t sought to  use l i t e r a r y  f i c t i o n  to  
ach ieve  s e r io u s  o b je c t iv e s ,  in  t h i s  case  r e l ig i o u s .  This i s  perhaps 
why David D aiches c a l le d  her "a George E l io t  w ith  t a l e n t  in s te a d  of 
g en iu s , a blunt. o b se rv a tio n  in s te a d  of s u b t le  in s ig h t"  (1 5 ); and why 
S i r  J a m e s  B a rrie  viewed her in  a fav o u rab le  l i g h t  (1 6 ) .

The p o p u la r i ty  th a t  Mrs. O liphan t ach ieved  during  her l i f e t im e  
r e s u l te d  from both  th e  v a r i e ty  o f themes which she c a l le d  upon on th e  
one hand and her e x te n s iv e  c o n tr ib u t io n s  to  Blackwood' s Magaz ine  on 
the  o th e r .  Her co n n ec tio n  w ith  the  magazine was f r u i t f u l  to  th e  tune 
of some two hundred a r t i c l e s  and review s and th e  Annals of a 
Pu b lis h in g  House: W il l ia in B1 ackwood and h is  sons (1897), which s t i l l  
p ro v id es m a te r ia l  most u se fu l fo r  th e  s tu d io u s . And, by th e  way, she 
was no t a t  a l l  a co m p le te ly  anonymous c o n tr ib u to r :  her d ia t r i b e s  on 
Jude th e  O bscure. accusing  Hardy of having d e n ig ra te d  th e  i n s t i t u t i o n  
of m atrimony, and on th e  happy fat.e  of the wicked M agdalen, the  
p ro ta g o n is t  of No Ñame by W ilkie  C o ll in s ,  a re  ve ry  w ell known (1 7 ) .

Among her works th e re  a re  b io g ra p h ie s , books fo r  c h i ld re n , 
h i s to r i c a l  s tu d ie s  such as The Makers of F lo ren ce  ( 1 8 7 6 ) . . . ,  and fo u r 
ghost s t o r i e s :  A B eleaguered C ity  (1 8 8 0 ) ,A L i t t l e P ilg rim  in  the 
Unseen (1882), The L ib ra ry  Window (1896) and The Open Door (1882). 
M.R. James h im se lf co n sid e red  th i s  l a t t e r  s to ry  to  be one of th e  b e s t

166



g h o st s t o r i e s  ever w r i t te n .
On re tu rn in g  from In d ia ,  C olonel M ortimer and h is  fam ily  tak e  out 

a le a s e  on the p ro p e r ty  of Brentwood, s i tu a te d  between the  P en tland  
H i l l s  and th e  F i r th  o f th e  F o rth  near Edinburgh. The co lo n e l and h is  
w ife  have th r e e  c h i ld re n ,  two g i r l s  and a s ic k ly  and very  irapres- 
s io n a b le  boy, who everyday  on h is  way to  school has to  pass  by the  
ru in s  of what once was th e  o r ig in a l  mansión house. Next to  i t  l i e  the  
rem ains of a w a ll which c o n ta in s  a doorway le ad in g  now to  nowhere. 
When November comes around , the  boy f a l l s  i i l  fo r  no apparent. reaso n . 
On th e  o th e r  hand, he t e l l s  h is  f a th e r  a very  unusual s to ry ,  the  
l a t t e r  having q u ic k ly  re tu rn e d  home from a v i s i t  to  London. When th e  
boy was p a ss in g  by th e  ru in s  he had heard  an anx ious-sound ing  v o ice , 
c a l l in g  ou t over and over ag a in : "Oh, m other, l e t  me in ! " ,  a l l  th e  
tim e moving from one s id e  to  th e  o th e r  and f i n a l l y  throw ing i t . s e l f  on 
th e  ground. The boy p lead s  w ith  h is  f a th e r  to  he lp  th e  g h o s t. I t  i s  
no t f e a r ,  bu t a sense of p i ty  which has brought about th e  b o y 's  
i l l n e s s .  E riqu iries  made by the  C olonel among th e  household s t a f f  
re v e a l th a t  the ev en ts  take  p lace  in  e x a c t ly  the same way each year 
th roughout November and December. They have kep t i t  a s e c r e t  from a l l  
the  p o te n t ia l  in h a b i ta n ts  fo r  fe a r  th a t  th ey  would re fu se  to  r e n t  the 
p ro p e r ty .

