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For centuries the human mind has been haunted by spectres and 

apparitions; the uncanny and the unreal; and over time humanity has 

struggled to categorize and describe what it sees and what it believes to 

be from another realm. The Ghost Story from the Middle Ages to the 

Twentieth Century offers a window into that struggle, collecting and 

compiling intriguing analyses of literary hauntings from pre-Reformation 

England through the modern era. 

The collection gathers a series of papers from a conference held at 

Trinity College, Dublin in 2008 in honor of Sheridan le Fanu, to whom 

the volume is dedicated, and features discussions of several prominent 

ghost-story writers as well as those far less visible. The articles also offer 

innovative insights into well-read and oft-critiqued works, suggesting 

new readings and challenging some entrenched interpretations. The 

intimate connection between TCD and the ghost story, through the 

foundation of the Dublin University Magazine in 1833, provides the 

linchpin upon which the essays turn, and binds them all together. The 

pieces cover a broad span of time and space, only briefly touching on the 

conceptions of ghosts in the Middle Ages, lingering mostly in the later 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but giving voice to global ghosts 

within the Western tradition.  

For the most part the contributions are clear, articulate and tightly 

written. At times, they assume an established knowledge base and do not 

provide the necessary context for those unfamiliar with the work at hand. 

But overall, the collection is full of interesting titbits and snapshots of 

the spectral world as well as solidly engaging literary interpretation and 

analysis. 
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The Introduction sets up the volume nicely, excavating the 

meaning of the uncanny, though directed primarily at nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century short fiction. Julie Anne Stevens explains the enduring 

fascination with ghosts and their stories and what that says about 

society and its beliefs, fears and superstitions. She argues that the short 

story is the best genre for voicing such concerns about the supernatural 

because, by nature, they are only fleeting glimpses. Stevens also 

references the ‘medieval underpinnings’ of the ghost story tradition, 

which is most evident in the first three essays.  

Peter Marshall examines the ghost story genre and its 

transformations in post-Reformation England. He explains that the 

modern ghost story was born in the eighteenth century out of an interest 

in the sensational, but establishes a context for the ghosts of 

Renaissance drama and supernatural fiction as a form of historical 

discourse. He also acknowledges that ghost stories developed much 

earlier in the Middle Ages, and traces the evolution of the genre in terms 

of demonic apparitions and ghostly visitations. For Renaissance 

audiences, ghost stories presented a ‘truth’ or ‘reality’ to combat atheism 

and to reinforce religious belief through science. The presence and 

appearance of ghosts confirmed the existence of an afterlife, and 

therefore, God. The Restoration of the seventeenth century, ‘restored’ 

short stories — they became popular fiction, but were still used to 

reinforce religious doctrine and combat skepticism. Marshall’s essay 

constructs a framework for placing ghost stories maintained in 

subsequent essays. His ‘cultural-historical excursus’ (32) explains how 

ghost stories respond to shifts in religious ideology and how they were 

shaped by the changing tide of belief, doctrine and superstition.  

For medieval authors, ghosts were a product of sin or were 

warnings to loved ones. Robert Mannyng deBrun’s fourteenth-century 

Handlyng synne corresponds with Dante’s Inferno and serves as a 
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penitential based on the doctrines of the Fourth Lateran Council (1215). 

Andrew J. Power breaks down the specific types of ghost stories in 

Mannyng’s text and provides examples of how the medieval author used 

apparitions in his devotional work. Some of these stories are terrifying — 

devils carrying off the conscious dead to Hell; others deal with the return 

of ‘generally good souls from purgatory’ (34) to plead for their loved ones; 

while still others are confessionals of the damned dead who did not 

repent before their demise and warn their families of the torments that 

await them in Hell if they do not heed their tale. 

The volume exits the medieval at this point. The third essay on 

Laudian Ecclesia and Victorian culture wars in the works of M.R. James, 

by medievalist Helen Conrad O’Briain, addresses medieval underpinnings 

in James’ ghost stories but focuses on nineteenth century literature with 

a seventeenth-century aesthetic. The contextual material is often difficult 

to follow; however, the essay provides some interesting analysis of the 

architectural tropes and the ghostly and redemptive aspects of James’s 

stories. From O’Briain’s article the volume progresses into the twentieth 

century and then back into the Victorian era with clear and erudite 

analyses of major (and some minor) works of spectral fiction. Darryl 

Jones examines Robert Aickman’s twentieth-century works with the view 

that his protagonists are surrogates for Aickman himself and are his 

fictional counterparts ‘in terms of class, age, political affiliation and 

sexual disposition’ (61). Jones’s essay deftly weaves together distinct 

themes that create a complex picture of post-war Englishness that 

provides an ‘animating context’ (61) for Aikman’s work against the 

backdrop of modernist architecture.  