Durir.g two v i s i t s  to  th e  ru in s ,  on the  one occasio n  accompanied 
by th e  b u t l e r  and on th e  o th e r  by th e  d o c to r who was a tte n d in g  the  
s ic k  boy, M ortimer i s  a b le  to  w itn ess  th e  phenomenon, which i s  t r u ly  
p a th e t ic .  The C o lo n e l’ s l a s t  r e s o r t  i s  to  go fo r  he lp  to  the Reverend 
M o n tc rie f f , th e  o íd  v ic a r  o f the  p a r is h . He a g ree s  to  accompany th e  
C olonel and the  d o c to r th e  same n ig h t to  th e  rem ains of the  door. When 
th e  c r i e s  b eg in , th e  Reverend r e a l iz e s  in s ta n t ly  th a t  i t  i s  W ill, a 
young boy of th e  p a r is h  who had led  a d is s o lu te  l i f e .  He had re tu rn e d  
to  th e  house a few days a f t e r  th e  dea th  of h is  mother,who used to  be 
th e  housekeeper o f th e  o íd  m ansión, and d riv en  mad by th e  sad ev en t, 
he had thrown h im se lf to  th e  ground in  f ro n t o f the  door begging to  be 
l e t  back in to  the  house. But a l l  th i s  i s  known much l a t e r ,  when 
f i n a l l y  the  v ic a r  t e l l s  the  whole s to ry  to  M ortim er. U n til then  we a re  
l e f t  to  w itn e ss  a moving and t e r r i b l e  scene: the  o íd  clergym an speaks 
to  th e  ghost and even asks God to  allow  th e  m other, who is  d o u b tte ss  
w ith  him, to  a llow  her son to  come in . At th a t  moment, som ething comes 
through  the  doorway rig h t. b efo re  th e  eyes of the a s to n ish e d  Colonel 
and D octor Simson. S ince then  the  a p p a rit.io n s  cease  and young R o lan d 's  
h e a l th  beg ins to  im prove.

The s to ry  c o n ta in s  a l l  th e  e lem ents of a tv p ic a l  ghost s to ry  
m entioned above, a long w ith  c e r t a in  v a ria t.io n s  which g ive  i t  even a 
more d is tu rb in g  f e e l  and, in  our o p in ió n , a h ig h e r l i t e r a r y  s ta n d a rd . 
The most obvious of th e se  elem ents i s  " th e  haunted  p la c e " , a doorway 
in  th i s  c a se , which once used to lead  to  th e  s e r v a n ts ' q u a r te r s  but 
which now lead s  to  nowhere. The au th o r s e t s  i t  a p a rt from th e  res!, of 
the  n o v e l’s g eo g rap h ica l s e t t in g  (which is  g iven  in  g r e a t  d c t a i l )  and 
p re s é n ts  i t  in an unnerving and s i n i s t e r  l i g h t :

" . . . b u t  th e re  stood  the  doorway open and v a c a n t, f r e e  to  a l l  
th e  w inds, to  th e  r a b b i t s ,  and every  w ild  c r e a tu r e .  I t  s t ru c k  my
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eye, th e  f i r s t  tim e I went to  Brentwood, l ik e  a m elancholy com- 
ment upon a l i f e  th a t  was o v e r. A door th a t  led  to  n o th ing  - 
c lo sed  once perhaps w ith  anxious c a re , b o lte d  and guarded , now 
vo id  of any meaning. I.t im pressed me, I  remember, from th e  f i r s t ,  
so perhaps i t  may be s a id  th a t  my mind was p rep a red  to  a t ta c h  to  
i t  an im portance which n o th ing  j u s t i f i e d "  (1 8 ) .