Jarlath Killeen’s essay on gendering the Victorian ghost story 

addresses a ‘masculine unease’ (81) with the supernatural, and the 

traditional feminine association with spectral fiction and all manner of 

things uncanny. He argues that ghosts represent male power against 
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which female victims struggle, rather than embodying Victorian 

femininity. Killeen’s essay focuses on the fraught associations of 

apparitions with masculine or feminine power and sets a contextual 

framework for the next few essays that centre on the Victorian ghost 

genre. Elizabeth McCarthy moves next into the ‘voice out of the unseen’ 

(97) and the works of Margaret Oliphant, a hugely prolific Victorian 

author (out of necessity), who wrote as a means of financial support to 

make up for the feckless men in her life. McCarthy challenges modern 

critics who dismiss Oliphant’s work as quantity rather than quality and 

elevates her as a master of the ghost genre. 

Sheridan Le Fanu, the inspiration for both the conference and this 

volume, takes centre stage in Nicholas Allen’s compelling piece on the 

spectral empire. Allen clearly and adroitly outlines the ‘emerging forms of 

bourgeoise culture’ (112) in Le Fanu’s works like Carmilla, represented 

by the material objects connected to imperial trade and a specific sense 

of Irish identity. This sense of Irish identity and folklore tradition also 

haunts the works of Oscar Wilde, specifically his only spectral piece, ‘The 

Canterville ghost’, which was shaped and informed by his Irish heritage. 

Anne Markey provides a thorough and able analysis of the complexities 

and nuances of Wilde’s politically- and culturally-charged parody of the 

ghost story genre, which leads well into Julie Anne Stevens’s individual 

contribution on the development of the modern Irish ghost story.  

Stevens highlights the place and function of short stories in modern 

culture with particular emphasis on the genre’s evolution in Ireland. Her 

analysis focuses on the second half of the twentieth century and the 

anti-feminist attitude of many critics to works by female authors like 

Somerville and Ross. Stevens argues that modern writers like Elizabeth 

Bowen are indebted to Somerville and Ross for laying the foundation for 

a new kind of ghost story. 
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The transgressive nature of apparitions and spectres occupies the 

next few essays in the collection. Jenny McDonnell examines the 

corporeal ghost who inhabits the realm of reality in Robert Louis 

Stevenson’s works including Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Post-apocalyptic 

New Zealand is the setting for Keri Hulme’s works on post-colonial Maori 

folklore. Melanie Otto explains that Hulme’s work, The Stonefish (2004), 

features cultural ghosts in the otherworldly creatures linked to a pre-

national identity and consciousness grounded in Maori tradition.  

A similar sense of ethereal colonial identities occupies Henry 

James’s The Turn of the Screw, presented by Dara Downey as a work of 

American Gothic, which explains the story’s abruptions and troubling 

resolution. Downey argues that the persistent question of whether there 

are actually ghosts in Turn of the Screw cannot be fully answered, but 

suggests that the American cultural identity in the spaces of the text 

provides some compelling possibilities. Stephen Matterson continues the 

discussion on Henry James in his examination of ‘The real right thing’, 

which Matterson contends represents James’s view of himself as a ghost, 

‘a revenant who finds only dislocation and displacement’ (213) in his 

return to America after twenty years. In ‘The real right thing’, James is 

the ‘real’ ghost.  

The reality and dislocation of war and the fears of societal 

disintegration and collapse feature as ghosts in the uncanny works of 

Edith Wharton. Ann Patten’s essay historicises Wharton’s ghost stories 

and expands the analysis of her works beyond class and gender into 

broader cultural issues of twentieth-century wartime America. Similarly, 

Bernice M. Murphy traces the undercurrents of American Gothic in, and 

the connection between, the domestic humour and unnerving horror 

fiction of Shirley Jackson, illuminating the ghostly aspects of Jackson’s 

domestic fiction and the domestic settings of works like The Haunting of 

Hill House and Raising Demons. In line with the discussion of ghosts in 
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the domestic sphere, Jane Suzanne Carroll’s essay returns the volume’s 

focus to M.R. James, with a portrait of his story, ‘The haunted dolls’ 

house’, and its relation to modern children’s ghost stories. Carroll argues 

that this story is an ‘outstandingly original moment in children’s 

literature’ (251) where James introduces a new kind of spectral fiction 

that had a lasting effect of modern children’s literature as a whole. 

The final instalment in the volume turns to the persistence of 

Edgar Allan Poe in popular culture and his defining effect on American 

literary identity, specifically in relation to the work of Chuck Palahniuk. 

Philip Coleman takes issue with classifications of Palahniuk’s Haunted 

as childish or underdeveloped, and argues that the text ‘engages in a 

more acutely strategic and serious way […] with the cultural politics of 

form and bodily representation’ (268). Coleman unearths the presence of 

Poe in Palahniuk’s work and suggests that Poe’s essence essentially 

haunts Haunted. 

The Ghost Story is an eclectic collection that gives voice to the 

enduring popular fascination with the uncanny and the creepy. The logic 

for the overall sequencing of the volume is at times mystifying, but the 

collection seeks to open doors that are often considered best left closed 

and shines lights into the darkest corners of the literary tradition. It is a 

well-written and engaging collection, and though at first glace it appears 

to pass over the Middle Ages mainlined in the title, the medieval 

dimension is woven into the fabric of several of the narratives and the 

work as a whole offers a tantalizing glimpse of a whole other world of 

ghostly stories.  
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