One of th e  f in d s  o f th e  s to ry  is  the f a c t  th a t  the  doorway i s  
devoid of meaning to  everyone bu t th e  ghost and th e  Reverend 
M o n tc rie f f , th e  on ly  person  ab le  to  un d ers tan d  th e  f a c t s  in  t h e i r  tr u e  
l i g h t .  Thus th e  haunted  p lace  i s  som ething alm ost sch em atic , and is  
ab le  by i t s e l f  to  re p re s e n t the  border between th e  r e a l  and the  su p e r­
na t u r a l .

But a t  th e  same tim e , Mrs. O liphan t i s  a-lso a V ic to r ia n  w r i te r  of 
l i t e r a t u r e  o f m anners, and th i s  may be seen  in  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  In  Lhis 
way i t  ta k e s  on an a sp e c t o f v e r i s im i l i tu d e  which i s  ty p ic a l  of the  
o th e r  ghost s t o r i e s  of the  tim e; n o t on ly  in  her d e ta i le d  d e s c r ip t io n s  
bu t a ls o  in  th e  comments she makes on th e  ed u ca tio n  of c h iid re n  
( " th a t  n ever-end ing  ed u ca tio n  which th e  young people  seem to  re q u ire  
nowadays. T he ir mother m arried  me when she was younger th an  A gatha, 
and I  should  l i k e  to  see them improve upon her m other!" (1 9 ); on f a c t s  
of everyday l i f e  such as in d u s t r i a l  developm ent ("The r i v e r ,  l ik e  so 
many in  th a t  d i s t r i c t ,  had, however, in  i t s  e a r l i e r  l i f e  been 
s a c r i f i c e d  to  tra d e  and was grim y w ith  paper-m aking" (2 0 ) ) ,  and th e  
f a i l i n g s  of m ail S e rv ices  ( " I  n o tic e d  th e  ' im m ediate ' ,  'u r g e n t , '  which 
o ld - fa sh io n e d  people and anxious peop le  s t i l l  b e lie v e  w ill  in f lu e n e e  
th e  p o s t - o f f ic e  and qu icken  th e  speed of th e  m a ils"  (2 1 ) ) ,

The n a r r a to r ,  Colonel M ortim er, a ls o  c o n tr ib u te s  to  the  
p re s e n ta t io n  of a c re d ib le  a tm osphere. He i s  a man a t  a l l  in c l in e d  to  
h a l lu c in a t in g , though he say s : " I  am a sober man m yse lf, and not 
s u p e r s t i t i o u s  - a t  l e a s t  anv more than  everybody i s  s u p e r s t i t i o u s . Of 
cou rse  I do not b e lie v e  in  g h o s ts ; but I d o n 't  deny, any more than 
o th e r  p eo p le , th a t  th e r e  a re  s t o r i e s  which I cannot p re terid  to  u n d er­
s tan d "  (2 2 ) . Through th e se  lu c id  eyes we a re  g iven  h in ts  which con­
t r ib u t e  to  th e  atm osphere of g ra d u a lly  in c re a s in g  r a r i f i c a t i o n  from 
th e  very  f i r s t  p a g e s , as M.R. James su g g es ted : The im p ress io n ab le  
c h a ra c te r  of young Roland and th e  behav iour o f th e  an im áis , even 
b e fo re  M ortimer h ea rs  about th e  v o ic e , when he observes th a t  as they  
pass c ió s e  by the  r u in s ,  " th e  h o rses  were u n w illin g  to  tu rn  round, 
though th e i r  s ta b le s  la v  th a t  way" (2 3 ) . The l a d 's  pony i s  a is o  
f r ig h te n e d . To c o u n te r th e se  f a c t s ,  the  Colonel keeps p u tt in g  forw ard 
reaso n s in  sea rch  of a r a t io n a l  e x p la n a tió n : "Why had th e  fo o l of 
the  woman a t  the  g a te  allow ed anyone to  come in  to  d is tu rb  the q u ie t 
of th e  p la c e ? " (2 4 ) ; "There might be some d e v il ry  of p r a c t ic a !  jo k in g , 
fo r  an y th in g  I knew; o r they  might have some i n t e r e s t  in  g e t t in g  up a 
bad re p u ta tio n  fo r  th e  Brentwood avenue" (2 5 ) . But when he v i s i t s  the 
ru in s  a lone  fo r  the f i r s t  tim e, "N evert.heless th e re  carne a s tro n g  
im pression  upon me th a t  somebody was th e re "  (2 6 ) .

The c h a ra c te r  o f the  " in c ré d u lo  p o s i t i v i s t a "  is  re p re se n te d  by 
Doctor Simson, whom th e  au th o r t r e a t s  w ith  a m ix tu re  o f contempt and 
com passion. The d o c to r i s  s tu p e t ie d  on w itn e s s in g  some of th e  even ts
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a t  which he has p re v io u s ly  laughed , a lth o u g h  l a t e r  he re fu se s  again  
and ag a in  to  adm it th a t  i t  m ight have an y th ing  to  do w ith  the su p e r- 
n a t.u ra l, causing  i r r i t a t i o n  amongst th e  o th e r s .

I t  i s  easy  to  see th a t  th o se  who a c c e p t th e  e x is te n c e  of the 
ghost a re  th o se  who cannot reason  (an im á is) or those  in  whom the  
powers of reaso n in g  a re  no t f u l ly  developed y e t ( c h i ld r e n ) ,  or those  
who have had l i t t l e  ed u ca tio n  ( s e r v a n ts ) ;  w h ils t  th e  d o c to r and the  
co lo n e l do no t accep t i t  a t  f i r s t ,  fo r  they  a re  educated  men ac- 
customed to  malee a ssessm en ts from what. th ey  s e e . In  o th e r  words: the 
form er f e e l  th i s  p resence  w h ils t  the  l a t t e r  on ly  t r y  to  un d ers tan d  i t .  
F in a l ly ,  th e re  i s  th e  Reverend M o n tc rie f f , " s tro n g  in  p h ilo so p h y , not 
so s tro n g  in  Greek, s t ro n g e s t  of a l l  in  e x p e rie n c e " , as M ortimer 
s a y s .

So i t  appears th a t  the  au th o r is  la y in g  down a theme th a t  i s  
e x p lic .i t  in  o th e r  Works of f a n t a s t i c  l i t e r a t u r e  in  th e  19th cen tu ry  
(2 7 ): Science and modern thought a re  of no use in  c e r t a in  c a se s , bu t 
a re  o b s ta c le s  in  a inanv-sided w orld c o n ta in in g  f a r  more th in g s  than  
those  which we a re  a b le  to  see . At v a rio u s  po in t's  in  the  s to ry ,  the  
p lead in g  vo ice  appears no t so much as a ghost but as a s u f fe r in g  
c re a tu re  in  need of h e lp , no m a tte r  w hether i t  i s  a l iv e  or n o t. I t  is  
more a q u e s tio n  of what th e  human being i s  cap ab le  of p e rc e iv in g  than 
of what does or does no t e x i s t . Mrs. O liphan t S ta te s  th i s  c l e a r ly  in  a 
passage from the  s to ry : "Heaven help  u s , how l i t t l e  do we know about 
a n y th in g " .

I t  i s  p o s s ib le  th a t  such a sp é c u la tio n  as th i s  j ú S t i f i e s  a 
m o d if ic a tio n  of th e  elem ents of th e  g h o st s to ry :  in  th i s  case  th e re  is  
no v is u a l i l l u s io n ,  o r more p r e c is e ly  th i s  i s  secondary , reduced to  a 
ju n ip e r  bush which is  on ly  in  f r o n t  of the  doorway a t  n ig h t- t im e  and 
"som ething . . .  th a t  f lu n g  i t s e l f  w ild ly  w ith in  th e  door" a f t e r  Rev. 
M o n tc r ie f f ’ s p ra y e r . What i s  t r u ly  t e r r i f y in g  i s  that. th e  sound begins 
to  take  shape. so to  speak and i t  changes from an anguished groan of 
s u f fe r in g  in to  a c ry  whose u t te ra n c e s  become in c re a s in g ly  c le a r  u n t.il 
i t s  p le a  i s  made w h ils t  i t  paces from one s id e  to  th e  o th e r  and throws 
i t s e l f  to  th e  ground in  f r o n t  o f the  doorway. And th i s  happens, n ig h t 
a f t e r  n ig h t ,  every  w in te r , w ith  no v a r ia t io n  in  th e  e v e n ts , u n t.il 
someone, th e  Reverend M o n tc rie ff h im se lf , h ea rs  i t  fo r  c e r t a in ,  
re co g n ize s  it. and i s  a b le  to  let. i t  i n . He does th i s  from what one 
assumes to  be th e  o th e r  s id e  of th e  doorway, from where the g h o s tly  
ju n ip e r  bush i s  seen  on th e  r ig h t ■ Yet D i. Simson, from the  o u ts id e , 
sees  i t  on th e  l e f t ..■ as the  r e f l e c t io n  th rough  a m irro r . Are these  
two face s  of th e  same r e a l i t y ?  Could we j u s t i f i a b l y  deduce th a t  the  
au th o r is  t e l i i n g  us th a t  i f  the  ghost is  trap p ed  w ith in  one s id e ,  we 
a re  trap p ed  w ith in  th e  o th e r?

We would a ls o  l i k e  to  draw a t t e n t io n  to  th e  mother f ig u re  and how 
through  th a t  of R o lan d 's  mother and th e  g h o s t1s h e r s e l f  one th in g  
above a l l  o th e rs  is  em phasized: t h e i r  p r o te e t iv e  n a tu re  and, in 
M ortim er's  w ords, " th e  com plete dependence" of t h e i r  c h ild re n  on 
them. R o lan d 's  com passion and h is  t e r r o r  th a t  th e  same th in g  could 
happen to  him is  easy  to  u n d e rs tan d . O liphant , p o s s ib ly  through her 
own ex p erien ce  ( I h i s  cannot be known fo r  c e r t a in )  has chosen the  most 
i n s t i n c t iv e  of human r e la t io n s h ip s  in  consonance w ith  a s to ry  in  which
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r a t i o n a l i t y  i s  pul in to  q u e s tio n .
U n fo rtu n a te ly  we have no t had access  to  th e  o th e r  g h o st s t o r i e s

by th i s  S c o tt is h  w r i t e r .  One, s to ry  a lone  has allow ed us an in s ig h t  
in to  th i s  p e c u l i a r ,  o r ig in a l  and pow erful v o ic e . There rem ains to  be 
made a com parison which allow s us to  c o rro b ó ra te  th e  f e a t u i - s  which 
make her a s p e c ia l  case  among w r i te r s  of fa n ta s tic .  l i t e r a t u r e .  I t  i s  a 
ta s k  which we would no t l ik e  to  leav e  u n f in ish e d , bu t i t  would be 
n ece ssa ry  to  make i t  th e  o b je c t o f an o th e r Work. Let us conclude th i s  
w ith  a q u o ta tio n  from an a u th o re ss  who was one of her co n te m p o ra r ie s , 
perhaps as lu c k le s s  as she was in  her p r iv a te  l i f e ,  b u t w ith  a 
h ap p ie r l i t e r a r y  fo r tu n e . We a re  r e f e r r in g  to  Emily B ron té . The words 
of H e a th c l if f  in  a passage  from W uthering Heig h ts  appear to  us to  be 
th e  most a p p ro p ia te  to  end such a stu d y  as t h i s :  "I b e lie v e  - I  know
th a t  g h o sts  have wandered on e a r th ."
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